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Prologue

April 2017

It hadn’t always been like this.

Gazing at Catherine’s coffin, something deep inside his gut snapped. As his wife’s body was lowered down into the earth and the straps that held it in place were withdrawn, so Thomas Houghton knew that everything had changed. His wife was dead. He was dead. Everything around him was dead. His life was in free fall.

A gentle wind rustled the leaves of the watching trees, sending whispers of discord to his ears as he eyed those gathered at the graveside: his daughter, his parents, his grandmother – four generations of family in total, all of whom had been powerless to stop the onslaught of his wife’s disease.

The vicar was chanting a prayer as the coffin was laid to rest. Thomas heard his daughter, Emma, stifle a sob next to him, but he remained still, his mind dulled by blame and accusations, the heaviness of his heart preventing his movement. He closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear to gaze down at Catherine’s cheap wooden coffin. He couldn’t throw earth. He couldn’t throw flowers. He couldn’t even offer comfort to their only daughter.

Anger bubbled up in his throat, threatening to overwhelm him, and his eyes flew open, his gaze switching wildly from face to face. He could stay no longer. It was time to go. He swivelled on his feet, shoving his hands deep into his trouser pockets, ignoring the plea on his daughter’s face.

Time to go; that had been he and his wife’s special phrase. They had been the words that had bound them together – those three words slipping from Catherine’s lips when it was time for them to be wed, time for them to leave for the hospital for his daughter’s birth… time for Catherine to die. Time to go, said with a smile on her lips, their phrase demanding he put his hands in his pockets and give a mischievous shrug of his shoulders. Now those same words were demanding his exit.

A dozen heads turned to watch his hurried departure, but he ignored the unvoiced criticism. All he cared about was escaping.

Rage filled his whole body; it filled his head and it filled his soul. The cords that had held his fragile mind intact were gone. Anger would guide his movements. As his legs sped him towards Jason and the crack house, Thomas Houghton knew, without doubt, that he was heading to where his destiny lay… and he couldn’t now be held responsible for any of his future actions.
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Monday 23 April 2018

The 249 bus crawled slowly up the hill towards Crown Point, its brakes hissing with displeasure as it pulled to a halt several bus stops from the top.

Florence Briarly gathered up her shopping bags and prepared to dismount, staring with glee from the window at the view across Streatham Common and out towards the most southerly parts of London. The sun was bright, its reflection bouncing between the glass-fronted office blocks in the nearby mini-metropolis of Croydon, each dark towering shape brilliantly silhouetted against the azure sky. The sight was one from which she would never tire.

At the next stop, she moved gingerly towards the door, clinging hard to the grips at the top of each seat with every step that she took, consciously waiting for the final jolt that signalled the bus was at last stationary. Her fingers shook with the effort and her legs bowed with the exertion of stepping down the two steep metal stairs on to the road below.

The bus was rarely busy between school times, and apart from a few passengers who had left along her journey, there were only two other people on board: a silver-haired, outwardly respectable lady of a similar age to her and a man in his mid-forties with a red inkblot style birthmark on his forehead. They would be kept waiting until she dismounted, so she tried to be quick.

Once on the pavement, she placed her two small shopping bags down and waved her thanks towards the driver. It wasn’t their usual driver. This driver was a woman, a little less aware of customer satisfaction and a little more focused on adhering to the timetable maybe, but Florence liked to be polite. Good manners were still as important now as when they’d been instilled in her by her Victorian mother.

She thought of her usual driver, always full of cheery words and a welcome smile, well-liked amongst the local residents of Streatham and Crystal Palace. He was a love though. On one occasion he had even dismounted from the driver’s cab to assist her on to the bus, his strong hands guiding her frail figure to one of the nearest seats saved for the elderly.

The bus was pulling away now as she started to shuffle up the road, her hip jarring with each step taken. The bags were light, only a few single pieces of fruit, some cereal and a packet of teabags, the outing being more an excuse to leave the confines of her house and speak to people really. There were a few flags fluttering outside houses, the red crosses signifying St George’s Day, bringing back patriotic memories of wartime Britain. Her hip tweaked again, reinforcing the fact she was old enough to remember. Still, it wasn’t far to go, thankfully. Just across the footpath at the top of the common, past The Rookery cafe and then a few houses into the street that bordered the woods.

Her neighbour was bent over, tending to his front garden as she approached. He straightened and rubbed the base of his back, squeezing his eyes shut briefly.

‘Good morning Flo,’ he smiled warmly towards the old lady. ‘It’s good to see you out and about. How’s the hip replacement doing?’

‘I can’t complain, George.’ She never complained. Flo nodded towards a clump of colourful wallflowers. ‘Anyway, it gets me out in the sunshine to admire your gardening prowess, especially as it’s the day named in your honour – St George’s Day.’ She chuckled as her friend shook his head with a grin, leaning across to get her balance on the gate. George had lost his wife two years after she had lost Alf. The four of them had been great friends and more than one member of her family and other acquaintances had commented on their possible pairing… but it had never happened, for no other reason than it didn’t seem right.

She returned his smile, winking cheekily. Florence Briarly might have an ingrained sense of propriety, but she wasn’t too stuffy to tease and she certainly would never forego the opportunity to have some fun with George, even if that meant a gentle flirtation with her neighbour… along with the odd game of whist or scrabble. They were as close to being a couple as was possible, without actually being a couple and although she was sure that her Alf and his Jeanie wouldn’t have minded, to blur the lines of their previous friendships still seemed like a breach of both etiquette and trust.

They exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes before arranging their next social. Tomorrow afternoon George would join her, Nick Hewer, Rachel Riley and Susie Dent for a game of Countdown, washed down with tea and cake. Tomorrow they would meet as they had done for years to pit their wits and knowledge against each other. Tomorrow the two old friends would be companions, providing solace against the inevitable solitude of living alone.

Flo watched as George bent and snipped a single daffodil from a clump of growing spring bulbs and held it out towards her. She shook her head in mock rebuke but took the flower, smiling with pleasure, before saying her goodbyes and hobbling off with the delicate yellow bloom held carefully between the handles of her bags. He was an old fool, but she would be looking forward to the next day now.

As she made her way two doors further along the road and in through her incurably squeaky wooden gate, little did she know that two eyes were following her every footstep. Even less did she realise that her every movement was being carefully scrutinised as she turned her worn Yale key in the only lock on the front door and pushed it open.

As she entered the warmth and homeliness of the house she’d shared with Alf for all those years and closed the door shut behind her, she had no idea that her own game of Countdown had just begun.

*

It was dark when the man returned.

The man liked darkness. He liked the anonymity it provided. He had worked in darkness many times in the early years of his career and was at home in its obscurity. On one occasion, many years before, he had heard a politician being described on the TV as ‘having something of the night’ about him and the phrase had stuck in his head. It fitted him. It was him. There had always been something dark inside him that he had never been able to truly control. At times it had emerged, unbidden, but he had never been able to allow it free rein… until more recently.

He slipped into the bushes, retracing his previous route along the footpaths of the common until he came to a small, cramped spot of flattened foliage, right opposite the old woman’s house. It was perfect. In fact, the whole area was perfect. Streatham Common was a well-known location for the anonymous liaisons of gay men, so it was criss-crossed by walkways, some wide, some only lightly trodden, with small, circular patches where the shrubs had been compressed flat by the weekends’ illicit activities. Tonight, however, being a Monday, the common was quiet, as were the residential streets that bordered it, few cars other than those belonging to residents requiring access.

With gloved hands, the man carefully unfolded a square of waterproof sheeting, spread it out on top of the trodden leaves and crouched down on it, watching and listening at all times – but nothing stirred. Idly, he ran his fingers through his rucksack, double-checking that all his tools were in their correct places, cleaned and sharpened, ready to cut wires, score through putty, slip locks; if necessary keep control. He couldn’t risk making any mistakes. He was too good for that.

The old woman’s details were already seared into his memory. She was called Florence Briarly; he’d seen it on discarded correspondence. She was eighty-two years of age, subscribed to several charities and on the whole wasn’t taken in by junk mail, most being thrown away unopened. He knew all of this because he’d been there before, during daylight hours, as well as under cover of darkness, scoping out her house, checking the bins and memorising her night-time rituals.

She was a typical pensioner: she entertained only a handful of daytime visitors and spent evenings alone with just her TV for company. She got up at the same time every morning and she went to bed at the same time every night. She tended to shop and complete her chores in the mornings, took a short nap after lunch and entertained most visitors in the afternoon, before having tea at around 6 p.m. She chose not to drive, so if not being picked up would usually catch a bus. She did not appear to have a mobile phone and had little use for technology. A landline and TV were clearly all she needed, and that was all she had.

He allowed himself a smile of anticipation. She was perfect for what he wanted – and what he really wanted was conversation, a chance to get to know the real Florence Briarly. He loved the elderly. They held memories he loved to hear.

A light still shone from the downstairs window but soon it would begin its movement upwards, the meagre glow lighting her way up the stairs, onto the landing and into her bedroom. Old people were slaves to routine and Florence Briarly was no exception.

He checked his watch and made himself more comfortable, lying on the waterproof sheet and pulling the hood of his jacket tighter around his head, leaving only a small hole through which to peer. Even though the sun had been warm, now it was night, the chill dampness of the woodland seeped into his bones – but he didn’t care. He had spent many an hour rooted unmoving to a single spot in his youth. Doing so again only served to heighten the experience.

The hands of his watch glowed luminous in the light of the copse. It was two minutes to ten. Two minutes to wait before she would mount the stairs, slip into her nightdress and climb into bed. He felt his pulse quicken at the thought and his hands pulled subconsciously at the bag, reaching in and pulling out the mask.

The time clicked forward onto ten o’clock, just as the downstairs light clicked off. He imagined the old woman grasping the handrails and pulling her frail body up the stairs. He visualised her bedtime routine: cleaning her face, her teeth, her body, and a long fleece dressing gown pulled tightly around her fragile ribcage.

It would be a few more hours until he dare go to her. He would have to remain hidden until she was deeply asleep and her neighbours’ houses had descended into darkness. He closed his eyes and pulled the mask over his face, letting his warm, moist breath fill the space between his skin and the latex. This was the part he loved. The wait was exhilarating. The wait heightened every sense in his body. It made him feel alive.

Would she answer his questions and speak? Or would she stay disappointingly mute? Would she do everything he asked? Or would she spoil his musings? He hoped she wouldn’t make him angry.

What he did know though, and what he concentrated on now, as he lay savouring the texture of the air in the mask, was that very soon Florence Briarly would be safely tucked up in bed. Very soon her breathing would become shallow, her mouth would fall open and her eyes close sleepily… and just as she was in her deepest, sleepiest state of relaxation, he would creep up her stairs and make her acquaintance.

*

For some reason, Florence Briarly felt unsettled. She didn’t know the cause of her unease, but the feeling had settled on her as she climbed the stairs to bed that night and it had stayed with her ever since.

Sleep had been intermittent as a result – one minute relaxing into slumber and the next wide awake, her limbs tense and her brain running through everything that had happened that day. Had she watched something on television that had brought with it unforeseen alarm? The daily news bulletins were full of inhumanity and death. Even the nightly menu of her favourite soaps was darker and more dramatic than in years gone by. Maybe she’d eaten something that had disagreed? Perhaps even the shopping trip had taken more out of her than she’d thought. The strain of the walk and bus ride was harder than ever these days, but she was loath to stop it, even though her daughter worried about the chance of her falling. Once she stopped making the effort, she sensed that the walls of her house would close in on her and her life would shrink inwards until eventually suffocating her in its cosy isolation.

She’d seen it happen to friends and she was dammed if she would let it happen to her. The thought impinged on her sleep again and she realised that the whole of her body was rigid with worry, her brows creased deeply in consternation. She made a conscious effort to relax, shifting on to her other side and concentrating on recalling instead the good news of the new Royal baby, born to William and Kate, the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, along with an earlier documentary on the most common garden creatures.

The noise of leaves crunching below the window outside forced her eyes open. She closed them again with a weary sigh. Even the memory of hedgehogs and field mice filmed snuffling amongst the leaves was failing to dull her already vivid imagination. The carriage clock next to her bed ticked gently on.

A sharp snap sounded, not too loud but still distinct. She opened her eyes, staring into the darkness, listening for more sounds, her heart beat quickening. There was nothing to worry about; it was just the same nocturnal animal stepping on a twig.

Silence returned; only the murmur of the gentle breeze could be heard, brushing against the surrounding trees, and the odd familiar creaking of floorboards and pipes, expanding and contracting as the heating system cooled.

Slowly, she allowed her mind to go blank, struggling to force her brain to let go. Her whole body felt fatigued.

A noise came again; this time closer. It was the sound of the draught excluder on her front door brushing against the mat. She’d recognise that noise anywhere. A waft of cold air and the gentle murmur of the wind, more distinct now, not hushed through a wooden barrier. Then the same sound again. The door closing; the brushing of the mat, a dull click, the wind muted. A pause. Then footsteps along the hallway, the stairs, getting closer. There was someone in her house.

She reached out in panic for the landline next to her bed. There was one handset in the lounge and one next to her bed, just in case of emergency, her daughter had said. Amy. She must phone Amy. Her daughter would know what to do. Or the police. Her fingers were shaking. Her hands were shaking. She pressed the buttons, three times – 999.

She let out a whimper as the footsteps grew closer, her voice strangulated. The voice was not her own. She couldn’t speak, but as she held the phone to her ear, she realised there was no one to speak to. The phone was silent, dead. She let it drop to the floor, heard it clatter, as the doorway filled with the shape of a man, even blacker than the shadows around him, wearing black, his face covered in material as black as the rest of his clothing.

The figure stood still, staring in her direction, before shining a torch at his own face, his cheeks and forehead black and shiny, his teeth and eyes lit up in a brilliant-white, maniacal grin.

She opened her mouth as if to scream, but her voice caught again, in terror.

The man walked across the room, knelt down beside her and reached across, stroking both gloved hands over her hair and down her cheeks until the forefinger of one hand rested on her lips.

‘Shhh, Florence,’ he whispered. ‘I won’t hurt you. I love you. And you have nothing to fear if you do what I say.’
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George Cosgrove fastened the button on his jacket and straightened his trousers as he waited for Flo to answer the door. It was spot on 2 p.m. George prided himself on punctuality and arriving ten minutes before Countdown was due to start gave them just enough time for the tea and cake to be served, before sitting down to settle their quizzing rivalry. He had with him a small bunch of daffodils picked from his garden and a bottle of non-alcoholic elderflower wine. It was Florence’s favourite.

She always took a while to answer her door, but today she was taking longer than usual. He took a deep breath and knocked again. Maybe she had been busy the first time and hadn’t heard.

His attention turned to the living room at the front of the house. The curtains were open, so she must be in. It was the first thing she did in the morning. The room was gloomy though, the light off and no warming glow coming from the gas fire that would still be needed at this time of the year.

He stepped towards the window and peered in. Everything appeared as normal, but the door was shut and the gas fire unlit.

A spike of anxiety shot through him. He banged on the door again, this time louder and more urgent, and peeped through the letter box, noticing the presence of a letter on the mat. Something was wrong. The door to the kitchen was closed and there were none of the usual baking aromas permeating throughout the house. Something was definitely amiss. Flo always baked a cake in readiness for their afternoon get-together.

He placed the flowers and wine down on the doorstep and hurried back to his house. There was a spare key for Flo’s address hanging on the key rack in his hallway. For a second, he wondered whether he should phone her daughter, Amy. It had been she who had insisted that he should keep one, much to her mother’s displeasure and chiding. Flo had argued that she was quite capable of looking after herself, so Amy had chosen the easy route, taking George into her confidence without Flo ever knowing. For that very reason he had never used it before… and for the same reason he was nervous to use it now.

His hands were shaking as he selected her key. He wouldn’t phone Amy just yet. It might be nothing, so he didn’t want to worry her… and he wanted to get back to Flo straight away. She might be ill and there was no time to waste.

The front door to Flo’s house was still shut when he returned. Fumbling with the key, he reached up and turned the lock, pushing the door forward and listening for any sound of movement over the swish of the draught excluder. There was nothing.

‘Flo,’ his voice faltered as he called her name. ‘Are you there?’

He stepped forward, moving into the familiarity of the house.

‘Flo? Are you all right?’ The sound of his footsteps was magnified in his ears as he moved around the ground floor, but there was no response. The air was cool, the thermostat not having been turned up, and the kettle was cold and empty.

With a heavy heart, he started to climb the stairs, his legs moving independently of his mind, knowing without doubt he would be facing only one of two possible scenarios: his great friend would be lying comatose, but still alive… or she would be dead. He could barely entertain the second option.

The doors to the spare rooms and bathroom were open and the spaces within empty, leaving only the main bedroom with its door shut. He called out her name again, pausing with his hand on the door handle to listen for any response. There was none.

Turning the handle, he pushed the door ajar and stepped forward, sucking in his breath at the sight before him. The curtains were open and the room was bathed in light. Flo lay in her bed, facing upwards, her eyes closed as if in sleep, her arms by her sides, her mouth and lips still. The duvet was pulled up around her neck, lying unmoving over her ribcage, tucked precisely underneath her chin. Her head lay centrally against the pillow, with her hair brushed from her face, the skin of which was white and pasty. He knew immediately that he was too late.

As if to confirm what his eyes were telling him, he moved forward and stretched out his hand, allowing a finger to come to rest on her cheek. Her skin was cool and waxy to the touch and she made no response. He pulled his finger away, lifting it instead to his own mouth to stifle a sob. Grown men didn’t cry, yet now he was.

‘Oh Flo,’ he whispered, wiping a tear from his cheek and noticing the phone on the bedside cabinet, its handset still set in position on the base unit. ‘Why didn’t you call me if you felt ill?’

For a few minutes he stood, his mind lost in the past years of their friendship, remembering her first stumbling attempt at an introduction and the last words she had said the previous morning; how upbeat and joyful she had been.

The memory stirred him into action. He had to tell Amy. She would want to know how happy her mother had been just a few hours previously, and that she had died peacefully, asleep in her bed.

An old well-thumbed phonebook sat next to the telephone with Flo’s distinctive spidery handwriting scored across its front cover. He picked it up, thumbing through it until he found Amy’s number and dialled each digit carefully, before pressing the receiver to his ear. As he did so, a swell of panic started to seep through his body – a trickle of unease at first, then gathering strength when he started to comprehend the scene before him. The ringtone was missing and the overpowering silence was eerie and unbearable. The phone was dead – Flo would have been unable to summon help, even if she’d tried.

Wildly, he stared around the room, his eyes flicking from wall to wall, his discomfort growing. The phone had been in its stand. Everything was in its place. Flo’s clothes were folded carefully on the chair in the corner. The curtains were open. The bed covers were smooth and unruffled. The whole room was neat and tidy… too neat and tidy. Even Flo, cold and dead in the safety of her bed, was neat and tidy.

*

The police car came within minutes, its occupants pounding up the garden path towards George. The old man stood ashen-faced outside his own house, having returned to use his landline. The words tumbled from his mouth, but as he explained what he had seen to the uniformed officers, the reason for his worry seemed irrational, stupid even. The house was secure; with no sign of a break-in. Flo was old, only a few months away from her eighty-third birthday and only a few months since hospitalisation from a hip replacement. Perhaps there had been a complication that, until now, no one had recognised. And the house was, after all neat and tidy.

The fact that all the curtains in the house were open and the telephone had no connection was, on the face of it, the only thing that he could put his finger on as being suspicious, but even this was not extraordinary enough to suspect foul play… and that was exactly what he was suggesting. No, even he had to admit, his misgivings were illogical. Phone lines were always going down and maybe she’d gone back to bed after starting the day as usual. They would think he was senile or, worse still, suffering from dementia or Alzheimer’s, a dotty old man who couldn’t take in the fact that his friend was dead. But he knew without doubt something bad had happened. He just hoped they would believe him.

The two officers were being unusually attentive. He had expected them to overrule his fear and trample immediately through Flo’s house, riding roughshod over his worries.

Instead, he watched as one of the officers went to the corner of Flo’s house and stared up to where the phone line snaked across the road and down the side of her wall, carefully pushing the fronds of a growing shrub to one side to check on its progress through the brickwork.

He listened as the same officer reported over his radio the fact that the wire appeared to have been cut and was instructed to enter the house, with due regard to forensics, and confirm George’s check on the status of the occupant.

He waited with the officer’s colleague until the constable emerged a few minutes later, glancing over in their direction, his expression serious. He recognised the narrowing of the officer’s lips and the slight shake of his head that confirmed his assessment that Florence was not alive, before the officer lifted the radio to his lips.

‘Control from 922 receiving, over?’

‘Go ahead 922.’

‘Could you inform CID that the scene has all the hallmarks of Operation Greystream,’ he reported, frowning as he spoke. ‘But this time our suspect has done what we feared might happen. This time the occupant is dead.’
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‘Now he’s killed once, do you think he’ll do it again?’ DC Charlie Stafford stared down, appalled, at the body of Florence Briarly.

Her day had started badly, tripping as she jogged up the steps into Lambeth HQ and landing flat on her face, almost at the feet of the Borough Commander. Her chin was grazed from the fall and her ego bruised with the indignity of being hauled to her feet in scruffy trainers, sweaty running gear and with an unruly wave of hair stuck squarely across her moist forehead. Not to mention the fact that the commander, approaching retirement, was at least twice her age, ten times as smart and a hundred times as accomplished. Even now, almost eight hours later, she was still smarting from the memory – and the fact that the accident had reignited a more recent sense of frustration that her life was not turning out the way she had hoped.

‘We don’t know for certain that he has this time.’ Her boss, DI Geoffrey Hunter, pursed his lips and raised his hand to stay her objections. ‘Hunter’, as he was better known, was almost the same age as the commander, but not nearly as dapper – being balding, ruddy-faced and with a vein on his forehead that swelled or shrank in line with the level of stress he was experiencing. He, unlike Charlie, had risen to the rank of inspector by the time he was thirty, and now had a son he was grooming to follow in his footsteps and a happily enduring marriage to the long-suffering Mrs H. Even her rather dumpy, old boss had achieved far more than she had – a fact that she’d also mulled over on their way to the crime scene.

‘We’ll have to wait until we get the results of the post-mortem on the exact cause of death and for SOCO to confirm this burglary is part of the linked Op Greystream series.’ His voice returned her to the job in hand. ‘But, presuming it is, which certainly looks likely, and presuming she’s died as a result, then yes, now he’s caused one death, I would suggest it’s a distinct possibility that he’ll crave more. The amount of violence has been gradually escalating, and if he’s crossed the line from burglary to murder, I would think he’ll want to do it again.’

‘I agree. I think he’s been building up to this for ages. Hopefully, now, the powers-that-be will see he’s not a simple burglar. Look at this house. It’s as if he’s hardly bothered to take a look around. At most, he can only have done a cursory search.’

Charlie stared round the room, taking in the almost OCD nature of the scene, with carefully folded clothing, curtains opened wide and Florence Briarly placed perfectly in position, with the bedding drawn up and smoothed across to cover her body flawlessly. It was bizarre – and creepy – and it sent a shiver of revulsion down her spine. Ever since the series of burglaries had been identified and Operation Greystream set up, she’d doubted the motive being mooted by senior officers. These were more than simple break-ins to steal property.

In her opinion, theft was not the main driving force – if anything, it was a smokescreen. Little of value was ever stolen. On one occasion, the suspect had even returned an item to its owner, swapping it for something different. The press had dubbed him, ‘the stalker with a conscience’ and the ‘burglar with a heart’. Up until now, he’d caused minimal damage, stolen only small amounts of property and listened to some of his victims’ requests. He’d left the elderly homeowners traumatised but alive, being more concerned with their conversation than any hidden treasures. The press, though interested, were not overly damning.

Charlie knew differently though. There was, and always had been, something far more sinister. Their suspect took time, planning and executing each crime. He selected the elderly, both male and female, and always cut their phone lines, preventing even this small act of self-help. The most terrifying fact, in her opinion though, was the amount of time he stayed with each victim, masked and gloved, sitting on their beds, moving around, touching them, chatting to them. Sometimes hours would elapse, during which time he maintained full control, just his mere size and presence rendering them powerless to disobey his orders or fight his whims. In many ways it was this powerlessness that had affected his victims the most. Their suspect might not have taken much of monetary value, but he had stolen far more. He had taken away their peace of mind, their confidence, their security and their ability to sleep soundly in their own beds. Now, for whatever reason, he had taken a life.

Her eyes fell on the antique carriage clock still in position on the bedside table. ‘Look at this clock.’ She bent down to stare as its tiny gold hour hand moved towards the four. ‘That must be worth a few quid, but he wasn’t interested. He wanted something else and this time it looks like he might have killed for it. If he was solely after property, he would have taken that.’

Hunter nodded, turning to the uniformed duty officer co-ordinating the crime scene, who had just appeared at the bedroom door. ‘Do we know if anything has actually been stolen this time?’ he asked.

‘We don’t, as yet,’ the duty officer confirmed. ‘There’s nothing obvious and with the house being a crime scene it’ll be some time before the victim’s daughter is able to properly look. She’s on her way now.’

‘Well, when she is able to enter, ask her to check the more unlikely objects.’ Charlie tilted her head towards Hunter. ‘Remember the last crime scene with Leonard Boswell, the war veteran. Our suspect only wanted to take Len’s military war medals. He was more interested in their sentimental value than what they’d fetch.’

‘Until the poor man broke down and begged him to leave them.’ Hunter pulled a handkerchief out from his pocket and wiped his forehead.

‘He only agreed to swap them for cash and an oil painting, because for some reason he took pity on his victim – not because he really wanted the money.’

Charlie turned towards the duty officer again, instantly recalling the way the old man’s face had crumpled at his perceived failure to better defend himself. How could she forget his tears of frustration and remorse, however hard she’d tried to persuade the old soldier that retaliation would have been futile? He was no match for the bulky intruder, dressed all in black, whose cowardly assault in the middle of the night had caught him at his most vulnerable.

‘Leonard Boswell did everything he was told, but it broke him. He was even able to build up a bit of a rapport with the man – but he never forgave himself for not fighting back.’ Her eyes flicked back to the body of Florence Briarly laid out silently in the bed. ‘Maybe that’s why Leonard Boswell is still alive – and Florence Briarly is dead.’

*

Amy Briarly knew her mother was dead. She had feared the worst when she had seen George Cosgrove’s name ping up on her phone. Her mother’s next-door neighbour never phoned unless there was a problem and as soon as she heard the hesitancy in the staccato message, delivered by the lovely old man, she had recognised the meaning behind the words.

What she hadn’t anticipated though was the presence of a police cordon, halfway down the road, preventing her from getting to her mother’s house. Working as a criminal defence lawyer, she knew that police would be required at any location in which a sudden death had occurred, but this was way above the usual unobtrusive police presence. If unsuspicious, it would usually be dealt with in the privacy of the home, not with police vans, cordon tape and an officer with a clipboard barking out news of her arrival down a radio.

She turned on hearing the radio, to see people heading towards her from several directions. On one side was George, shuffling forward unsteadily, clasping a walking stick, his face pale. On the other, walking purposefully from her mother’s house, were three police officers.

She didn’t need to hear their platitudes, however tactfully delivered. She knew exactly what was coming and suddenly she wanted to hear where, when and how from a friend. Turning towards George, she took a few steps, grasping his outstretched hand as he arrived at her side.

‘She’s died, hasn’t she?’ There was no point trying to hide from the truth, or putting the old man through the trauma of finding the right words.

He nodded and gently extracted his hand from hers, placing his arm instead around her shoulder, clearly desperate to protect her in whatever way he could from what was to come.

‘Come inside and I’ll make you a cup of tea and tell you what I know,’ his voice was hoarse and Amy could hear his heart breaking.

She reached up and squeezed his hand, as he motioned towards the three police officers to follow. Her heart was breaking too, but somehow she blinked away the tears. She had always been strong, at least in company, and at the sight of the approaching police officers she knew instinctively that she would need every ounce of her strength to get through this.

*

The front room of George Cosgrove’s house looked and smelt to Charlie just like her own grandparents’ house. She felt at home, recognising immediately the smell of floor polish and a vague whiff of mothballs and Brylcreem. There was something unmistakably nostalgic about the style and fashions beloved by the older generation. Spread out along the walls and shelves was a series of black and white photos dating back to the 1940s and 50s: the first showing George proudly dressed in a smart army uniform clasping a rifle with a fixed bayonet to his side, the second him sitting chatting to a similarly dressed colleague and in the third, George stood proudly at the side of his bride resplendent in a white, high-necked wedding dress, both smiling broadly towards the camera.

A range of similarly dated historical pictures showed the local high street, an old butcher’s shop complete with several hanging pigs’ carcases and a horse and cart traversing a ford. Adorning the back wall was a dark wood sideboard and next to it a glass inlayed teak cabinet, proudly exhibiting a number of WW2 medals, still in their display boxes, and a selection of ceremonial daggers, the blades kept securely within traditionally decorated sheaths. To the front, two wooden bookshelves stood symmetrically on either side of an old Victorian-style fireplace, containing poetry books and stories from the First and Second World Wars, with a beautifully bound copy of poems by Wilfred Owen to the front. A large settee and several single armchairs upholstered in a faded floral print were spaced out across the room facing towards an old television set.

It was on the settee that the figure of Amy Briarly now sat, listening to George’s account of his meeting with Florence the day before, the arrangements they had made and how he had known something was wrong when she failed to answer the door.

Charlie looked across at her and wished there was something, anything, she could say, other than the details they would soon have to discuss. Amy was Florence’s only child, a professional lawyer, keeping her maiden name even though married, and with two children of her own. She would bear the brunt of the investigative questions and, being the sole daughter, would be the one called upon to identify her mother’s body, deal with any background information and when able, root through the house trying to establish what, if anything, had been stolen. If the post-mortem did establish Florence’s life had been ended violently, she would also be the one hounded by the press for statements and photographs and paraded in front of the cameras to sate the public’s thirst for the minutiae of a murder.

Amy presented as a strong, assertive woman, being in her late forties, with natural chestnut-coloured hair, swept up in a side parting before falling in waves onto the collar of her jacket. Her eyebrows were shaped in a gentle curve over deep brown piercing eyes, shaded with dusky beige shadow and ringed in black mascara. She wore a thin layer of perfectly applied foundation, with rose blusher, dark pink lipstick and a royal blue trouser suit, topped off with a smart black velvet collar. She was every inch the professional career woman, her expression dedicated and serious, but as she sat listening to George’s words, she couldn’t prevent her face setting as rigid as a mask, as if desperately trying to hold her grief at bay.

Charlie watched her with interest as George spoke at length about his recollections. For brief moments as George described her mother’s mischievous words and ready smile the previous day, Amy’s face relaxed and her eyes misted over, before instantaneously returning to the earlier veiled expression as the subject moved on to the scene in her bedroom where Florence appeared to be peacefully asleep. Watching her, Charlie was reminded of her own mother Meg, strong, brave and fearless, but, also like Meg, too frightened to lose control and risk showing emotion.

‘So, tell me again why you think my mother has been murdered?’ Amy Briarly turned towards both Hunter and Charlie before choosing to direct her gaze at Charlie. Her voice was direct and searching but not accusative.

Charlie had briefly explained the reasons for the heavier police presence as they had been ushered into George’s house initially, but George’s words had clearly taken precedence. With both Amy and herself working within the criminal justice system, however, she could well imagine Amy’s need for the police procedure in relation to the discovery of her mother’s body to be explained candidly and analytically. Evidence was what she too would work on. However hard, emotions would have to be set to one side, at least for the time being.

‘We don’t know for definite yet that she has been murdered,’ she met Amy’s gaze. ‘But the scene is very similar in profile to a recent series of burglaries in the area on elderly victims.’

‘Which is why you will not allow me to see my mother?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Charlie dipped her head. ‘At some point, we’ll need you to go in and check whether any of your mother’s belongings are missing, but, yes, for the time being the house is a crime scene. You’ll have to wait while we conduct a full forensic examination, but as soon as your mother’s body has been removed you’ll be able to see her.’

‘Do you have a suspect for the burglaries?’ Amy changed to an easier subject.

‘No, not as yet, but we’re working on it.’

‘Because until now they were not considered that serious.’ Amy commented matter-of-factly, looking Charlie squarely in the face. ‘You don’t have to tell me because, unfortunately, I know. These days, burglary is not a police priority.’

Charlie opened her mouth to speak but shut it promptly on seeing the tears falling all of a sudden, unhindered, across the immaculate foundation on Amy Briarly’s cheeks. She watched as the smartly dressed lawyer stood up, blinking back the tears but making no attempt to wipe them away.

‘Well, I trust now that my mother’s death has upped the stakes way above a straightforward burglary you really will be working on it… in earnest.’
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‘So what do we have so far?’ Charlie watched her boss as he paced across the glass-fronted office at Lambeth HQ, stopping briefly to stare out across the London skyline towards the Houses of Parliament standing staunchly on the opposite bank of a slow-moving River Thames. Hunter had phoned ahead to get the team updated and ready for a scrum down. Amy Briarly was right. It had taken her mother’s death to elevate the case to a higher priority and he clearly wanted to get on top of it straight away.

She pulled a notepad out from a drawer in her desk, launching a raft of old study papers for the Sergeants’ exam out with it. Having found anything and everything to excuse her from taking the exam last year, this spring she was at least considering giving it a try. Since her thirty-first birthday in November, she’d noticed dismally how many young, useless, politically correct sergeants and inspectors there were pulling rank, and with Hunter and his ilk moving speedily towards retirement, either she had to resign herself to being pushed about or step up and put her head above the parapet. These days, the senior ranks were becoming more PC than the PCs were.

She grinned at the pun, before bending down and scooping up a handful of the disgorged papers, squashing them back into the drawer grimly. Time was moving on though and, before she knew it, the time for revising new laws and procedures would be gone. She needed to get started – but the thought of study was depressing. She hated exams. Always had and always would – even though her ability to memorise faces and figures aided the actual process of exam-taking far more than she liked to admit.

Righting herself in her seat, she was suddenly aware that five pairs of eyes were all trained towards her. The team were ready and waiting – and they were waiting for her.

Bet shuffled across, bending down to retrieve a few more sheets of paper from the floor, while whispering hoarsely for her to hurry up, and Paul coughed and winked with amused encouragement for her to get sorted. Naz and Sabira smiled wryly but did nothing more, sitting close to where Hunter now stood looking directly at her.

‘Right, I’ll try again. What do we have so far?’ he repeated, scowling in her direction, before glancing across to where Bet had now taken up position behind her computer screen.

‘Five burglaries in the last month, a few definite possibilities and several dozen which are suspected of being part of the Op Greystream series. There could also be others that either we’re not aware of or were committed before he really honed his methods.’

Bet read from an intelligence summary the Lambeth intel unit had provided. The series had only recently been positively linked and they were already struggling. Three policing boroughs met at Crystal Palace, and just like the various London Boroughs in Greater London, all seemed to be working in competition with the other. Each policing borough was different, in respect of the population and diversity of ethnicities, the concentration and number of private and social housing, and the nature and numbers of violent crime and offences against property. Strategies and priorities were therefore dependant on each borough’s crime statistics and the wants and demands of the areas’ inhabitants. This had proved to be a huge problem. Although working cohesively to fulfil some of the Metropolitan Police Service targets, many of the similarities between the initial reports had been lost in each borough’s burglary reporting procedures. The dots – and there were many of them – had not been joined. While the more sinister aspects of the early burglary reports should have been flagged up, initially they had been ignored. The victims, being elderly, had played down their abject terror, in the usual stoic style of many old-age pensioners. They had tried not to make a fuss. They didn’t want to worry the police.

‘Of the definite ones this month, there are two in the SE19 postcode area,’ Bet continued. ‘Two in SW16 and one in SE27, but all approximately within a two-mile radius. All have occurred at night-time, between midnight and 5a.m. and all have elderly victims who have had their phone lines cut.’

‘What about the possible linked ones?’

‘There are eight that are more probable. They have the same victim profile and their phone lines have been cut, but then there are quite a few others that are slightly further afield, and there are some that happened a long time ago before the various intel units got their heads together,’ Bet replied. ‘They have been much more sporadic; some at night, some in the daytime, and some when the occupants have been out.’

‘Just like we thought.’ Charlie pursed her lips and nodded towards Hunter, who was scratching what appeared to be a particularly bothersome itch on his head. ‘As if our man has been building up to what he really wanted to do. He’s been perfecting his craft, having dry runs at different times of the day and night, before moving on to the real thing.’

Hunter stopped scratching and pulled out a biro, chewing at the end of it. He turned towards Paul. ‘And the stolen property? Anything further of significance? Or are we still thinking that theft is not the main priority of our suspect?’

‘No, nothing further to change our minds.’ Paul flicked through a list of stolen items. ‘There has been property stolen at all the venues, but only of minor value and very little in comparison to what could have been taken. Maybe it’s to try to fool us into thinking he’s just a burglar, or maybe it’s what he really wants – but it’s weird stuff. A little bit of cash here and there, but mainly items of sentimental value,’ Paul squinted towards the report. ‘Old photographs, letters, some war memorabilia, a carriage clock, a working miniature steam locomotive, a few pieces of costume jewellery and cufflinks, some old Tonka toys and some ornamental plates.’ He pulled a face. ‘Real old-fashioned stuff but not necessarily antique. I can’t think why he’d want them.’

‘Me neither. But I think it’s stuff that he really wants, because he clearly likes it and he appears to keep what he steals.’ Charlie repeated her earlier assertions. ‘The burglary squad and local community officers have been round all the likely antique shops and pawnbrokers, as well as putting the word out to some of the flea markets and indoor car-boot sales, and there’s no trace of any of these items turning up or being offered for sale.’

‘We’ll have to widen our search, make it Met wide, and also put it out to some of the local constabularies.’ Hunter rubbed his chin. ‘Some of those items will be unique and should be easily identifiable. If he tries to sell the property on, we need to know straight away.’ He walked over to the window, staring out just as a large cabin cruiser came into view on the Thames, its windows lit up against the grey of the river. ‘Suspects?’ he asked without turning round.

‘None identified as yet,’ Charlie was already up to speed on the main series.

While the government directed police to consider burglary low priority, she believed burglary should be investigated fully and given much higher precedence. The words of her grandfather came to mind whenever she thought of the crime. She could still recall to this day the earnestness in his voice as he’d commented on a news report that a homeowner had been arrested for stabbing a burglar. He’d had no sympathy for the intruder, asserting that an Englishman’s home was his castle, and whatever happened outside in the street, people had a right to know that their house would always be a place of safety – their absolute refuge and one which the law would protect.

‘There’s been no DNA or fingerprints found at any scene and the descriptions are poor,’ she continued. ‘We believe the suspect is male, from his size and the fact that he speaks in a low voice. Heights range from five feet eight inches to around six feet tall and he is described as bulky – some victims saying more muscular than fat, while others think it’s the other way round. His age is unknown because he always appears fully dressed in dark clothing and wears gloves and a mask.’

‘And the mask is described as being like a grinning skull – black and white with slits for the eyes and a hole for breathing.’ Sabira shook her head. ‘Imagine waking up to find that grinning down at you.’

Naz swore out loud. ‘What a bastard! How can anyone do that to an OAP? I swear, if anybody broke into my gran’s house, or mine for that matter, I wouldn’t think twice about using anything I could find to stop him.’

‘I keep a couple of screwdrivers under my bed,’ Bet smiled sheepishly. ‘Just in case my bed needs adjusting, of course.’

‘Mine’s a baseball bat,’ Paul offered. ‘To remind me of my sporting prowess.’ He grinned and straightened his collar. ‘Though these days, of course, all the guys can testify to my prowess being of a different nature.’

‘You wish,’ Naz was about to expand when Hunter spun round and clapped his hands together. He was clearly not in the mood for banter.

‘So, no likelihood of a positive ID and no forensics to help?’ He frowned. ‘This guy knows what he’s doing.’

‘We do have some forensics.’ Charlie took up the thread again. ‘But not much. A footprint in the soil near to where one of the phone lines was cut. Further footprints in another property that match. We know he usually wears a Size 9 Nike Downshifter 7 men’s trainer. Regular price. Nothing too expensive.’

‘And there have been grey fake fur fibres found on the bedding,’ Sabira added. ‘Forensics have matched these to the type of fibres that would be found round the hood of a Parka jacket.’

‘Any forensics at the point of entry?’

‘A few bits and pieces,’ Sabira nodded towards Hunter. ‘One implement mark where he forced a side door, but on the whole nothing but a few scuff marks. Going for old people’s homes usually means they’re not so secure. Old doors, windows and locks. No alarms. No CCTV. He’s a dab hand at slipping a regular Yale lock.’

‘What about other CCTV?’ Hunter swung round to Paul, who was somewhat of an expert on the subject, being half his age and more tech-minded.

‘Nothing of note.’ Paul was serious again. ‘The roads he chooses are all quiet residential streets, and, for the record, he’s not averse to returning to the same area. Two of his previous break-ins are on the same street, only a few houses apart. The only roads that have CCTV are the bus routes and main roads, which are still very busy around midnight, and I’m not aware of any private cameras. Without any idea of what vehicle he uses – or if he even uses a vehicle – it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. And, so far, there’s nothing obvious in the early hours when he leaves the crime scenes. He appears to know the CCTV areas and avoids them.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Hunter shook his head. ‘He’s switched on to forensics, cameras and identification and he’s not really bothered about stealing property or selling it on… so we only really have his methods to link his crimes. But what he does is quite unique and it’ll be that that gives him away. We know he always selects the elderly and will sit chatting to them for ages. He’s quite careful not to give anything away about himself, encouraging his victims to talk about the old days. He particularly likes to engage them in stories of wartime heroics and most of his victims so far have been of an age that they remember the Second World War, usually as children but occasionally as servicemen or wives left at home.’

‘It’s creepy though,’ Charlie took over, shivering involuntarily at the thought. ‘He will sit on their beds and stroke their hair, faces or hands, irrespective of whether they’re male or female. And he often tells them he loves them.’ She grimaced. ‘Up until recently he’s remained fairly calm. He’s even agreed to some of his victims’ requests, like with Len Boswell asking to keep his war medals… but he doesn’t like it if he’s asked too many questions or criticised. Then he can turn nasty. He’s been known to put his hands over their mouths or around their throats to warn them off or shut them up.’

‘I can well imagine that’s what he’ll have done to Florence Briarly, but we’ll know tomorrow after her post-mortem.’ Hunter stuffed his handkerchief back in his pocket and squared his shoulders. ‘In the next few days we need to get out and speak to the known victims and their neighbours again. Double-check if we’ve missed anything. We need to know if anybody heard or saw anything either on the night of the burglaries, or in the days leading up to them.

‘Naz and Sab, I want you to concentrate on these and also check out the “possibles”. Did he make any mistakes in the early days? Was he spotted at any of these locations, or did he leave any clues, before he honed his skills?

‘Paul and Bet, check again with any shops that buy second-hand property and get searching for any CCTV, particularly around Florence’s address. Did our man recce the house? If he did, where did he wait? In a car? On foot? Can we see anybody acting strangely in the area?

‘Charlie, get a list of all the local care homes and residential homes in the area, while I get a psychological profile jacked up. They’ve been overlooked so far. You and I will make a start on them. Let’s see if they’ve had any break-ins or suspicious characters trying to trick their way in or applying for a job. If he likes the elderly that much, there’s a good chance he might have been sniffing around them at some point.’

Hunter stopped speaking and for a few seconds the team remained still, suspended in thought. Charlie’s mind flew to the last time she’d seen her grandparents, so contented in each other’s company, living their lives quietly and without fuss. Old people deserved the chance to live out their final years in peace. Florence Briarly had deserved that chance too…

As Hunter clapped his hands and the team rose as one to get started, Charlie understood the urgency of the situation. Now they had one dead victim, it would only be a matter of time before there would be another.
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A small bunch of chrysanthemums lay in the sink, wrapped loosely in a ‘bag for life’. Emma Houghton turned the tap and watched the water gurgle and splash into the basin, sighing heavily as it gradually drained away through the ill-fitting plug. She picked the flowers up, placed them inside the bag and ran some more water into its plastic confines. At least the petals would now remain bright and alive until the morning.

Moving away, she walked the few steps to her sofa bed and bent down, carefully pulling a tarnished metal tin out from underneath and placing it on top of the duvet, before levering the lid off and tipping the contents out into an untidy pile. An assortment of memorabilia spread out across the bed: beads from a bracelet that she’d had as a child, badges, a pen engraved with her name, tiny sets of doll’s clothes, flashing Christmas earrings, a number of seaside postcards, a small orange autograph book filled with notes and pictures. So many memories!

Her mother’s face smiled up from the top of a stack of photos held together with a grubby elastic band. She slipped the pile out and stared at her mother, wishing for the millionth time that she had the power to turn the clocks back and luxuriate in the safety of her arms again. A single tear sprang up at the corner of her eye. It clung to the lower lid for a few seconds, threatening to fall, but then disappeared, reabsorbed into her body. There were no more tears.

Tomorrow marked one year since her mother, Catherine Houghton, had died; one year in which her previously cosy life had been turned upside down and she’d been forced to grow up. She ought to have seen it coming, but she’d been too young, clinging on to the forlorn hope that somehow her mother would regain her mobility, her speech, her control, stolen from her so cruelly by the disease that had gradually sucked the life from every cell of her body. In the end, her death had come relatively fast, her organs giving up one-by-one in quick succession, leaving the medical profession to provide only fluids and pain relief until her heart too succumbed.

The death had taken Emma by surprise, even though the illness had been present for most of her childhood. Somehow she’d always believed her mother would be there for her. That’s what mothers did. That’s what they were. A presence. Always.

It was only when she stood at the graveside, looking down into the deep, cold, filthy hole in which her mother’s coffin lay, that she finally realised the truth. She, Emma Houghton, aged just eighteen, daughter of Thomas and Catherine Houghton, was all alone. She may have been surrounded by family, but they would fade from her life, just as they had over the last few years when the going got tough. And with Catherine gone they wouldn’t even try.

Her father was a waste of space. They’d told her that, on many occasions, and she’d known they were right, but she had tried hard over the years to paper over the cracks. He had never been capable of stepping up to the mark and being the father figure for which she had always yearned. In truth, they’d never even been that close. Yes, on the surface he’d done fatherly things. He’d taken her to the local park, smiled as she’d thrown bread towards the ducks, said the right words as he dropped her at the school gates when her mother was too ill, paid lip service to those little actions and activities that was the want of every father up and down the country, but she’d never, ever felt truly loved by him.

It had taken the heat of an argument, as a challenging teenager, one balmy summer night, for the truth to be revealed – and the words had cut her to the bone. She could, and would, never forget the thunderous rage in his voice as he accused her of causing his wife’s multiple sclerosis. That accusation had shaped her youth, seared into her psyche as it was. Her father held her to blame for her mother’s disability, the illness manifesting itself for the first time shortly after her birth, and however much Emma reasoned in her head that she couldn’t be the cause, that the charge was undeserved, the terror and guilt instilled in her in those few awful moments had never gone away.

Nevertheless, she had tried to forge a relationship with Thomas. She had to. He was her father, however weak. So she had ignored the jibes and the pitying comments of family and friends as he’d dragged her and her mother towards the gutter, going from employment to the dole, from their own house to rented accommodation, from riches to rags. Even as her mother lay dying, Emma had tried to see the best in him.

It was only when he’d turned tail and ignored her pleas at the funeral that she’d really, truly, understood. That day had been the blackest day of her life – but it had also turned out to be the most illuminating. Her father, Thomas Houghton, was useless. And he would never be there for her. He had become addicted to weed many years previously; unable to cope with his wife’s slow descent into death. These days he was unable to function without his daily dose of cannabis. Emma suspected he’d turned to hard drugs, but she didn’t know for sure – and she didn’t really want to know.

The only thing of which she was certain, as she heard a scuffling sound at the door, was that tomorrow her mother had been lost to her for a whole year – and in that year her father had become lost to her too.

She looked up as the door was flung open and her father rushed in.

‘I’ve just seen Catherine,’ he blurted out, breathing heavily.

‘What?’

‘I’ve just seen your mother,’ he repeated as if it was the most normal occurrence in the world. ‘She was at the shops.’

‘Dad, don’t be stupid. Mum’s dead. Catherine’s dead.’ She said the words slowly and precisely, hoping that their bluntness would stop her father’s outburst.

‘But she’s not dead. It was her. Maybe she didn’t die. Maybe she just went away. But anyway she’s back. I saw her.’

She watched, suddenly more frightened than she’d ever been, as her father, continued to pace back and forth, like a rabid animal. These days she barely recognised him. His face looked gaunt, haunted even, and his hair hung lank and greasy around sunken cheeks and a chin covered with a dark layer of stubble, leaving only a small area of pale skin, out of which his nose protruded. Piercingly blue irises stared out dully from hollows, lost behind thick eyebrows, the pupils of which, in his youth, had flashed and danced, enticing and mischievous, but were now permanently dilated and lifeless. For a man just into his forties, he looked old beyond his years.

The last twelve months had taken a toll on him and he’d given up completely, forcing them to move from the modest rented accommodation they had to the dismal bedsit in which they were now living. The room was one of many in a large run-down house, with a shared bathroom, no garden and no privacy, but it was all they could now afford. Over the course of the last year, Emma had become the adult in their relationship, giving up her studies to become the one who did the day-to-day cleaning, shopping and cooking, while her father was capable only of seeing to his own requirements. When she wasn’t working in the part-time shop assistant’s job to keep the roof over their heads, she was working to keep their meagre surroundings habitable. Only the presence of a single friend, Kelly, and her baby, Yasmin, in a nearby room kept her from walking away. That, and a faint loyalty to her mother, a promise made as she lay dying in hospital to take care of her father.

She watched as her father paced around the small rug in the centre of the room. He was becoming increasingly manic. At night he would cry out in his sleep, his face screwed up in anguish, his body taut with fear. Even during the day, the paranoia revealed itself with a noise or sudden movement making him start, but just as his agitation came and went, so too did the moments when he would become lucid and calm as if controlled by someone or something alien… and it was getting worse. This evening, was the worst it had ever been. It was as if he were a stranger, but one that looked and spoke like her father – and she didn’t know what to do.

‘Mum’s been dead for a year, Dad. She died exactly a year tomorrow. That’s why I’m looking at my photos.’ She pointed towards the pile of memorabilia on her sofa bed and then took the few steps to the sink, lifting the chrysanthemums up high. ‘That’s why I have flowers. To put on her grave.’ She needed to get the message across as forcefully as she could, but the words still caught in her throat. At the sound of her voice, he became even more agitated.

‘But she hasn’t left us. She’s still around. I’ve been visiting her.’

‘What do you mean, visiting her?’

‘At the home. Remember Baytree House. She’s there. I can feel her.’

Emma was stunned into silence. She did remember. They’d spoken of it often. It was where her mother had worked as a carer before her illness had become too debilitating. It was where her father and mother had met, where he had proposed to her in front of a crowd of applauding, delighted old people. It was a special place of significance to them both, but as far as Emma knew, it was now derelict, the cost of removing the large amounts of asbestos and upgrading and modernising the old building being prohibitive.

‘Then I saw her in the street. She’s come back to find us. It was her. I’ve seen her a few times now by the shops. The same blonde hair, the same blue eyes, just like you.’ He moved towards her, glancing fondly at the photo of Catherine on top of the pile, before stretching grubby, hooked fingers out tentatively, to stroke Emma’s hair, her face.

Quickly, she stepped to one side, avoiding his touch, the attempt at intimacy revolting her to the core.

‘She smiled at me the last time, you know!’ her father pressed on, totally unfazed by her rebuff. ‘I followed her. She didn’t realise I was there, but I followed her round the shops and I followed her home. She’s got a pretty flat, with lavender in the garden. You know how much your mother loved lavender?’ His eyes searched hungrily for hers, seeking recognition, but she couldn’t meet them. ‘I’ve been there a few times now. I’ve watched her moving about inside. It was her. I know it was. She’s been away for a year and now she’s come back to me.’

‘Dad, stop it.’

He paused, as if stirred by the sound of her imploration and, without a word, strode towards her, taking hold of her by the shoulders, the strength of his grip sending ripples of fear pulsing through her whole body.

‘But Emma. Mummy’s back. Aren’t you pleased?’

The question brought tears of hurt flooding back to her dry eyes. If only it were true… but it wasn’t. It couldn’t be, and just the knowledge that he believed it terrified her.

She pulled away, but his grip on her shoulders was too tight, giving her no chance to escape. Instead she felt herself hugged even closer to his body, the pungent stench of desperation making her almost gag. Who was this man?

‘Dad. Get the fuck off me.’ Her throat was tight, restricted by a sudden wave of nausea. She swallowed back the bile, struggling and bucking against him.

‘But, Emma, don’t you see what I’m telling you.’ He released her suddenly, his hands brushing lightly against her cheeks. ‘Mummy’s back and everything’s going to be all right. She’s not ill now. She’s well and I’m going to bring her back to us.’

Emma stumbled backwards, her leg catching on the table in the corner, her body crashing against the wall. She didn’t recognise the man in front of her. He was deranged. A madman who needed help, but she was powerless to assist.

‘OK,’ she murmured, forcing a smile to her lips, her tone smooth, understanding suddenly that the only way to calm him would be to remain calm herself, humour him even.

The strategy seemed to work. For a moment he stilled, his whole body held immobile, only his mouth twitching in unison with the tapping of one foot. He returned her smile, his head starting to nod in time with a set of low urgent musings. ‘She loves me. She smiled at me, didn’t she? Why doesn’t she come to me? I’ll have to bring her back.’

The words became louder as he started to circle the room, his rambling thoughts more insistent.

She, she, she. But who was she? Emma didn’t know. All Emma knew was that whoever her father had seen would be unaware of what was happening. She would not know that she had been followed, watched, mistaken for another. She would have no idea that a man, whose traits his own daughter could barely recognise, might pose her a danger.

‘Dad, maybe she doesn’t want to come back.’ It was suddenly of the utmost importance that he must leave the woman alone and not approach, that he must back off and only watch from a distance, at least until he realised his mistake. And he would realise. He couldn’t fail to appreciate the truth, could he? How could he continue to believe the unbelievable? But, for now, Emma would try not to antagonise him. He had to think that she was on his side, or at least neutral, while she tried to dissuade him from doing anything further. ‘Maybe she’s got her own life now,’ she added.

He spun round towards her, fixing her with an angry glare.

‘That’s rubbish,’ he spat out. ‘I’m her husband. Catherine loves me. She loves you too. She just doesn’t know where we are. I’ll have to bring her back to where she belongs.’ In an instant, the rage was gone. His expression changed to the same lucid intensity she’d seen before. ‘But I can’t have anyone trying to stop her coming to us.’

Emma watched, her panic rising, as he calmly walked to the kitchen area and selected a large knife from the draining board. He’d started to carry knives more recently and it terrified her. ‘For my protection’ he’d said, closing down any discussion with an angry frown when she’d challenged him a few months earlier. ‘Everyone carries one these days. You never know what dangers are on the streets.’ He wiped the blade, cleaning it until it shone, before wrapping it in a tea towel and slipping it up his sleeve.

‘Dad. Stop it! Stop what you’re doing. Please, don’t go. Stay with me, I need you.’ She ran across, grabbing him by the arm, her voice choking with emotion, desperate to keep him from leaving by any means.

He yanked his arm from her grip, his expression now blank and unreadable. Pacing across to a chest of drawers, he selected a pair of gloves and a scarf, which he slipped into the waistband of his jeans. He tucked his hair up into a thin woolly hat, pulled down low over his head, and headed towards the door, flinging it open and stepping out on to the landing. Turning towards her, he raised his hand, clearly forbidding her to intervene.

‘Catherine needs me too,’ he said gruffly.

And then he was gone.
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The camera shot was dark and grainy, but it still made alarming viewing. Sunny Meadows Care Home was the third nursing home that they had visited, but it was the first to bear fruit.

Charlie watched as the shadow moved from window to window to patio door, its dark hand reaching out to try handles, its head leaning close towards the glass. The care home didn’t exactly have enough land to meet its rather expansive name, being set as it was in the SE19 area of Crystal Palace, but it did have an adequate size rear lawn to give the intruder a good twenty minutes’ worth of time to peep and pry. At one stage, the stalker stood at a single window for nearly ten minutes, their face pressed against a small gap in the curtains, from where a dim light shone. Not enough to illuminate their features, which remained in shadow, but obviously enough to give them time to spy on the elderly resident asleep in their bed.

It was spine-chilling to watch, as the intruder tried each of the windows slowly and carefully, before moving to the patio doors, but on each occasion they were thwarted. Charlie breathed a sigh of relief as the rooms proved to be secure and the stalker moved on.

‘I wonder what he’s after,’ she spoke her thoughts out loud. Although they couldn’t be completely sure it was a man, with no facial features on show and the whole figure shrouded in dark clothing, from the height and frame of the person it appeared to be more male than female.

Hunter was still concentrating on the grainy image of the suspect as he retreated into the bushes at the edge of the garden. ‘I don’t know, but if it was property he was after then why wait and watch at each window for so long. He’d move on quickly and probably target the main doors to the premises instead. He looks much more of a peeping Tom than a straightforward burglar and… he’s in the right area and too similar in description to ignore.’ He turned towards the manager. ‘We’ll need to keep this recording safe for evidential purposes and to download a copy of it straight away. It’s possible our lab can enhance the film so we can get some stills. There might be someone that can recognise him if we give it publicity. Sometimes there’s a particular way a person holds themselves or moves that a relative or friend can recognise.’

The manager nodded. ‘I thought the same. I did report it at the time, but the officer who came said that the guy hadn’t actually done anything wrong and the recording was not of sufficient quality to be of use.’ He scribbled down the time and date on a piece of paper. ‘It was nearly two months ago and we only usually keep our recordings for a month, but this guy just gave me the creeps and when I started hearing on the news about the night stalker targeting old people in their homes, I thought I’d keep it, just in case.’

‘It’s lucky you did,’ Charlie jotted down the details too. ‘It’s a shame the officer didn’t have the presence of mind to do the same.’

*

An hour and a half later and they were standing in the reception of Applewood House with a copy of the recording from Sunny Meadows on a DVD in Charlie’s pocket. Treetops Residential Home and Twilight Years Rest Home had both proved negative, though their managers had promised to pass the word around.

Applewood House was one of the SW16 homes, set in the quiet side roads off Crown Dale and with a large apple tree adorning the front driveway.

‘You’d better come through.’ This time they were speaking to an apple-shaped middle-aged woman dressed in a blue uniform with a name tag showing her to be called Glenys Jones. The woman pointed to a register to be filled out before ushering them through to her office. ‘We did have a rather strange man who came around volunteering to take some of our old people out for trips some time ago,’ she scrunched up her face in concentration. ‘It was probably about a year, eighteen months ago. At first, we thought he was just a relative helping a few of the other residents out. He came a couple of times, but then, when it turned out he was just a volunteer, we asked for his full details to do a CRB check on him and to inspect his driving licence. He wasn’t very happy with that and abruptly stopped coming.’

‘Do you have any details?’ Charlie’s interest was stirred.

Glenys shook her head. ‘Like I said, he didn’t show up again after we asked him for that, said that it was ridiculous that we had to check criminal records on someone who loved old people and just wanted to volunteer out of the goodness of their heart. I remember him using those words exactly as I thought they were a little strange. He was quite angry about the whole situation.’ She grimaced. ‘We’ve tightened up a lot more on our security and procedures since then. He did unsettle a few of us.’

‘Can you remember what he looked like?’ Hunter sat down on a seat at one side of the table, while Glenys bustled across to the opposite side and perched herself on the edge of a rotating office chair.

‘Well, as far as I remember, he was quite ordinary. He must have been in his mid-fifties, medium height, medium build, though I think you would call him portly – not fat or stocky but not thin either. He had a bit of a hangdog expression and yellowing teeth. I do remember he had these little round-rimmed spectacles which seemed too small for the size of his head. Oh, and he always wore a trilby-style hat, pulled down quite low as if he thought it was more fashionable that way.’

Charlie pulled her notebook out, thinking of the size and shape of the shadowy figure in the previous recording and the description of their suspect. They were all of similar size, but without anything more specific it would be nigh on impossible to rule anyone in or out. At least it was a start though.

‘And you wouldn’t have him on any CCTV?’ She’d noticed several cameras positioned round the front entrance and reception. It was something she always looked for these days.

‘Well, we might have had then, but any recordings would have been wiped by now. It was a long while ago.’ Glenys shook her head. ‘But now I come to think about it, I’m sure he was here the December before last, when we had all the Christmas parties. In fact, I think he was actually here for one of them, not that we’re allowed to make videos these days.’ She raised her eyebrows, tutting out loud. ‘Data protection and all that. We’d have to obtain permission from all of the residents, and it’s just not worth trying to get all their signatures. Half of them can’t even remember their names.’ She chuckled quietly. ‘Anyway, as far as I recall, he was helping to feed one of the elderly women and was holding her hand while he did so. I thought he was being a bit overly familiar, but then he seemed so helpful, until his little outburst.’

Charlie shivered inexplicably at the image. Why would the man be so unwilling to give his details if he wanted to help so much? Her mind returned to the positioning of the CCTV camera in the reception as a thought struck her. ‘Would he have had to sign in, like we did? Maybe we can get his name off your register?’

The manager pursed her lips and stood up, pulling open the door of a small cabinet at the rear of the office. ‘Good thinking, and yes he should have.’ She leafed through a pile of correspondence and documents and came to a similar-looking book as the one they had both signed, checking the dates on the front. ‘Ah here we are and, as I recall, the main Christmas party was around the 15th December, not too close to Christmas Day itself.’ She turned towards Hunter, propping a pair of large, red-rimmed glasses on the end of her nose. ‘Some of our residents go home for Christmas, you see.’ Without waiting for a response, she buried her nose in the book, flicking from page to page until she stopped and pointed at an entry with a well-manicured finger. ‘Here, you are. I think this is him.’

Charlie leant across, squinting at a name written in bold black handwriting, trying to make out the name that was written in the smudgy biro. The times were clear; showing 13.30 to 17.25, but the letters of the name were difficult to decipher.

‘That’s right,’ Glenys confirmed. ‘He was called Ray, or was it Roy?’

Charlie stared down, recognising now the letters ‘R’ and ‘y’ but unable to make out the vowel in between. The surname began with a letter ‘S’, but the rest of the surname tailed off into little more than a squiggly line.

It was disappointing… but it was more than they had three hours before. And at least, with the possibility of finding a more legibly written name for him on one of his other visits, it gave them something to work on.

As they bagged up the registration book, bade Glenys farewell and headed their car back in the direction of Lambeth HQ, Charlie felt the adrenalin starting to build. It would still take a hell of a lot of hard work, and a fair bit of luck to put a face and full identity to their grainy recording, but as they made their way back to the rest of the team, her gut was telling her that these new discoveries just might be critical.
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It was a warm evening as Thomas made his way out to his car. Emma was wrong. Catherine was back and, later on, he was going to visit her. First though he had to get some gear.

Quickly he scanned the area, checking for the presence of police, but the coast was clear. It usually was these days, uniformed officers being a rarity on the streets, but he still didn’t feel completely relaxed driving with no insurance or MOT and with a car that was falling apart. But needs must, and he needed a fix more than he needed to be legal.

Jason’s new place was only a short distance away and within a few minutes he was parked up outside and walking towards the flat with the usual mix of shame and guilt bubbling up in his guts. Jason was his drug dealer, the shadowy figure who had stepped out from the shop doorway when he’d first tried to ease Catherine’s suffering. He’d heard it on the news. It was in the papers too. Cannabis was supposed to allay the symptoms of MS – but it wasn’t available legally. So he’d driven to the front line in Brixton and bought it there. It had been simple. Everything was simple then. Catherine needed cannabis. He loved Catherine. He would buy cannabis. Catherine would feel better. Job done.

How was he supposed to know that Catherine would decline the small snap-bag of weed, the disgust in her rebuke still causing him to smart at the recollection? He should have thrown it away immediately, but like a weak fool, he’d given it a try, and, well, the rest was history. The drug was amazing, relaxing him and removing all his stress. It had, however, over time also removed the need to get up in the morning, don his train driver’s uniform and go to work. A random drug test sealed his fate. Unemployment was the result. The mortgage went unpaid and they had to move – again and again. Each time, Catherine cried. Each time, Emma cried. Each time, he promised to do better, but the weed dictated his motivation, making him more and more lethargic. Eventually, even the love that still burned for Catherine was not enough. The disease sucked the life from him just as surely as it had taken away his wife. With Catherine gone, he’d succumbed to the inevitable. Hard drugs dulled the pain and Jason proved to be a loyal presence, offering solace from reality and the chance to escape the pressures of life and a teenage daughter.

Jason and his business moved regularly, so Thomas did too, his drug habit dictating that he shadow his dealer from place to place, wondering at the man’s ability to find so many available flats in the area, but never deigning to ask too many questions. His latest flat was on the borders of Streatham and Balham and that was where he now stood, rapping hard on the front door. The flat was on the first floor of a tall block, accessed from a grey, concrete balcony, its rear facing out across a postage-stamp square of green, with a ramshackle children’s play area as its centrepiece. The lounge looked out across this small area of colour and it was in this room that the motley crew of drug users would usual gather.

The door swung open and a tall, skeletal prostitute stood back to let him through. Her hair reached to her waist, long, straight and black, with a flash of pure white which streaked down the length of one side and hung loosely over high cheekbones. She wore a patch over her left eye and had lost several teeth.

‘Ah, Tommy, come in,’ she purred, running her finger across his chin and tilting his head upwards as he drew level. ‘What can we do for you tonight?’

Thomas smiled, taking in the woman’s pirate-like stature, her appearance always reminding him of his younger days spent devouring children’s adventure novels. One day he was sure she’d open the door with a loud, brightly coloured parrot perched on her shoulder. As if in recognition of this and possibly the white streak in her hair, her street name was Silver.

‘I need a couple of rocks,’ he said, stepping over the threshold.

‘Do you require anything else, darlin’?’ Silver drew her knee up to his waist, preventing his moving any further along the hallway, and hitched her skirt up higher.

‘Not tonight, Silver. I’m going to see my wife.’ He pushed her leg away gently, easing past her towards the lounge but pausing to acknowledge the frown on her face. He had on occasion used her services during the past year when the loneliness had become too much. Men had needs, and he was no exception, even though each time he was still riddled with guilt. ‘She’s come back,’ he added in explanation. ‘I’ve seen her a few times.’

The air in the lounge was heavy with cannabis smoke when he entered, closely followed by Silver. He inhaled deeply, savouring its sweet, pungent aroma; the fumes immediately hitting the back of his throat and making him relax. The room was gloomy, lit only with a single naked light bulb hanging despondently from a grubby ceiling rose. A large window broken by the previous occupants had been covered by wooden boards, thrown up by the local council in an attempt to keep out the worst of the winter weather and warn squatters away. With the advent of milder spring weather, Jason had thrown caution to the wind and removed a small area of the boarding, letting a little more light in and covering the hole in the glass instead with several layers of cling film, which breathed in and out, like a giant face mask, in the gentle April breeze.

Jason and two more working girls were lazing across a well-worn settee, their legs entwined, doped up to the eyeballs. Jason’s hands rested proprietarily on the inner thigh of each girl, caressing each in small careless circles. Both girls were young, not much older than Emma, named Ebony and Ivory by Jason, in honour of their skin colour and his favourite Stevie Wonder song. The girls had been with him for some time now, having bunked off school together, best friends looking for a bit of excitement, and Jason, always adept at moneymaking enterprises, had quickly ensnared them with promises of cash and thrills, before plying them with crack cocaine and claiming them as his own. They were Jason’s to do with as he wished now and Thomas knew to look but not touch unless invited to do so by his dealer.

‘Tommy, come and join us.’ Jason leered dispassionately towards the two girls and gave their thighs another squeeze, with fingers discoloured by faded tattoo ink. He was the same age as Thomas and had aged equally badly, the drugs making his skin appear sallow and lifeless. His eyes were glassy and bloodshot, and the light from the naked bulb highlighted a large zigzag scar that ran the length of one cheek, merging with a scarf of indistinct tattoos that covered the whole of his neck.

Thomas glanced round, his eyes searching for a spare surface on which to perch, temporarily amused to hear the dulcet tone of Jeremy Paxman on the TV, chairing that week’s episode of University Challenge. A young black boy was asleep on the carpet in the corner of the room. The boy was new to the group and he wondered fleetingly who he was.

‘Not tonight, Jason. I can’t stay long. I just need a couple of rocks of white and a bag of skunk.’ He rooted about in his pocket and pulled out three crumpled ten-pound notes, pretty much all that was left of his fortnightly benefits.

‘Nice to see you’ve got some cash today,’ Jason dug deep into the front of his jeans, pulling out two tiny rocks of crack cocaine, which he passed across in exchange for the banknotes. ‘Help yourself to the skunk. I trust you to only take what you’ve paid for.’

‘Cheers, Jason.’ He bent down in front of a straggly potted fern and removed a bulging snap-bag of cannabis from a cavity between the bottom of the plant pot and its container, pushing it into his trouser pocket and slumping down in a vacant armchair. For a few months after Catherine had gone, he’d had to rely on his dealer’s good humour, often exchanging labour for drugs, but recently he’d become more street-savvy, learning to keep his benefits for drugs and shoplift for his living requirements. Supermarkets were less likely to prosecute for the theft of a small amount of food, and it kept Jason sweet.

Silver sidled over, watching as he prepared a hit of crack. ‘Are you sure I can’t take a few quid off you?’ Her hand skimmed the skin at the top of his neck just as he inhaled, the touch of her fingers sending a quiver of desire straight down his spine to his groin. She leant forward, revealing empty breasts, and started to tug at the wrists of his jacket, but as the bulk of the tea towel up his sleeve snagged, the point of the knife jabbed into his skin, bringing his mission back into sharp focus. What the fuck was he doing allowing a hooker to touch him when Catherine was waiting?

‘I told you I wasn’t interested, didn’t I?’ He pushed her away.

‘It didn’t look that way to me.’ Jason raised his eyebrows, chuckling as Silver pouted irritably.

‘Tommy says he’s going to see his wife tonight.’ Her lips curled in a sneer.

Jason snorted out loud. ‘Oh, is he now?’ He eyed Thomas with amusement. ‘And there was I thinking she was dead?’

Thomas ignored the barb. ‘She’s come back. I’ve seen her at the local shops a few times – and I saw her again today. I know where she lives and I’m going to visit her soon.’

‘What do you mean, she’s come back.’ Jason laughed out loud this time. ‘She’s fuckin’ dead. She died last year, or was that just a scam to get some free gear and sympathy? What was she doing? Floating down an aisle in Lidl’s? Moaning and groaning in your bedroom?’

The others started to laugh.

‘She might have died,’ he said calmly, ‘but now she’s come back to me, and if any of you fuckers want to argue about it, I’d be happy to put you straight.’ He pulled the tea towel from his sleeve and exposed the knife. The blade glinted dark and ominous in the gloom and he thrust it out in front of him, slicing it through the fetid air, his expression icy and challenging.

Jason put his hands up in front of him. ‘Whoa, mate. We believe you. If you say she’s back, she’s back.’

Thomas stood then, rewrapping the knife and replacing it up his sleeve. His senses were on fire, the sensation of the hooker’s hands on his neck leaving his whole body aroused and alive. Ignoring Jason’s overt mockery and the derisive tones of their collective laughter, he strode to the door. He had never been so sure about what he had to do.

‘Well, she is back,’ he said simply. ‘And I’m going to her now.’

*

Charlie pulled her coat up around her shoulders, buttoning it tightly at the neck as she prepared to leave for the night. There was nothing further that any of the team could do.

Hunter had just finished briefing their guvnors and going through an overall plan of action. Bet and Paul had gathered as much CCTV footage as possible ready for the morning. Naz and Sabira had made a start on the list of definite and possible victims, and she had been working on the care home information.

The best image that could be gleaned from the grainy recording at Sunny Meadows Care Home had been posted on a briefing slide on the job intranet for the benefit of the night-duty teams coming on shift. It wasn’t great, and they would have to wait for the laboratory to see if it could be further enhanced, but at least it was something.

A description of the male volunteer from Applewood House nursing home had been given on a separate slide. In the next few days, they would have an artist’s impression to add to the briefing, but for now, just as with the grainy photo, it was better than nothing. Another page contained what sketchy details and descriptions they’d been given by the victims, along with a photo of a Nike Downshifter 7 trainer and images drawn from the internet on possible grinning skeleton masks.

Initially she’d been hopeful of finding a legible signature in the visitor’s book and a trawl of all the dates surrounding the Christmas Party did indeed yield a similar entry – but that signature was as illegible as the first. It gave them no better idea of the man’s name – if indeed he’d even signed the correct one. It was exasperating.

Equally frustrating was the knowledge that neither the Sunny Meadows nor Applewood House suspect was actually guaranteed to be connected to the case, if indeed they weren’t one and the same.

All in all, Charlie knew that the briefing was vague, lacking in specifics and grasped at anything that might provide a lead, however tenuous. Hopefully though it would prove memorable, just the image of the shadowy figure at the window of the care home serving to focus officers’ minds on the growing series of burglaries that looked now to have culminated in murder.

Tomorrow morning, that fact would almost certainly be confirmed, with Florence Briarly’s post-mortem pencilled in for 8 a.m.

A half-empty can of Pepsi stood on the pavement to the side of the exit and as Charlie stepped out from the revolving doors of Lambeth HQ, she clipped it with her foot, sending a stream of frothy liquid gushing over the top of her trainers and on to the paving slabs. The pool spread out, slipping easily over the top step at the entrance and cascading down on to the one below, a dark stain on the otherwise clean flight of steps. She stopped, mesmerised, waiting to see if the blight would move on, watching as it spilled over the next step, spreading still further.

As she stared, it trickled to a halt and a sudden wave of dissatisfaction and unhappiness rolled through her, catching her off guard. She didn’t know what had caused it, but it seemed inextricably linked to the dark stain. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from it. It drew her in, enveloped her, smothered her. It held her in the moment, stopping her from moving on, sapping her of energy.

A street light flickered by the railway bridge, a little way from where she stood. As quick as a flash, the feeling evaporated. She looked across at the lamp, the rays of light buffeted and obscured by the boughs of a tree. It was the street light that Ben, her partner, usually waited by. Tonight he wasn’t there. For a few weeks, he hadn’t been there. The space beneath it was empty. Suddenly the meaning became clear. His light had been partially snuffed out, and now instead there was a dark stain, seeping through his life, trickling into hers, holding her in its clutches. The post-traumatic stress disorder that had so blighted his life was taking its toll on her too. Her mind flew back to their happiness just a few months before, at Christmas and the New Year.

2018 was to have been the year that promised so much, starting as it had with their first furtive steps into a new relationship. 2018 was to have been the year that swept away his fears and provided him with the first building blocks to a full recovery. It was, however, also the year to remember those who had been killed in the service of their country: the 100-year anniversary of Armistice Day, marking the end of the First World War. It was meant to have been the war to end all wars, but it hadn’t stopped the wars. The Second World War had come swiftly on its tail, followed by the Falklands, the Balkans, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and so many other conflicts. What she didn’t know and could never have foreseen was that, for Ben, it would become an obsession. His interest had been provoked initially by the odd documentary, but then the proliferation of war films, news reports and live recordings from war-torn states took control. All manner of atrocities were there to be viewed and he would sit hour upon hour staring at them, his eyes glued to the screen, his hands clapped firmly over his ears. She’d tried to stop him watching, but the black tide of depression had swept him from his feet and was now threatening to take everyone and everything with it. She didn’t know what to do.

The Pepsi can was lying empty now. Furiously, she lashed out at it, kicking it hard down the steps and along the pavement. Time and time again, she ran at it, launching it high into the air, taking out her frustrations: her lack of progression at work, the stupid immature management, the raft of red tape stopping her doing her job, her home life – or lack of it – always having to be the big sister, the sensible one, the one who made things right. Well, she would never be able to make Ben right and she hadn’t been able to make her childhood right either. Her brother, Jamie, had still died. Her mother, Meg, was still silently grieving. She was still travelling alone every week to his graveyard in remembrance.

In remembrance. How she hated those two words. She kicked the can again, hard, square on. For a second, it scudded across the road, its hollow tin frame rattling and clanking as it traversed the pavement and dropped finally out of view into a shop basement.

She sucked in a mouthful of air. She was supposed to be joining Ben at his flat tonight, but it was late. Too late. He’d no doubt be slumped drunk in front of a screen, watching black and white figures thrown through the air, the sound of gunfire and ammunitions exploding from wall to wall across his lounge. She hated herself for thinking it, but she couldn’t take being with Ben tonight, not after seeing Florence Briarly lying dead. Not after hearing George Cosgrove, another old soldier, but one that had somehow dealt with his nightmares.

Quickly she pulled out her mobile and texted an excuse. He wouldn’t answer. He probably wouldn’t even get the message until the morning. She pushed the phone back into her pocket and looked up. A bus was trundling down the road towards her. A couple, standing at the nearby bus stop, raised their arms to request it to stop. On a whim, she decided to jump aboard. It was heading in the right direction for her flat.

The bus was only about half-full, so she got a seat easily towards the rear, squeezing into an empty seat above the wheel. She let herself relax and was deep in thought when the sound of raised voices brought her to the present. The front of the bus had filled up in the last few stops and an old lady stood clinging to a pole, swaying about unsteadily, while a youth sat in the seat designated for use by the elderly, refusing to budge. The pensioner was saying nothing, but a middle-aged man nearby was outraged, venting his fury at the youth, who stayed sitting stubbornly on the same seat.

As the bus pulled into the next stop, the impasse continued, with the man moving towards the youth as if to drag him from the seat. The bus driver intervened, trying to calm the situation, and pointed towards a small camera mounted at the front of the bus, but neither would back down. She could sit and watch no more.

Stepping forward, she held out her warrant card, placating the man before politely asking the youth to move. The sign was, after all, a request for consideration to be given to the elderly, rather than an enforceable by-law. She would let the warrant card do the talking.

For a few seconds, it appeared as if the teenager would refuse to move, but then, with the waiting passengers heckling his lack of respect, he shot to his feet and hauled himself up the stairs to the top deck with a loud sigh.

The lower deck erupted into a burst of spontaneous applause and the old lady sat down, quietly thanking the man for his trouble. Calm was restored and Charlie took the opportunity to jump off the bus. Having shown everybody the occupation in which she was employed, she suddenly wanted to go back to anonymity.

It was only a short walk to her flat and she was soon turning the key in the lock. She went straight to her room, slipped out of her clothes and sank into bed, guiltily pleased that, for a change, tonight she had only herself to think about. The bedding smelt clean and fresh and she pulled the duvet high up round her neck, closing her eyes and allowing her mind to drift. It carried her immediately back on to the bus, its stops and its starts, the way its rear suspension lifted smoothly over the bumps and its front slid effortlessly round the corners. As she reran the journey, her thoughts turned to the incident with the old lady, the covert CCTV cameras, the passengers, and the way in which people entered and exited the bus along the route. There was something so mundane and repetitive in bus journeys; a few stops to the local shops, a trip to the park for some fresh air and back again, but it was something that old people armed with their bus passes did as regular as clockwork during off-peak hours.

And as her mind returned to Florence Briarly, George Cosgrove and the map pinpointing the locations of the burglaries, drawn out in a long rectangular sprawl over several postcode areas, she realised that what ran down the centre of the dots was not just a main road, it was also a bus route.
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A bank of clouds moved across the face of the moon, as Thomas Houghton climbed into his car and eased out along the backstreets from Jason’s block and into Streatham High Road. The night felt moody and seductive, with pubs and restaurants closing their doors and people drifting aimlessly along the pavements. Everywhere were couples: old married companions, arm in arm on their way home from meals out, young lovers with limbs wrapped possessively around each other.

As he drove, his head swam with memories of Catherine, their first nerve-wracking dates, his proposal, their wedding day, their joy at the birth of Emma. How he had loved his wife and daughter. Their lives had been so perfect… until the diagnosis. Everything had changed at that moment. The disease had taken her away forever. Her loss had left him isolated… until now.

Catherine’s road came into sight and his spirits lifted. It was situated in a quiet backstreet, within walking distance of Streatham High Road where he’d first spotted her, but set far enough away from the main road that few cars other than those owned by residents rarely came. Here was where the career-minded business people lived, combining easy journeys by public transport to the City with the greenery of the common stretching out at the rear of their gardens. Here, champagne and vodka spritzers were sipped at summer BBQs and BMWs, Range Rovers and the occasional Porsche stood in driveways.

The properties were mainly old detached Victorian houses, once inhabited by well-to-do families but most now divided into spacious flats, renovated to the highest standard. Catherine’s flat was one of these.

He parked his old car at the end of the road and jumped out on to the pavement. The scent of hyacinths from a nearby garden hit his nostrils and he was struck again by the number of trees and shrubs populating either side of the road. He walked quickly, aware that he would look out of place in this more affluent part of Streatham. A minicab came past and he slipped into the shadows, standing motionless behind the trunk of a tall pine until its tail-lights disappeared from sight. A short distance further and he was there. His breath caught in his throat as he tucked himself behind a wall in her front garden and stood silently, his pulse quickening at the thought of catching a glimpse of her again.

The driveway was made up of loose gravel, the noise of his footfall amplified with each step, so he moved off on to the grass, mindful of every minute sound, pausing to watch for any indication that he had been heard. A fine layer of sweat prickled at the small of his back and his heart raced in the still of the garden, but nothing stirred, even his footsteps becoming silent as he moved round the edge of the lawn towards the flat. A security light was trained out from the front of the building, across the lawn and driveway, but on a previous visit he’d realised that by keeping to the fence-line it stayed unlit.

Catherine’s flat was on the ground floor, with the front door located at the side of the building, out of the reach of the security light and with no sign of an alarm. A trellis covered with a climbing rose stood to one side of the entrance, its thorny greenery and tiny unfurled buds masking a small area in which a wheelie bin stood. An old coach-light, obviously switched on from inside the flat, was situated above the front door, its spindly light shining downwards on to a large doormat, and a couple of hanging baskets hung from hooks at either side, the purple flowers of the winter primroses now overwhelmed by the spring bulbs inside its mossy holder. The occasional drip of water fell from the lower leaves into a small dark puddle that stained the paving below. Thomas watched as a small globule of water grew on the base of the basket, elongating and stretching until finally breaking off and falling to the ground. His stomach lurched as he realised she must have recently watered them.

A metal gate barred his way through to the back garden. He climbed it effortlessly and dropped down carefully on to the grass at the side of the path, padding round to the rear of the building. He still needed to check for any further signs of an alarm. Letting his eyes acclimatise to the darkness, it was clear to see there was none, only a telephone wire which snaked up the wall before launching itself through the air towards a pole at the side of a laburnum tree. The sight of it set off his own alarm bells. He pulled the knife out from his sleeve and quickly sliced through the wire, before replacing it out of view. Nothing and nobody could be allowed to spoil his time with Catherine.

A dim light glowed from one of the rear rooms. The curtains were slightly ajar and Thomas could see a TV flickering across the walls. From where he crouched in the shrubs, he watched breathlessly as a figure walked past the window and out of sight. Creeping further up to the window, he peeped in, allowing his eyes to roam over the exquisite decor and furniture, until the figure returned. There was no mistaking her. It was Catherine, looking just the way he’d always dreamed; the same slim, forty-year-old body as he remembered, with vibrant skin and blonde hair that fell in loose curls around her face and shoulders – but with all signs of the disease eliminated.

He watched captivated as she removed her dressing gown and hung it over a chair. She was wearing only a thin vest top and shorts. Her shoulders were bare and the fabric was cut low, revealing the swell of her breasts. She pulled the duvet back and climbed into her bed, aiming a remote control at the TV. The brightness disappeared, leaving only a sparse atmospheric glow from her bedside lamp. Slowly, she curled her bare legs up on to the creamy bed sheets, before pulling the covers over her body, leaving Thomas gasping with memories of his wedding night; the sight of Catherine, his new bride, clothed in similarly revealing nightwear, waiting for him, wanting him. The recollection stirred an immediate response. He wanted her now and the urge to knock on the window almost got the better of him.

She turned the bedside lamp off and the room and rear garden were plunged into shadow, the darkness allowing doubts to fill his head. He still wanted Catherine, but would she want him? He didn’t know. Shards of rejection pierced his fragile mind as he recalled the times she’d turned him away, her body becoming weaker and less coordinated, overcome by disease; the evil thing that lived within her growing steadily stronger, until it seized control, smothering her desires and dictating when and how they should make love. A shudder of pure fear ran the length of his spine at the thought.

Withdrawing from the window, he crouched down, holding his head in his hands, all the time seeking to regain control. A twig bent against him, snapping crisply as he buried himself further into the shrub, and he closed his eyes, willing the noise to have gone unnoticed, but there was no movement from within.

After a minute or so, his mind calmed and he relaxed, refocusing on the reason for his presence. Catherine was just yards from him on the other side of the wall, settling down to sleep. But he didn’t want to risk alarming her yet. He’d have to wait until she was deeply asleep. The surprise would be better that way.

After about half an hour, he could wait no longer. Everything was silent. Carefully he stood, shook out his stiff limbs and moved across to where he’d spotted a small window left slightly ajar, its bevelled glass still covered in a layer of condensation. It had been open when he had come before, so he knew it belonged to the bathroom, the inside air on both occasions still retaining a warm, steamy consistency from where Catherine must have showered.

Another rose bush stood to the side of the window, a few thorny fingers stretching out across the wall underneath. He pulled his gloves on and carefully looped the springy branches out of the way and then climbed on to the windowsill, reaching in through the opening. The handle on the lower window was almost out of reach, but he managed to grasp it, levering it open. Clearly, the ease of ridding the bathroom of steam was more important to her than security. He would have to remind her to lock it in future. The room smelt feminine. A single glass bowl of pot pourri stood on the sill and as he moved it to one side and eased himself in, his senses were overloaded with the various heady perfumes that filtered up into the air: summer flowers, apple blossom, vanilla.

He stopped still, breathing in the fragrances, listening again, but again nothing stirred. Silently, he made his way in the direction of the bedroom, tiptoeing across the hallway carpet until he came to her open door. The interior of the room was very dark and he could only just make out the shape of Catherine lying asleep in her bed. Her mouth was slightly open and a gentle rasping noise emanated from between her lips, just audible in the silence. It was an endearing sound, and he couldn’t help but stop to listen as a wave of emotion built to a crescendo within his head. For a few moments, he stood, unable to move, staring down at the sleeping figure of his wife, tears springing unbidden at the corner of his eyes. He wiped them away roughly. Now was not the time to show weakness. She needed him to be strong.

As if sensing his presence, she stirred.

He took a step forward and her eyes flew open wide, her hand automatically flying to her mouth to stifle a scream as she drew the duvet up round her body with the other.

‘Don’t worry, Catherine. It’s just me.’

His voice sounded husky and her eyes widened still further, flicking from where he stood, towards the door and back.

‘Who are you?’ she stammered, her speech hesitant.

He was shocked at her reaction. He leant forward, taking his gloves off, and stroked her forehead gently, sweeping her hair from her face and at the same time noticing how violently her body shook.

‘It’s me, Thomas. Don’t you recognise me?’

She shook her head, shrinking away from his touch, her eyes still wildly searching his face. ‘What do you want?’

‘Just to see you. To be with you. I love you, Catherine.’

She said nothing, but he sensed her fear, exuding from every cell of her body – real, physical, incomprehensible.

He bent down and kissed her forehead.

‘I don’t know you and my name’s not Catherine.’ She could barely speak, burrowing further into the corner of the mattress. ‘You’re mistaken.’

But it was Catherine, he knew it. He had seen her, followed her, watched her and she had smiled at him in the shop, inviting him back into her life. He wouldn’t let her reject him now.

‘I’m not mistaken. Catherine, it’s me. I want you and I know you want me too.’ He reached out towards her and pulled the duvet from her grip, watching in disappointment as she curled her legs up tightly into a foetal position. He tried again to ignore her fear, sitting down next to her and placing a hand on her thigh, but she shrank away from him, clutching her legs even tighter into her body, seeking to end the contact, sever the link between them.

‘Oh my God. Oh my God,’ she muttered shakily. ‘Please help me, God.’

A distant memory stirred at the words. Catherine calling out in distress. Catherine crying, angered at her inability to stand. Catherine’s tears at being returned in the same disabled state from the regular religious ‘healing’ services she’d been taken to by well-meaning neighbours, none of whom witnessed her daily decline. Catherine crying. Always crying.

He looked up from where she lay and saw a heavy golden crucifix hanging on the wall above her bed. It was similar to one that Catherine had owned. A figure was suspended from it, unable to escape. The sight unsettled him. It was somehow connected to what had happened to Catherine. The figure was held aloft, trapped by evil. Catherine had been trapped within her body by evil. The crucifix signified so much that had gone wrong, so much that had caused her distress. The evil had controlled Catherine’s mind and body, and now, the same evil was lurking nearby, ready to come between them as it had before. This time, though, he wouldn’t let it happen. This time, he had a weapon to ward it off. This time, he must keep control.

He slipped the tea towel out from his sleeve and unwound it, gripping the handle of the knife. Nothing would stop him having what he wanted – and at this precise moment he wanted Catherine.

He pulled the duvet off her completely and held the knife above her body, leaning across with his other arm and unfolding her limbs so that she lay outstretched beside him. Slowly he moved the blade downwards until it reached her breasts, hooking it under the fabric of her vest so that it slit through its thin shoulder straps.

‘Please don’t hurt me.’ Her voice was thin and high, little more than a whimper, and just the sound of it stirred him almost to tears. He wasn’t going to hurt her. He would never hurt her. He loved her, and now he wanted to make love to her. He put the knife down on the floor beside the bed. He just needed to ward away the evil, to keep control.

Catherine was still now, not pulling away from him but not responding either. Her eyes were tightly shut, just like they had always been whenever they’d made love. Her breathing was fast and urgent and the scent of her fragrance permeated his nostrils. He looked down and the sight of the naked flesh on her shoulders and neck sent waves of desire through his whole body. He was in control, but he was on fire.

Reaching across, he folded her vest down, taking in the smooth contours of her breasts, the way her nipples grew erect in the cooler air. He pulled at her shorts, revealing the velvety mound of hair he had always so loved. He dropped his head, burying it between her breasts and let his hands explore her body, caressing her skin roughly, urgently, touching, stroking, prodding every inch. Little did he care that she failed to return his passion, that she lay passively, her face pinched, her eyes closed tightly. She was his wife. He needed her and he would have her.

His erection was strong. Pulling a condom from his pocket, he tore off the corner with his teeth, spitting it out on to the carpet next to the bed, before kneeling up astride her and unzipping his jeans. It had always been his responsibility to use birth control, with Catherine being on so many meds, and so he’d come prepared – its use would reinforce to her how much he cared.

He lowered himself down on top of her, his cheek grazing hers, his mouth searching for her lips. He found her mouth and kissed her hard, his tongue probing, but she didn’t respond. He could feel her legs held rigid, motionless, so he brought his knee up between them, forcing them apart. He could wait no longer.

As he entered her, the impulse to come immediately was almost uncontrollable. He stopped, his breath ragged with effort while the urge abated, concerned to make the moment last longer. After a few seconds, he regained control, moving slowly at first, rhythmically, the pleasure mounting steadily, urgently. He had what he wanted and nothing could stop him. The knowledge made him grin with pleasure, and he threw his head back, catching a glimpse of the knife lying on the carpet. The sight seemed to excite him further. His mind was spinning, images popping randomly into his brain. Frightened faces, people crying, feet moving randomly back and forth, grey clothes, white light – and he wanted to laugh.

As his climax exploded from within him, he looked down at Catherine’s face, but all he could see now was death, his wife’s body lying motionless, still amongst folds of satin, her eyes glassy and lifeless.

He pulled away from her, panic-stricken, squinting through the darkness at her silent features. She twitched and relief flooded through his body. She was still alive. He had his Catherine back.

Slumping on the bed next to her, he reached down and retrieved the knife. It had served its purpose and now he could rewrap it and take it away. As he lifted it, he heard a sharp intake of breath and Catherine started to sob.

‘Please don’t kill me,’ she pleaded. ‘Please go now and leave me alone.’

The words came like a hammer blow. Of course he wasn’t going to kill her. He loved her, but maybe he’d upset her in some way. She hadn’t always liked his advances and she clearly didn’t want him there now. He would do as she asked. He would go, but he’d be back. One day soon, he would return to reclaim her as his own. After all, she had smiled at him at the shops, and now she had given her body to him.

He glanced up and saw the crucifix again. It was powerless now because he’d beaten it this time, but the evil would try again, and next time he would be ready. Smiling to himself, he wrapped the knife in the tea towel and slid it back up his sleeve. He still had his jacket on, but his jeans were undone. Quickly, he removed the condom, shoved it into his pocket and stood up, pulling up his zip. He was thinking clearly now.

He was about to leave when he noticed a framed photograph hanging on the wall, above the bedside cabinet. In the gloom, he could just make out the shape of a woman standing on a cliff top. He lifted it off the wall and tilted it into the thin ray of light coming in through the curtains, staring in awe at the image of Catherine, her hair fanned out behind her, blown horizontally by a strong wind. Her neck stretched heavenwards and her face was lit up with that smile, the one that had captivated him from the beginning. There was no question that he had to have it. The joy shone out from her face, her expression radiating life, love and energy. Slipping it inside his jacket, he checked he had all his belongings and headed out. He would be leaving by the front door now and walking calmly down the driveway. It was of no concern to him if the security light came on or his feet crunched across the gravel. He had done what he had come to do. He had been reunited with Catherine and nothing else mattered.

He stopped momentarily as he got to the bedroom door and turned to gaze back at his wife. She had curled up into a tight ball, her spine outlined through the skin of her back. Very soon she would be asleep, if she wasn’t already.

‘I’m off now,’ he whispered. ‘But remember I love you and I’ll be back soon.’

*

It took Maryanne Hepworth over an hour before she dared summon help. In that time, she had thought of killing herself several times.

For an age after the man left, she hadn’t budged, terrified that he was still there lurking, preparing to rape her again, or kill her for daring to move. If she closed her eyes, she saw him. If she opened them, she saw him. He was everywhere now. Only when her digital alarm clock showed ten minutes had elapsed did she dare move, tying her dressing gown tightly round her aching body and throwing on all the lights. The brightness burnt her retinas, but darkness was not an option. It would never be an option again.

Quickly, she secured the bathroom window, every second bringing with it the terror of seeing his face appear against the frosted glass, swallowing the bile that threatened to rise up her throat at the knowledge that this was how he had been allowed to invade her life. Just to be sure, she hung a towel across the space, not daring to risk the sight of a shadow falling on the glass. Then, out into the hallway, where she heaved a chest of drawers in front of the door, the movement causing a photo frame to topple over. For a second, she stopped to reposition the snapshot, staring down at the image of her nan, her mother and herself – three generations of strong, independent women. They looked so happy, the youngest and oldest family members melded together, the years between them irrelevant.

A small sob escaped from her lips at the thought. Her strength and independence had been stripped from her by the stranger in her bedroom, just as surely as he’d stripped the clothes from her body. She would never feel happy again. Tugging at the drawers a final time, she managed to position them across the exit. He’d gone, and she had to be sure that he couldn’t return.

The bedroom was still in disarray, his brooding presence filling every tiny space. Her eyes were drawn to the lighter patch of wallpaper where her photo had hung and she retched. It made her feel sick to even try to imagine why he wanted it. Quickly, she pulled the covers from the bed and yanked the door shut, shoving the dirty bed sheets into the washing machine and stripping off what was left of her clothing. She set the wash to its hottest cycle and started the machine. Everything needed sterilisation.

The next forty-five minutes were spent in the bathroom, scrubbing every disgusting remnant of the man from her body, the whole flat filling with steam as she turned the temperature of the shower up as high as she could bear; the hotter the water, the better the purification. She used her fingernails, long and well-manicured, to scratch every filthy cell of his off her, scoring deep into her body until her skin was red raw, and her teeth and gums bled from the motion of her toothbrush. Somewhere in the recesses of her mind she knew she shouldn’t bathe, that she should leave his fluids, his smell, his evil all over her – but she couldn’t bear it there a second longer.

When her skin felt cleaner, she wrapped herself in a clean dressing gown and curled up on the settee, clutching her legs tight to her chest. She felt more in control now, but for once she had no idea what to do.

Common sense was telling her to call the police. They would come. They would make her secure. They would catch this man… but would they believe her and could she cope with telling anyone what had happened, having to relive the whole ordeal to them, to a judge, to a court full of strangers.

She valued her privacy, but she would have none. Her whole life would be laid bare. Every comment she’d ever made on social media would be scrutinised. Every photo, however innocent, would be inspected. Innuendos would be made on innocent friendships and past relationships dissected. She’d spent a lifetime building a career in her accountancy firm, proving her credentials in a male-dominated business, rising up the ranks to middle-management. Now, all that was in jeopardy. The ‘Me Too’ movement had gone some way in presuming women spoke the truth, but, in her experience, nothing much had changed in big business. The underlying suspicion, particularly within the older generation of alpha males, was still somehow that the woman had asked for it.

Tears were streaming down her cheeks as she reviewed her options, her mind reliving again and again the last few hours. What kind of man would break into a lone woman’s flat in the middle of the night and assault her in her bed? What kind of sick bastard would laugh, while he held up a knife and committed rape? What sort of crazed rapist would tell his victim that he loved them and then say quite brazenly that he would return? As she recalled the man’s last whispered promise, she was suddenly more petrified than she’d ever been in her life, possibly even more so than when she’d woken to see his silhouette hovering over her.

Her landline was on the table next to the settee. With trembling hands, she picked up the handset, her fingers roaming over the buttons. Danielle, her sister, lived only a few miles away. She was married, but she had three young children and it was almost 3 a.m. in the morning. The sound of the phone ringing would wake up the whole house. A sob shuddered through her as she weighed up again and again what to do. What the hell was wrong with her? Every day at work she was expected to take charge, organise herself and her team, make judgements on thousands, if not millions, of pounds’ worth of assets, yet now she couldn’t even make the easiest decision.

She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate. What about her job? There was no way she could go to work. What was she supposed to do? Walk through her office door in a few hours’ time and act as if nothing had happened?

Christ, she needed to get a grip. She’d just been raped. Of course she wouldn’t be expected to go to work and of course Danielle wouldn’t mind being woken.

She knew her sister’s number off by heart. Pressing the handset to her ear, she started to dial the number, realising immediately there was no dialling tone. The landline was dead.

Panicking, she ran to the hallway, where she always charged her mobile, almost crying with relief as she saw the phone still there and with a full battery. She keyed in her sister’s number, the few seconds that elapsed seemingly endless before Danielle answered, sounding confused and half-asleep.

‘Maryanne, what’s up? What time is it?’

‘Danielle, it’s me…’ She stifled a sob. She could say nothing further.

‘Maryanne. Are you all right?’ Her sister’s voice was sharp with concern, awake now. ‘What’s happened? Do you need an ambulance? Or the police? Tell me.’

Another sob rose up her throat. ‘Police,’ she could barely say the word, before her throat constricted completely. She’d done what she needed and now her mind was shutting down, whisking her miles from her flat to a place and time when she’d been safe, to the family kitchen with stew bubbling in the oven and her mother fussing over her and Danielle, as vegetables steamed on the hob. These days, it was usually she, Maryanne, who made the decisions, who organised her family and younger sibling, but tonight she needed Danielle to take charge.

‘Right,’ her sister seemed to know instinctively what was required. ‘Stay right where you are, Maryanne. I’ll get the police, and I’m coming over. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.’

*

Dawn was breaking and the birds were in full chorus when Thomas finally climbed the stairs to his bedsit, the last few hours having been spent in his special room at Baytree House luxuriating in memories of his liaison with Catherine, and buoyed up by the sight of his newly acquired photograph, now propped up in pride of place on an old deserted sideboard.

The building was unusually quiet, but the familiar odours of cooking fumes, cigarette smoke and sweaty bodies seemed even more pungent than usual, locked in, unventilated as they had been overnight. He opened the door to their room and crept in, careful not to disturb his daughter. Emma was lying asleep under the duvet on her sofa bed, her spine tucked up against the backrest. She didn’t stir as he entered, nor when he walked across and stood staring down at her sleeping form.

The sight of his daughter held Thomas spellbound. He watched, captivated at the way the corner of her mouth twitched slightly as she slept, and was reminded once again just how closely she resembled Catherine.

Carefully, he removed his jacket and pushed the duvet to one side, lying down next to his daughter. Her hair spread out across the pillow and he stroked it gently, marvelling at its silky texture. Wafts of the peach shampoo she’d always loved as a child, and still used, drifted into his nostrils, arousing long-dormant paternal instincts.

He closed his eyes and savoured the moment. Now with Catherine restored to health, he would endeavour to forget that she had been the cause of his wife’s illness and try to become the father figure of whom she’d always dreamt. Slowly he would win back her love and trust and they would become a happy family unit. Things would work out. It would just take time.
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‘We have another possible to investigate,’ Hunter turned towards Charlie as she entered the office, puffing hard at the exertion of a fast run into work.

It was only just gone 6.45 a.m., but already Bet and Sabira had their heads together, reading the night-duty occurrence books for details of the new offence.

‘Give me a minute, guv.’ She gathered her stuff and ran to the washroom. Her shift wasn’t due to start properly until seven and she was a mess. More recently, she’d put on a bit of weight, and it showed in the fact that both her breath and her running trousers were labouring under the excess pounds. Stripping off, she jumped into the shower, rinsing off the morning cobwebs and sloshing a globule of toothpaste around her teeth with her finger.

There had been no returned texts or messages from Ben and, even though she hadn’t really expected there to be any, she was still worried, and a bit annoyed, that her assumption was being proved correct. He was obviously still pissed, and much as she was trying to accept that his PTSD would always give him mood swings, she was beginning to wish that she’d listened to her previous misgivings and kept him as a friend rather than a partner… at least until he was able to remain stable for longer periods of time. But she couldn’t help loving him, and worrying about him, and she had no doubt that her feelings for him would remain strong. She just wondered if they would be strong enough.

Drying herself off, she ran a brush over her scalp, grimacing at the sight of tired green eyes, a flushed red face and dripping wet hair in the mirror. Never in a million years would she ever look like one of the L’Oreal models whose hair seemed to hang in the air, suspended on the merest whisper of wind. Hers was thick, uncontrollable and sat on the collar of her jacket like a huge hairy caterpillar. The vision did nothing to ease her discontent.

She checked her phone again, but there were no new messages. She’d try to contact Ben again later, if for no other reason than to make sure he’d walked Casper. The dog didn’t deserve to be forgotten about, even if she had.

When she returned to the office, Bet and Sabira had her briefing from the previous night on a computer screen in front of them and were deep in discussion. Behind them, a cleaner was moving slowly about, wiping down desks and squirting glass cleaner at the large tinted windows that faced towards London. From where Charlie stood, he almost looked as if he was standing on the roof of the building in the foreground, wiping the clouds from the sky.

She dumped her washbag down and joined the others, quickly scanning the precis of the previous night’s incident and realising that her issues were immaterial in comparison. There was nothing like a dose of cold, hard reality to put things into perspective.

‘It’s horrific, guv, but it looks like a straightforward rape to me?’ She peered towards her boss questioningly.

Hunter glanced towards the cleaner but started to speak anyway. ‘That’s what we thought, too. On first appearance, yes, it does look like a simple case of rape, but I’ve just been fully briefed and there are in fact a lot of similarities to our Op Greystream series. We can’t rule it out as yet.’

‘Such as?’ She remained unconvinced. ‘There have been no sexual assaults up until now and Maryanne Hepworth, our victim here, is much younger than our normal profile.’

‘Well, it happened between midnight and 5 a.m., there was no damage caused during entry, the phone wires were cut and an item of sentimental value was taken.’ Hunter frowned. ‘The suspect was also of the same generic description, height, build et cetera, and he stayed with the victim for some time talking to her.’

‘And our series suspect is getting more and more familiar with his victims,’ Bet chipped in. ‘It still makes me shudder when I hear how he touches the old men and women and strokes their hair, like he’s grooming them in some way. I’m not that many years younger than some of them myself.’ She broke off with a grimace.

‘Go on with you, Bet. You’re not that old and they’d have to get past Dave first.’ Sabira grinned at her colleague. ‘But then who knows?’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘He does seem to be getting more confident and this victim is younger. Maybe he is diversifying? Murder last time. Rape this time.’

The group silenced, each dwelling on the prospect.

‘I went home by bus last night,’ Charlie’s thoughts returned to her previous evening’s journey. ‘And it made me think about another thing that they all have in common, including the other possibles.’ She leant forward, clicking the screen on to an offence-mapping presentation. ‘And this one is also in the same area. It would fit too.’ She pointed at the screen. ‘Look, all the offences are within walking distance of the same few main roads – which are also where all the buses run. So maybe their location is something to do with the bus routes. It’s not a big deal, but it might be worth considering.’ She tilted her head towards Bet, before returning to the report of the rape. ‘But I’m still not sure about this one. No mask. Calling her Catherine, which is not her name, and identifying himself as Thomas, albeit I expect that “Thomas” is made up. This one does feel a bit different.’

‘Well, we won’t know until we speak to our victim, Maryanne Hepworth, and her sister, Danielle O’Brien, who gives evidence of first complaint.’ Hunter looked towards the three of them. ‘Bet, you and Paul carry on with the CCTV you’ve started and do some research on Catherine and Thomas, the two names our suspect mentioned. Sab, you and Naz will have to attend Florence Briarly’s post-mortem to confirm exactly how she died. Charlie, get your stuff. Danielle and Maryanne have been taken to The Haven. At least, Maryanne’s still alive to tell the tale.’

*

The Haven was just as its name inferred. As Charlie and Hunter entered the tranquil walled garden to its rear, the hustle and bustle of London melted into the background. For a few dozen steps, the pace was slowed and peace suffused the small lawned area and wild flower bed. Only the sound of a robin chirping from the boughs of a buddleia bush and the distant squawking of some of the green parakeets that now populated most areas of London disturbed the serenity. Nature was at work in all its inner-city glory.

As they entered the building, however, the harmony of the grounds was replaced with a low moan of distress and Charlie was brought crashing back to the reason for their visit. A CID colleague in plain clothes sat next to the figure of a young woman on a settee in the lounge area, obviously Danielle O’Brien. The young woman was weeping, her anguish obvious in the slump of her shoulders. The CID officer sat close, explaining what would be happening to her sister Maryanne, who was in the suite next door, being subjected to a full evidential examination by a force medical examiner.

For a brief moment, the CID officer continued her conversation before stopping abruptly to make introductions. Charlie offered her sympathy and held her hand out to the woman, who gripped it tightly but said nothing. Hunter too spoke of his regret at the incident and introduced himself as the Senior Investigating Officer, before excusing them both to a small kitchen area in order to speak to the officer who was seeing to Maryanne’s needs. She was one of many specially trained to deal with victims of sexual assaults.

‘How is Maryanne holding up?’ Hunter asked. ‘Any useful samples that might lead to a positive identification?’

‘Well, she’s doing as well as can be expected, given the circumstances.’ The officer frowned. ‘But, unfortunately, she pretty much obliterated any forensics after the suspect left. She had a shower and brushed her teeth and put all her clothes and bedding in to be washed. She spent the best part of an hour scrubbing herself clean, and I mean scrubbing. She’s almost red raw in places.’

Charlie winced at the thought, but she couldn’t blame their victim, however frustrated they would be at the lack of evidence. She knew she’d want to do exactly the same herself. Still, it was a blow.

‘What about any internal swabs?’ she asked instead.

The officer turned towards her and shook her head again. ‘Maybe if we’re lucky, but the suspect was wearing a condom, which he took with him.’

‘Gloves?’

‘Yes, he wore gloves.’

‘Dammit,’ Charlie made a quick note of the facts. ‘So it doesn’t sound as if we’ll get a lot from the scene either? I gather the point of entry was through an unsecured window. It’s a shame our man didn’t smash it. He might have left some blood.’

‘We’d never get that lucky!’ Hunter pulled a biro from his pocket and started to chew on its end. ‘We’ll just have to hope there’ll be something left in the bedroom – a hair or saliva sample. Anything that might identify him. At the moment, we don’t know whether he’s forensically aware, like our series suspect appears to be, or whether Maryanne has done his job for him.’

‘What about his description?’ Charlie’s thoughts returned to the grainy image of the care home stalker and the suspicious male volunteer. ‘Do you think Maryanne will be able to recognise the suspect, or assist with an e-fit or artist’s impression?’

‘Why don’t you ask her yourself?’

The door to the examination suite had opened and Maryanne Hepworth emerged looking pale and tired. Charlie immediately held out her hand, introducing them both, but the woman declined it, instead hugging her arms around her body.

‘I’m sorry,’ Maryanne said. ‘I don’t really want to touch anyone or anything until I’ve had another shower.’

Charlie let her arm drop, smiling sympathetically. ‘That’s absolutely fine. I understand.’

‘Do you?’ the voice was not accusatory, nor was it patronising. The question was spoken not with pity or malice but as a statement of fact. Charlie realised in that moment that, as far as Maryanne Hepworth was concerned, she would never understand. She could never understand, and however hard she tried to put herself in Maryanne’s shoes, it would never be enough.

‘You’re right. I don’t,’ she said quietly. ‘But I do understand what it’s like to be a victim, and I know what it’s like to see the man concerned get away without punishment. I want to make sure that doesn’t happen to you.’

She looked up to see the woman staring directly at her. She could not know that Charlie had watched, helpless, as her brother had drowned right in front of her eyes during a childhood boat-trip out in a stormy sea. She couldn’t know that the drunken captain, responsible for the shoddy condition of the boat in which they sat and the lack of life jackets, had also died, therefore abdicating himself from all lawful responsibility. She couldn’t know, but as their eyes connected it was if Maryanne Hepworth could read her pain and accepted the truth of her statement.

‘I’m afraid I haven’t helped you though, have I?’ the voice was factual again. ‘I didn’t scream. I didn’t fight. And I washed every bit of the man away.’ She stared past Charlie at a spot high on the wall. ‘I always wondered what I would do in these sorts of circumstances. I’ve listened to the news, to stories of historic sex abuse and to the more recent allegations of rape against Harvey Weinstein and others, and I couldn’t understand why many of the women, and some men, didn’t come forward. Now I know why they didn’t. Because when it happens, you have no idea how you are going to react.’ She tore her gaze away from the distant spot and refocused on Charlie and Hunter, moving from one to the other as she spoke.

‘I always thought of myself as a strong, sensible woman. I hold down a good job. I am independent and I’ve worked hard to buy my own flat, but when it came to it I was completely paralysed with terror. I couldn’t fight. I couldn’t try to escape. I couldn’t even move. I saw the knife and I froze. He raped me and I just lay there and let it happen. I was numb with fear. Then, afterwards, all I did was ask him to go. Can you believe that? I asked him politely not to kill me and I asked him to go.’

She frowned as if trying to evaluate her own actions.

‘You see, I thought I was going to die. I believed I was going to die and all I kept thinking was: keep absolutely still and the danger will go away. Do whatever he says and the danger will go away. Keep quiet and the danger will go away. But it didn’t go away, at least not until he was ready to go away.

‘Afterwards, my mind went blank. He might have physically left, but he may as well have remained, because he was still there, covering my skin, in my body, in my mouth, invading every part of me and my home.’ She looked across to the room where her sister sat and her voice broke. ‘I couldn’t even phone my sister. Not for a long time. I was too ashamed. Not of what had happened, but the fact that I had let it happen.’

Charlie went to speak but closed her mouth again instead, as Maryanne continued.

‘I was frightened that you wouldn’t believe me because I didn’t fight back. I was frightened of what a judge would say. What a jury would think. Would they have the same opinion as I had about the women who had supposedly let it happen?’

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

‘I know now, already, that it wasn’t my fault. You don’t need to tell me. I know. But I still worry what my mother will say? What my grandmother will say? She only left me two days ago.’ Maryanne glanced across towards her sister’s location again. ‘Thank God she wasn’t still here.’

She took another deep breath and straightened her shoulders. ‘So yes, I am willing to assist with an e-fit or an artist’s impression. I heard what you asked.’ She trained her eyes solely on Charlie. ‘It was very dark and I’m not sure that I would recognise him again, but I will try. I don’t know whether his name is actually Thomas, like he said or whether he really believes that I am Catherine. And I hope and pray that he doesn’t try to carry out his threat to return for me.

‘But even in the darkness I saw the way he stared at me, and I heard the way he spoke and told me he loved me. That memory will stay with me forever. It will remain with me even if he is in prison, but, at least if he is locked away, I will know that I have some freedom.’

She looked across at Hunter, obviously deferring to him now as the senior officer.

‘So I will do everything in my power to help you get him and put him away. Because I know I will never ever feel safe again, even in my own home, until he is caught.’
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‘Dad, what the hell do you think you’re doing in my bed?’

Emma squeezed her body as far from her father as possible, pushing the duvet down further between them as a barrier.

Thomas rubbed his eyes and squinted at her, frowning as if trying to remember.

‘Don’t say you’re turning into a fucking pervert as well as everything else.’

She threw the words at him carelessly. Things were going from bad to worse and this was the last straw. It was unpleasant enough that she had to share a shoebox-size room with a grown man. There was no way she would tolerate sharing a bed.

‘I’m sorry. I think I just wanted to show you I still care,’ Thomas said weakly. He sat up on the side of the sofa bed, pulling his woolly hat off and running his fingers through his flat, greasy hair.

‘Well, that’s a funny way of showing it,’ she spat back. ‘Maybe next time you can keep out of my fucking bed and show me you care, like most normal fathers do; by going out to work and earning enough money to get us out of this shithole.’

She ran her eyes around their living space, what there was of it. It was impossible to keep it clean with the mishmash of furniture they had and with unpacked boxes still stacked up in every available space. Last evening, after their spat, she’d remained in her friend, Kelly’s room until late, not wanting to deal any further with her father’s manic behaviour or return to their depressing surroundings. Consequently, the dirty plates from her earlier meal were still stacked up, next to the flowers, in the sink. If she didn’t do them, no one would. Her father was incapable of even taking care of himself. There was no way he would step up to the mark and actually take care of her.

‘What would Mum say if she saw us now?’ She’d thrown this question out at him in the past. Usually just the mention of her mother brought him back to some semblance of lucidity, but after yesterday’s revelations, she was suddenly scared that even this last modicum of rationality was gone.

He swung round to face her, frowning in concentration. ‘She wouldn’t be happy. In fact, it would make her cry, so I can’t let her see us like this.’ His eyes swept the squalor of the room and he stood up, starting to pace around in what limited space remained between the boxes. ‘So, now she’s back, I’m going to get everything sorted out. You’ll see, Emma,’ he said earnestly. ‘I’m really going to try to get things right this time.’

‘Don’t give me that crap again.’ She threw her hands over her ears, not wanting to hear another word. She couldn’t even bear to look at his stupid, pathetic face when he talked like that. ‘Mum’s dead. Catherine’s dead. Can’t you get that into your thick skull? She died a year ago today. Later on, probably on my own, unless you want to come, I’ll be taking flowers to her grave. Not that she even has a headstone yet. You haven’t even had the balls to go out to work and provide that for Mum.’

The angry words hung in the air as she struggled to get dressed out of his view, selecting an outfit from the pile of her clothes folded up on the arm of the sofa bed. How had things come to this? Her father wasn’t a bad man. He had tried. For years he had tried, but he just wasn’t capable. Maybe if the roles had been reversed, they would have managed. Her mother had been strong. Catherine would have coped with him being ill. She would have kept the family together. She’d had an inner strength, where Thomas was an empty shell.

Emma pulled a sweater over her head and looked across to where her father now stood motionless, staring out through a filthy window. His figure looked so forlorn, his shoulders sagging and his head bowed low, and for a moment she felt genuine sorrow. Just the spectacle of him looking so helpless had the power to provoke rage or pity in equal measures.

‘She’s not coming back. She’s never coming back, Dad.’

She turned away from him, her voice breaking.

‘But she is…’ His voice petered out even as he started to speak and she watched as he slumped down on his single bed, next to the window, and put his head in his hands. After a minute, in which they both stayed silently engrossed in their own thoughts, he reached across to retrieve his jacket from the floor. As he did so, the knife clattered out from its sleeve, falling from the tea towel and lying unwrapped on the lino. He paid no heed to it, fishing instead in the jacket pocket, but she couldn’t drag her eyes away from the blade. Even the sight of it horrified her, but at least it was clean. It obviously hadn’t been used.

‘Do you have to take this out with you?’ She leant over and picked it up, hiding it away in the kitchen drawer. ‘I don’t know why you insist on carrying a knife these days?’ If he wasn’t going to be the adult in their relationship, she would have to be.

‘I need it, for self-defence. There’re bad things happening. I’ve already told you that.’ He pulled out a small snap-bag of cannabis and started to roll himself a joint.

‘Dad, stop it. You don’t need to carry a knife – and you don’t need that.’

He ignored her, flicking a lighter and closing his eyes as he inhaled. For a few seconds she had the urge to grab it off him and stamp it underfoot. She hated the smell of it, especially in their poky room – and she hated what it did to him. His face was already taking on a vacant expression. God only knew where his mind was taking him, but wherever it was she didn’t want to be there. In fact, she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. Her head was already throbbing painfully, any pity turning to anger, any residual feelings of love turning to icy distain for this man who called himself her father.

‘That’s right.’ She couldn’t stop herself. ‘You’re really trying to sort things out, aren’t you?’ She pulled the bunch of chrysanthemums from the sink and threw a coat across her arm. She would go alone to place the flowers on her mother’s grave. Why had she ever presumed to think that he might have wanted to join her in this small act of remembrance? He clearly didn’t care. And she didn’t care to have him with her. Not in this state. Not now.

Opening the door to the bedsit, she paused briefly to stare at her father’s supine figure, now lying spaced out on the bed, a silly smile twitching on his lips.

‘You know what you are?’ she shouted in disgust, enunciating each word more slowly than ever, before marching off down the stairs. ‘You’re fucking mad!’
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‘Show us those images again.’

Hunter stared moodily at the screen, impatiently drumming his fingers on the desk as Paul prepared the CCTV that had come to light. Charlie squeezed in next to Bet to better see and glanced across at her boss. Something was clearly bugging him. He’d been thoughtful the whole way back to the office, particularly after Maryanne Hepworth had dropped into the conversation that her eighty-eight-year-old nan had been staying with her until two days before the rape. Now, with the compelling proposition that Maryanne’s nan had been the intended target, the rape had been included in the linked series of break-ins, meaning there had been two offences in two days. The pressure was on.

‘Here we go then,’ Paul drew their attention back to the screen. ‘Charlie gave us the idea when she mentioned the bus routes. Bus CCTV is always excellent. It’s so much easier to get good stills when the lighting is good and the atmosphere is dry. There are several recordings that might help.’

He pressed a button and the screen loaded with the image of the interior of a bus. The picture was of good quality and showed several passengers in detail.

‘So, I checked what bus routes serviced our offence locations,’ Bet continued. ‘As Charlie suspected, there was one, the Route 249, which runs all the way from Clapham Common, along Streatham High Road and up Streatham Common North in SW16 where some of our offences are, then up through Crown Dale, SE27 to the SE19 area of Crystal Palace and Annerley. It’s a perfect fit.’ She indicated back to Paul, who took up the baton.

‘I then spoke to the Family Liaison officer who has been assigned to Amy Briarly and she was able to get us a rundown of Florence’s routines, with the help of her neighbour George Cosgrove. Amy would get Florence’s main shopping, but she confirmed that her mother used to go to the shops once a week, regular as clockwork, to top up with a few bits.’

‘She did it more for the company actually,’ Bet chipped in. ‘But guess which bus she always took?’

‘Route 249?’ Charlie could feel her excitement building.

‘Yep,’ Paul nodded. ‘So while you’ve been gone, I legged it to the bus garage and got all the CCTV I could for Monday mornings, when Florence usually caught the bus. We knew which stop she would get on at, and the approximate time, so we were able to check those buses first.

‘Each time, she got off at the same stop in Crystal Palace. She would then spend an hour or so pottering around different shops and then half an hour having a cup of tea in the local charity cafe. Then she would catch the 11.50, Route 249 bus from the same stop, arriving home at just gone midday.’ He pressed the button and the recording started. ‘So this is taken on Monday 23rd April at 11.52, the day before she was found dead.’

Charlie watched as the figure of Florence Briarly climbed the steps of the bus and presented her Freedom card to the card reader. The old lady appeared in good spirits, entering into a few words of conversation with the female driver before moving on past the driver’s cab and taking one of the seats reserved for the elderly. Looking further on down the bus, she could see a woman with a child in a pushchair and another elderly woman of a similar age to Florence with silver hair, a navy jacket and a large gold-leaf brooch on the collar.

As she watched, a man climbed up the steps. He presented a card to the card reader but kept his head bowed, saying nothing to the driver and moving on down the aisle of the bus to the very rear seat. He looked to be in his mid-forties, medium build and was balding, with only a few short dark brown wisps of hair at the sides. He wore a scruffy green jacket, jeans and had a red football scarf slung round his neck and tucked away inside his coat.

The bus pulled away, stopping and starting as it inched along in slow-moving traffic past the shops.

Charlie continued to watch the man. He was acting in a strange manner, keeping his eyes cast downwards and peering up only to survey the bus occasionally. He had no phone or book and kept a newspaper folded under his arm, so in the absence of anything in his hands, his demeanour seemed unusual. Most bus passengers with nothing on which to concentrate would tend to look out at the passing scenery.

At the next stop, the woman with her child exited, the child appearing fractious as it awoke on leaving the bus.

The man stayed still, not moving, his head remaining bowed.

Two stops later it was time for Florence Briarly to leave. As the bus eased to a standstill, the man looked up briefly, his head facing straight down the aisle to the centre doors, where the old lady was climbing unsteadily down the steps. He turned his head as she dismounted, his gaze appearing to follow the direction of her travel, until he swung round completely as if to watch her progress through the rear window. The bus set off again and he stood and moved to the centre, standing by the doors until moments later it pulled over at its next stop, his head again swivelling round in the direction from which it had come. For a brief moment as the doors swung open, he turned in the direction of the other silver-haired old lady, providing a full view of his facial features, before he stepped down and walked off towards the previous stop.

Paul rewound the recording briefly to the point at which they could see the full-face shot. Charlie squinted at the man’s features in freeze-frame, memorising for herself the wide forehead, the down-turned mouth, the bushy eyebrows shielding pale watery eyes, the large ears and unshaven chin and neck.

‘Wow, he looks dodgy,’ she commented, casting round at Hunter, who was still staring animatedly at the screen. ‘Did you see the way he was watching Florence?’

Wait until you see this then,’ Paul agreed.

He turned to Bet’s computer and flicked a couple of buttons and another similar recording spread out across the monitor. This time, the date on the bottom of the screen was Monday 9th April 2018 and the time showed 11.51. The location was the same. Florence Briarly could be seen, exactly as previously, stepping up on to the bus from the shops, engaging the male bus driver this time in conversation and sitting down on the same seat. Moments later, the same scruffily dressed man stepped up behind her and the journey was repeated, almost identically to the first.

As the man stood by the door this time, however, Hunter pointed to the screen. ‘Can you zoom in on his face, Paul,’ he said, squinting in yet further towards the monitor. Paul did as he was asked and was sorting out the controls when they were joined by Naz and Sabira, pushing through the doors with a stack of exhibits in their arms.

‘It’s official,’ Naz said immediately, not waiting to see what they were looking at. ‘Florence Briarly was manually strangled. She had fingermarks and bruising to her neck and tiny red spots over her face which are caused by strangulation. She didn’t stand a chance.’ She sidled up and stared at the screen that now held the close-up facial image of the man on the bus. ‘Who’s that?’ she asked directly.

They all stood watching as, with a twist of the dial, a red inkblot-style birthmark on the man’s forehead zoomed into focus.

‘That could be our suspect,’ Hunter said, standing up straight and looking at each of them in turn.

Charlie grinned broadly in return, staring at the stain and taking in its exact shape, size and position on the man’s scalp. ‘And that could be the reason why our suspect usually wears either a mask or, in the last case, a woolly hat.’

*

The trip to the Headquarters of TFL, or Transport for London, took Charlie and Hunter to the east side of London. It would be quicker to go straight to the head office with the necessary paperwork than try any of the local branches, with fewer staff able to assist. The office was located at International Quarter, at the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park; site of the 2012 London Olympics, and was positioned next to the Aquatics Centre and adjacent to Westfield Centre, one of the largest shopping malls in London.

As Charlie parked up, she glanced across towards the Aquatics Centre, its undulating roof and fluid curves designed to reflect the movement of water. It had been a fantastic Olympic Games and one which she had been lucky enough to attend both on – and off – duty, the ambience and conviviality in the Park amongst the spectators being one that she would never forget. Today, however, it was quiet and far removed from that atmosphere.

Bet had phoned ahead and arranged for one of the TFL managers to meet them. They needed information as a matter of urgency and hopefully one would be ready and available.

The entrance to the reception was through the main door, situated to the side of a bright red lift shaft. They were met immediately by a smartly dressed woman in a navy suit and orange cravat. Introductions were swift and formal; the minimum of pleasantries being exchanged before they were whisked to a room in which a dozen people sat at a dozen computers. Paperwork was checked and dates were given. They now had to wait… and hope.

Florence Briarly used a Freedom Pass, a type of bus pass issued individually, by name, to every old-age pensioner in London, giving them the freedom to move about the capital on the buses during off-peak hours. Her daughter had confirmed she carried it regularly and it was believed she had proffered it on the two days and at the two times shown on the bus CCTV. Could they find the details of her card and marry her usage up with the times given on the data printout of the bus records? If so, would they then be able to ascertain what card had been tendered immediately after Florence’s? Was it the same card on both occasions and if so was it an Oyster card or a bank card? Most importantly, if it was a bank card, could they obtain details of the account, or if an Oyster card, had it been registered, and to whom? Only at that stage would they know the identity of the man with the inkblot birthmark. It was a long shot, but one that needed to be tried.

The employee tasked to perform the search beckoned towards the manager and she in turn welcomed them to join her.

‘How’s it going, Derek?’ she asked, staring down at several printouts. ‘Any joy?’

‘Well, yes. I’ve got the results that you asked for,’ Derek replied. His voice was quite flat, almost monotone, and portrayed no pleasure in being of assistance. He looked down at the first of two printouts. ‘I found Florence Briarly’s Freedom Pass number in our records and can see that she used it on both occasions at the times you gave me.

‘I can also see the same number card entered the bus straight after her Freedom Pass on both occasions, and you’re right, it is an Oyster card.’ He pointed to the second printout containing details of the bus passengers and read out the twelve-digit serial number, duplicated on the back of each Oyster card. ‘But I’m afraid it’s unregistered, so I won’t be able to get you a name.’

Charlie exhaled loudly and Hunter closed his eyes, both clearly as frustrated as the other. It seemed their idea was already dead in the water.

‘Dammit, that’s a shame,’ she said, picking up the list of passengers and glaring at it as if somehow it should be able to offer up what they wanted. ‘We could really do with locating its owner.’

‘Well… I might be able to help with that.’ Derek nodded towards his boss and signalled for Charlie to return the list, suddenly becoming more animated. ‘I could print you out a record of where this particular Oyster card has been used previously, so you can see whether there is a particular location that it regularly starts or finishes from. That at least might give you the area where the user lives.’

His enthusiasm was infectious. It couldn’t be the most exciting job in the world, but at that moment Derek looked as if he’d won the lottery.

‘Yes please,’ she smiled at him, returning the printout and watching as he typed the serial number into the computer and another list of data appeared. He pushed a pair of small dark framed glasses on to the end of his nose and leant towards the screen, peering at the small print.

‘Here we go,’ he said, his eyes flicking from one point to another. ‘The same bus stop is featuring on almost all of the journeys and it is…’ he called up another screen on which a map was held, zooming in on a numbered location. ‘On Clapham Common southside by the junction with Elms Road.’ He turned, beaming, towards Charlie and pulled the glasses from his nose. ‘And if you want to know where he usually tops up his card, it’s in the Daily News tobacconists in a parade of shops in Abbeville Road, SW4, by the junction with Narbonne Avenue.’

*

The tobacconists was reached within the hour. As they made their way through the traffic, Hunter scanned the photo of the man with the inkblot birthmark, downloaded from the bus CCTV.

‘He’s got a copy of The Sun under his arm,’ he said, peering at it again. ‘With any luck, if he has a set routine and buys his paper every day from the same shop, the shopkeepers will know him. So, even if doesn’t have to top up his Oyster card that regularly, we might still get a name – or at least an idea of where he lives and when he’s about.’

It was a good theory and one that would soon be put to the test.

Charlie slid the car to a halt outside the shop, just as her phone pinged up with a text. Switching the engine off, she yanked the mobile irritably from her pocket, expecting it to be Ben. He hadn’t messaged her all day, despite the fact that she’d sent him several. Surely he’d be up and about by now? Casper would have turfed him out of bed, or licked him awake.

She keyed in her security code and concentrated on the screen, waiting for the message to appear, her irritation spiking. He must know she’d be worried, or annoyed. Either way, he should have made contact by now.

‘Got a message from my mate, Ben?’ Hunter teased. The whole team knew and liked Ben, especially her boss, who seemed to regard him more like a second son. But none of her friends realised what was going on. They all believed he was on the road to recovery – and she really didn’t want to admit that it was all happening again.

But it wasn’t Ben. The message was from her mother, alluding that she had some news to tell her and asking when she’d next be down for dinner.

‘I wish,’ she mumbled, adding, ‘It’s a long story.’ She turned away angrily, busying herself with her clipboard and rucksack, and only returning to her phone when Hunter was climbing out from the car. There was no time to explain now, even if she wanted.

U OK? xx

Her fingers flew across the buttons, pressing send to Ben’s number again, before jumping out to join her boss. She’d reply to her mother later.

The tobacconist shop was musty and cluttered, and as soon as they entered, Charlie’s expectation soared. It was the kind of local shop whose owners had been there a lifetime, rarely updated their merchandise and knew everyone and everything that was going on in the neighbourhood.

As anticipated, the shopkeepers were an elderly couple, the woman confirming they had run the shop for over thirty years. Charlie showed them a photo of the man with the inkblot birthmark and relayed the information received from TFL, passing across the image so they could better see. She waited impatiently as the couple peered down at their suspect for what seemed like an age and was about to chivvy them along when the woman turned towards them both.

‘He is one of our regulars,’ she confirmed. ‘But I’m afraid I don’t know his name because he rarely speaks. He comes in every day to buy his newspaper, but he’s the sort who keeps himself to himself.’ She looked towards her husband, who nodded his evident agreement. ‘I’ve seen him coming and going from across the way, in Narbonne Avenue though, so he must live round there somewhere.’

Charlie rubbed her mouth with the back of her hand, trying hard not to show her disappointment. It would have made their lives far easier if they could have had a name and address outright, but at least it wasn’t the end of the line.

‘Does he come in at a particular time every day, or is it more random?’ she asked, subconsciously crossing her fingers.

The woman looked across at her husband again, as if to get his approval, but then continued anyway. ‘You’re in luck,’ she smiled her understanding. ‘He comes in regular as clockwork at 7.30 a.m. If you want, we could give you a ring when he’s next in?’ She looked up questioningly towards them both.

‘Thank you very much,’ Hunter stepped in, reaching across to shake the shopkeepers’ hands. ‘You’ve been of great help, but please don’t worry yourselves any further. We can deal with this from now on.’

*

‘Amy Briarly phoned while you were gone,’ Bet called across to Hunter and Charlie as they walked back into the office. ‘She identified her mother’s body with her Family Liaison Officer before the post-mortem and she’s since been informed of the cause of death, but she wanted to specifically talk to one of you about the investigation. She’s given me a new number you can use.’

‘You phone her, Charlie,’ Hunter was already heading to the DCI’s office. ‘I’ll start getting authorisation for tomorrow morning’s operation.’

Charlie punched Amy’s phone number into her work mobile and waited for her to answer. At least they had something positive to talk about, although she wouldn’t be able to go into specifics.

The phone was answered almost immediately and Amy’s voice came on the line, sounding crisp and no-nonsense. ‘Hello, Amy Briarly speaking.’

‘Hello Amy, it’s DC Charlie Stafford here. We spoke at your mother’s house yesterday. Thank you for doing the identification this morning.’

There was a brief pause before Amy came back on the line. ‘It was good to get the chance to see her, even if I was unable to spend any time with her or even to hold her hand.’ Her voice wavered unsteadily and she paused again before continuing. ‘But I do understand the reasons obviously, even though I don’t like them.’

‘I presume they’ve told you that you will have time to be with your mother now the post-mortem has been completed.’

‘Yes they have, thank you, but it’s been hard having to wait.’

‘I know, and I’m sorry. The cogs of justice turn slowly, as I’m sure you know, but it’s better that we get everything done properly to give us every chance of catching your mother’s killer.’

There was another long pause and Charlie wondered for a second whether she’d somehow spoken out of turn mentioning the tardiness of the system. Just as she was about to apologise, Amy spoke up.

‘It’s made me think that perhaps I haven’t always listened as much as I should have to the victim’s point of view, working for the defence as I have, all these years.’ She sighed audibly. ‘But as I am now to be classed as a victim, or a victim’s relative at least, I want to be an active one who fights for justice, not a passive one who sits back and hopes for the best.

‘I know this might sound strange, coming so soon after my mother’s murder.’ Her voice caught as she said the word, and she paused again briefly, clearing her throat before continuing. ‘But my mother always taught me to fight for what you think is right. She was always stoical and refused to be beaten. It’s what they had to do in the war, so she said. I imagine that is what may have ultimately led to her death…’ She swallowed again. ‘But I can’t think of that now. I will have plenty of time to think of that when her killer is caught, and that is what I aim to help you with, in any way possible.’

Charlie’s thoughts were drawn in that instant to Maryanne Hepworth’s words spoken in a similar vein of fierce determination.

‘So I have allowed contact from one of the local newspapers and I have answered calls from some of the nationals. I’ve had plenty of interest on my old phone number. As far as I am concerned, my mother’s murder cannot go unnoticed. It can’t be buried in the list of other violent crimes that rarely stay in the news for more than one day before being forgotten. I aim to raise its profile as high as I can.

‘So, later today I have agreed to be interviewed so that the crime against my mother is highlighted on the main TV news. George Cosgrove too. He is eager to assist and is exactly the sort of person that will be forced to live in fear if my mother’s killer is not caught quickly.’

She stopped briefly, but then continued.

‘I want everybody in the area to be aware of what is happening and to keep an eye out for their elderly neighbours and report anything that they believe is suspicious. I want this man flushed out into the open so that he makes a mistake.’

She stopped. Charlie was tempted to tell her to wait, that they had a suspect that they would be trying to arrest the following morning, but she guessed the Family Liaison Officer would have already cautioned her against too much publicity too soon. And if it was something that Amy Briarly really needed to do for her own peace of mind, then they couldn’t stop her. In any case, what harm could come of it? As Amy had already intimated, their suspect, be it the man with the inkblot birthmark, or any other as yet unidentified, might be tempted into making a mistake.

As the pause lengthened, Charlie realised that Amy seemed to be waiting for a response. She thought of the conversation they’d just had at TFL and at the tobacconists. Maybe the man with the inkblot stain had already made his mistake in the fact that they were close to getting him identified.

‘And when he does,’ Charlie replied, returning to Amy’s last comment and not letting on anything more about the impending operation, ‘we’ll be there to arrest him.’
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The reception at Jason’s flat that evening was less than enthusiastic.

‘What the fuck do you think you were playing at, threatening me like that, Tommy?’ Jason’s tone was low and menacing, pressing the point of a kitchen knife hard against his stomach. ‘If you ever come round here and pull a stunt like that again, I’ll rip your fucking tongue out.’

Thomas said nothing – and he didn’t try to escape from the neck-hold in which Jason had him restrained. Better to do exactly as his dealer said this time. He sucked in his breath as Jason pushed the knife a little harder, the tip piercing his skin painfully.

‘Do you understand?’ Jason leant in close, patting him down roughly and whispering loud enough for the assembled audience to catch every word. There was no messing with Jason and it was a lesson they all did well to remember. If you threw your weight around with your dealer, you paid the price. He still had a lot to learn.

‘I’m sorry, Jason. I won’t do it again,’ he stammered, thankful that he’d paid heed to the warning bells in his head and thought to leave the kitchen knife in his old Honda Civic parked up below.

‘Too right you won’t do it again. You know what will fucking happen if you do.’ Jason released his grip as swiftly as he’d taken hold and pushed him to one side, staring menacingly at each of the onlookers in turn to reinforce his threat. He’d made his point, quite literally.

Thomas sank down silently on to a chair. His stomach was leaching out a small amount of blood, but holding his T-shirt against it firmly stemmed the flow. Ebony, Ivory and Silver, who had been watching the action, stared across towards where he sat, speaking in hushed tones to one another.

‘So now it’s payback time.’ Jason was addressing him again. ‘In a few hours, you will be going with Rocky, my new minder here, to do a proper job.’

Thomas looked to where Jason was nodding, noticing the same young black boy who’d been asleep the previous evening. The boy was awake now and watching with amusement. He was about nineteen years old, with a shaven head and lazy grin. A gold tooth glinted from his open mouth, complementing the thick gold chain round his neck and the set of rings that adorned each finger. He wore his jeans loose, with the top of his boxers tucked over the waistband, and his chest naked. His torso was well-defined with a tight stomach and biceps that strained to break free from his skin.

‘Rocky will be your guide tonight,’ Jason continued seriously. ‘He’ll make sure you do what you’re told, won’t you now?’ He swung round and grinned towards the boy and Rocky winked in reply, eliciting a further chuckle from his dealer. ‘And just in case you weren’t sure, Rocky. This is Tommy who I was telling you about.’ Jason put his finger to his head and twisted it. ‘He’s the mad son of a bitch who thinks his wife has just risen from the dead. He’s also a bit slow when it comes to stumping up cash. He needs a bit of guidance!’

They exchanged a glance and laughed.

Thomas bristled at the mention of Catherine but knew better than to remonstrate. Now was not the time to rile his dealer any further. He would need Jason on side if his plan was to come to fruition.

‘What do you want me to do?’ he said instead.

‘There’s a convenience shop on Streatham High Road that Rocky has noticed is just ripe for screwing.’ Jason pulled out a packet of cigarettes and lit one. ‘The only alarms are on the doors and there’re no obvious cameras, apart from the council ones on the roadway at the front. It’s got an empty flat above it with a broken window and easy access at the rear. Get in and you can kick the ceiling through. It’s only plasterboard, apparently. Once you’ve made a hole, you can drop straight down into the shop and bingo. There’s booze, fags, probably a bit of cash in the till, even a few dirty mags if that’s what takes your fancy. Fill your boots, but remember you owe me.’ Jason ran his finger along the handle of the knife which was now protruding from the waistband of his jeans. ‘You need to prove you’re worth a second chance.’

‘I won’t let you down, you’ll see.’ Thomas stood up as if to show willing.

As if on cue, Rocky stretched and got to his feet too. He sauntered over, leaning in so close to Thomas that he could smell the stale sweat from his body and the stench of cannabis smoke on his breath.

‘You’d better not,’ the boy drawled, drawing his fingers into the shape of a gun and holding them to Thomas’s head. ‘I don’t like having to tell the boss we’ve cocked up. You get me?’

*

All the ‘i’s had been dotted and the ‘t’s crossed on the briefing for the next morning’s operation to detain the ‘inkblot man’, when Charlie eventually stood up to leave the office. The only remaining thing to do before heading round to Ben’s was to update the control room, but she was weary. At every passing hour with no contact, a sense of impending doom had settled on her shoulders, but she had remained tight-lipped about the situation, stubbornly ignoring Hunter’s worried glances and more overt comments from Paul on her lack of humour.

The TV was on in the control room as she walked in, the late-night newscaster finishing an article on how the Brexit negotiations appeared to be stalled, again. She sighed in frustration, tired of the daily ups and downs of the whole seemingly endless procedure. One day, perhaps, the inhabitants of the Houses of Parliament might actually work together for the sake of the country, rather than tearing it apart even further with their party politics.

The screen flicked suddenly to the site of a police cordon and she realised with a start that it was the crime scene at Florence Briarly’s house. The address was still in the process of being examined, although the SOCOs had nearly finished their task. A report detailed the events of the murder and the fact that no arrests had yet been made.

The report then switched to the studio, concentrating on where the figures of Amy Briarly and George Cosgrove sat. Both looked pale and drawn but both also had an air of determination in the way they held themselves and spoke. Florence was a much-loved mother, grandmother and neighbour. Her death could not be forgotten. Could people please contact the police with any information, however small or inconsequential they thought it might be. They needed to find the killer before he struck again and destroyed the lives of others. Amy did the majority of the talking, her voice slow and steady, her career clearly having influenced her choice of words and the emphasis she put on certain phrases, but every now and again it faltered enough to betray the depths of her grief.

The last appeal was orated by George Cosgrove. He spoke equally as deliberately as Amy, but age had brought a more tremulous quality to his voice. Nonetheless, he spoke with the strength of an old soldier, appealing to the murderer man-to-man to stop his reign of terror. He finished by looking directly into the camera and asserting to the killer that to hand himself in would not be seen as cowardice. Instead it would show strength of character and the ability to stand up and be counted, and give an explanation for his actions.

It almost seemed to Charlie, watching avidly from the side of the control room, that he was issuing a personal challenge to the murderer, appealing to the man to do the right thing. It would remain to be seen how his foe would react to the challenge.

*

Charlie knew things were very wrong the moment she got to Ben’s. Her previous irritation had turned to full-blown anxiety as the afternoon had turned into evening and she’d heard nothing. The lights were off and the curtains open and her stomach lurched at the sight of his darkened flat.

Gingerly, she peered into the front window, shielding her eyes against the reflection of a nearby street light and squashing her face against the glass. If something was wrong, like every sinew in her body was now screaming, she wanted to be forewarned. She’d walked into far too many horrific scenes as a young probationer not to have learned to check first. Thankfully, there was no sign of Ben slumped in his usual chair, or Casper curled up at his feet, and the TV screen was blank. He must be out.

She pulled her set of keys from her pocket and selected the one to Ben’s flat, opening the door and throwing the light on. Normally on a Wednesday, she would have headed to her family home in Lingfield for her weekly visit to the nearby graveyard where her brother, Jamie, was buried – but that would have to wait, even though excluding it from her weekly ritual set her even more on edge.

The flat was cool and smelt stale. It had only been a couple of days since she’d last stayed, but in that time dirty crockery had piled up in the sink and an array of cans and bottles were standing empty around Ben’s favourite armchair. Several cans had been stamped on and half a dozen more knocked over and were lying disconsolately in the sticky residue of their spilled contents.

Without thought, she picked one up and hurled it towards the bin, the noise, as it missed the lid and clattered on to the floor, magnified in the silence. As it scudded to a halt, her ears were drawn to the sound of a rustle, followed by a thud coming from the bedroom and her heart leapt. Perhaps Ben was OK after all and had just been resting. With any luck, his obvious relapse had not transitioned to anything more serious.

She skirted round the armchair and headed for the bedroom door, coming face-to-face with Casper, as he padded towards her. On recognising her, the old dog stopped walking and stretched out yawning and arching his spine along the length of his back, to a final wiggle at the far end of his tail. She bent down to him, stroking the soft fur on the top of his head and neck, realising as she did so how glad she was to have at least some semblance of normality. Casper yawned again and dipped his head towards her outstretched hand, before turning tail and heaving himself back up on to a crushed circle of black, hairy duvet, at the bottom of the empty bed. He was clearly unfazed by the fact that his master was not around and a quick check of the lounge showed a half-eaten dish of food and a full water bowl.

‘Where’s Ben, gorgeous boy?’ She bent to wipe a small crusty piece of dirt from his eye, marvelling, as ever at the softness of the old Labrador’s muzzle and ears. ‘Where’s he gone?’ Casper stretched his neck at her touch and let out a soft whine, as if trying to tell her something. Glancing up from where he lay, she noticed an envelope lying on the pillow, half hidden under the top of the duvet. It was addressed to her.

With her heart pounding, she picked it up, recognising in an instant the staccato shapes of Ben’s handwriting, the way each symbol stood alone, isolated from the next. In that second, she understood why.

The letter explained with brutal clarity how he had come to the conclusion that he was too broken to ever be joined to another. How he believed that he could never be mended and that he would forever be a burden. It said he needed time and space to sort out his head and he couldn’t say when, or even if, he would return. It urged her not to try to find him and said that he had everything he needed to survive.

At the bottom of the page, he proclaimed, in words that made her heart break, how he loved her and how he would always love her, but how she must now forget him and make a life for herself. That she deserved better.

She turned the page, with tears stinging her eyes and a lump in her throat so hard and heavy that she could barely breathe. The other side gave instructions on where to find various items that she might need in order to better organise his flat and what belongings could be put into storage. It presented so clinically, but she knew as she read it that he meant every word. Ben spoke only words of truth. He said what was in his heart and he was not ashamed to lay bare his emotions. He had tried so hard, but in his mind he had failed… and he was not the sort of man to bring anybody down with him.

She picked up her phone, and dialled his number, listening to the automated message saying that the line was dead, understanding in her heart that the relationship was dead too. Perhaps it could never have survived. It had just been too hard. Even as she read the words in black and white on the page clasped between her fingers, an almost imperceptible sense of relief took hold, the knowledge that Ben had had the strength to say what perhaps she had always known. It was over… and she would have to move on.

Curling up on the bed, she wound her legs round the body of the old dog and read out loud the last words Ben had written.

‘Please take care of Casper. I cannot take him with me as I do not know yet where I will be going. He has been a faithful friend and he deserves more than I can ever give. Hopefully you will find a way to keep him safe and warm for his final days.’ She squeezed her eyes shut to stop the tears from falling, and whispered the final line of his letter. ‘You will both be forever in my thoughts. Goodbye.’

*

Streatham High Road was deserted when Thomas and Rocky approached in his old Honda Civic. It was the time of night with the least footfall, the witching hour between the clubs and restaurants closing and the early morning convenience shops opening.

Rocky drove, careful to do nothing to draw attention to the unregistered and undocumented vehicle. The boy was to be the getaway driver, the eyes and ears for the operation, while Thomas did the graft.

Thomas zipped his jacket up and pulled his woolly hat down to meet it at the collar, tucking his hair away out of sight.

‘What happens if the cops catch us?’ he glanced across at Rocky.

‘They won’t catch me.’ Rocky pulled a flick knife from a small pouch inside his waistband. ‘Remember what Jason said, and if you do fuck up, keep your mouth shut, got it. Nobody likes a grass, and I personally fucking hate them.’

The message was loud and clear.

A few minutes later, Rocky dimmed the lights and pulled slowly into an alleyway to the rear of the shops, cutting the engine and switching the sidelights off. They stayed seated for a few minutes, watching and listening, checking for any sign they had been spotted, but nothing stirred.

Despite his heart pounding, Thomas felt calm, having spent the preceding hours allowing Jason’s instructions to run and rerun through his head until he was satisfied he knew exactly what was required. He was not only doing this to keep things on an even keel with his dealer, he was doing it for Catherine, and Emma. Perhaps, Jason could then find his family unit somewhere better to stay, a home they could call their own. After all, Jason always seemed able to find new lodgings for himself and his girls.

‘Let’s go then,’ Rocky whispered loudly, his whole face animated. There was no way the boy would countenance failure.

Thomas did as he was told, pulling his gloves on, tying his scarf round his face and grabbing hold of the two holdalls and a rucksack that he had been given, before following Rocky as he crept along the alleyway. They kept to the building line, then turned between two outhouses and mounted a metal staircase onto a flat roof. An old sash window, its glass broken and its frame split was to be their point of entry. They climbed through warily and made their way to the room directly above the store, careful to avoid kicking any of the discarded cans and other rubbish strewn round the empty premises. In the corner of the room was a small area devoid of floorboards and Rocky pointed at it, making it clear this was where he was to enter the shop.

‘Don’t fuck this up,’ Rocky hissed, starting to back away. ‘I’ll phone you if there’s a problem.’

Then Thomas was alone. For a few seconds, he stared down at the hole, wishing he too could retreat, but there was no choice. He was to be the fall guy if things went awry, but if he wanted Catherine, he would just have to get on and do as instructed. Cautiously, he pushed downwards onto the plaster beneath the missing floorboards with one foot, listening as it cracked and spattered onto the floor below. The sound seemed magnified in the confines of the room, but there was no stopping now. He inched towards the opening, chipping away at the plaster around the edges until the hole was large enough to drop through with his bags.

Debris lay scattered across the lino, crunching beneath his shoes as he located the cash desk below. A ladder stood to one side, evidently for use in reaching the higher shelves. He couldn’t believe his luck. Quickly, he repositioned it under the hole, in case a speedy exit was required. A shower of chipped plaster fell from the ceiling as he did so, the dusty fragments falling straight into his eyes, making them water and smart. He pulled his hat off and lowered his scarf slightly, shaking out his hair and wiping the particles away before pulling the garments back into position and starting his task. In the gloom the shop floor seemed extra cluttered, but, with the aid of the light from his phone, he was soon able to navigate the aisles, selecting bottles, cigarettes, jars of coffee, mobile phone top-up cards, anything he thought could be passed on easily, sold for cash or swapped for gear. The longer he spent, the more confident he became. For the second night in a row, he was taking control of his life.

He was just filling the last holdall when he noticed a camera trained down towards the checkout, blinking out across the shelves. It was in the right position to capture his entry and movements quite readily, if it was connected and working. He pulled the scarf up higher still so that his eyes were barely visible. He hadn’t spotted the camera before and it unsettled him. Rocky must have missed it too when he’d passed on news of the shop to Jason.

To add to his sense of misgiving, his phone began to vibrate and Rocky’s name flashed up on the screen. He remembered his instructions. Rocky would only phone if there was a problem and in the event of that happening he was to immediately decamp, without even stopping to answer.

Shit! A million thoughts jumbled into his head. He couldn’t fuck this up. He needed to prove his worth to Jason so he would be rewarded, so he could start getting his life back in order – their lives.

The memory of Catherine from the night before came to mind, her awful, unexplainable plea for mercy at the thought she might die. He remembered Emma’s words of derision, how she’d spat out her hate. Somehow, he would have to convince them both, give them time – and at this precise moment he had precious little.

Shakily, he took hold of the ladder, his hands trembling so violently that its rungs and frame started to vibrate. He took a deep breath and steadied it as best as he could, willing it to stay firm, hoisting each holdall up through the gap into the flat above until they stood in a row by the broken sash window.

For a second, he paused, alert for sirens, but there was no sound, other than the scraping of nocturnal creatures among the rubbish. The scratching was becoming louder, more persistent in his ears, each crackle becoming more sinister, the noise of cops creeping up on him, grinning with malevolent delight as they waited silently in the shadows, ready to cut short his future plans as he tried to make good his escape. He blinked away the vision, climbing hastily through the window and almost tripping down the outside steps.

The car was in sight now, the shape of Rocky seated in the driver’s seat providing solace, as he stumbled out from the bottom of the metal stairs. A light came on in the flat next door and a window opened. He heard a man’s voice shouting, but he was on his way, half carrying, half dragging his stash. There was no way he would be leaving without it. He started to run towards the car, watching as the headlights flashed on and off briefly, directing him to hurry. As he reached the rear of the car, he pulled open the doors, throwing the bags along the back seat and jumping in as Rocky gunned the unlit vehicle from the alleyway with wheels spinning and dirt flying.

It was only when the shop was completely out of sight and they’d safely navigated their escape route away from the cameras in Streatham High Road that he started to relax.

‘You’ve done well by the look of things,’ Rocky shouted.

‘Yeah it was OK, no thanks to you. There was a bleeding camera, but hopefully it’ll have been too dark to get a good picture. So, where are the cops?’ He paused, growing more confident with every passing minute. ‘I thought when you phoned they’d be just round the corner.’

‘There were no cops!’ Rocky was grinning from ear to ear, his gold tooth glinting in the reflected light of the dashboard. ‘I just wanted you to hurry the fuck up.’

‘What!’ Thomas exploded, in an instant realising that all his fears had been unfounded. His hopes and plans were still intact. He started to chuckle, quietly at first but louder and louder as the pleasure of his achievement grew. He’d fucking done it. They’d done it. Nothing could stop him now.

Rocky too started to holler, all their pent-up energy expelled into the interior of the car as they whooped and shouted together.

Thomas glanced across at his partner in crime, wanting to berate him for his practical joke but laughing still at his cheek. ‘You bastard,’ was all he could say. ‘You fucking bastard.’
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‘Are you in position?’ Hunter spoke to Paul and Naz over the airwaves.

‘Yes, boss, ready and waiting at the end of Narbonne Avenue,’ Paul replied rather too jauntily for 6.50 a.m.

Charlie rubbed her eyes. They still felt sore and tired, having hardly slept a wink until the early hours of the morning. Ben had not returned all night and by the time she’d risen, she’d known with growing certainty that he wouldn’t. Casper had therefore been walked, fed and brought to work. She’d said little about the reason for his presence and none of the team had asked, her red-eyed appearance signalling everything they needed to know. He was now keeping Bet company in the office, while they were all out on the plot. Tonight, she’d fend off the expected inquisition and leave him at his new home with her mum, Meg, and half-sisters, Lucy and Beth. She’d also take the opportunity to pay a quick visit to Jamie’s grave, even if it was a day late.

She sighed out loud without realising. Her whole world felt in flux at the moment and nothing seemed to help. Even the impending visit to her brother’s grave didn’t bring its usual calm. Whatever was going on inside her head was transferring to every facet of her life.

‘You OK?’ Hunter asked, but she knew that he didn’t really want to start a long personal discussion. He didn’t do them at the best of times, and he certainly wouldn’t want to now, while they were sitting in an unmarked police car waiting for a suspect to appear. She didn’t want to talk either. Work was work, but it was nice that he’d asked.

‘Yes, I’m fine, boss. Nothing that I can’t deal with. Right, let’s hope our man turns up on time and the wait is worthwhile.’ She checked her watch, keen to change the subject. The initial wait always dragged but when 7.30 approached and they listened for the first update, she knew that time would speed up. As soon as a suspect was in sight, time would positively fly.

‘Signal check, Sabira,’ Hunter spoke into his radio again. ‘Can I confirm you are receiving me?’

‘R5, guv,’ Sabira made the normal retort, meaning the radio signal was loud and clear. She was already in position in an observation van parked directly opposite the tobacconist shop and with a view straight down Narbonne Avenue. In a few minutes, Sabira would be sitting silently in a small area curtained off from view, peering through one of several peepholes that would give her sight of their suspect’s approach and his entry and exit from the shop. Charlie herself had driven the van up earlier with Sabira hidden in the rear, locked the doors and casually walked off to where she and Hunter were now positioned.

The van would remain in situ, with Sabira secreted inside until after the conclusion of the operation, when someone would return to drive her to an innocuous spot where she could be released. Her job would be to identify their suspect, but then she’d be forced to sit and await the outcome from the confines of the van. It was a role that Charlie always tried to avoid, preferring to be part of the action.

For the umpteenth time, she checked the time, watching as a postman shuffled past the observation van and rested his bicycle against the brick gatepost of the next-door estate agents. She stared at the scene, knowing that even though he might only be yards from her colleague, the postman would be totally unaware of Sabira’s presence. It always brought a wry smile to her lips.

The postman moved off but was quickly replaced by several pedestrians; early morning commuters in smart suits hurrying to the nearby tube station to catch trains into their Central London offices. As she watched, a light rain started to fall, causing the businessmen to pull umbrellas from their briefcases and hunker down underneath them. The windscreen started to mist over as the first splashes of rain covered the outside surface, obscuring her view.

‘That’s all we need.’ She switched the fan on and put the wipers on intermittent. She didn’t want to draw attention to the two of them sitting in their car, but at the same time they needed to see.

‘I have a possible suspect in view.’ The sound of Sabira’s voice made Charlie sit up and concentrate. It was almost 7.25 – spot on time. ‘Narbonne Avenue now,’ Sabira continued. ‘Dressed in a scruffy dark grey jacket, with a black woollen hat, walking slowly in the direction of the shops.’

Charlie squinted towards the junction, waiting for the man to emerge and ruing the fact that he was wearing a hat. Identification would be so much easier if the inkblot birthmark was clearly visible.

‘He’s just put his hood up. Standby.’

They waited, Charlie straining to see the figure better, but he was too far away.

‘He’s in, in, in to the tobacconist shop now.’

‘Is it a positive ID?’ Hunter called, a note of impatience in his tone.

There was a pause before Sabira answered. ‘Negative. My vantage point has steamed up, guv, and, what with him putting his hood up, I couldn’t see his face properly, sorry.’ There was another pause before she piped up again. ‘He’s the right sort of height and build though and his jacket is very similar to the one on the bus CCTV.’

‘Damn it,’ Hunter muttered to himself.

It was one of the hazards of old surveillance vans. Stuck inside a covert vehicle there would be nothing Sabira could do to wipe the glass clean without the risk of being spotted. If they were to find out where he lived straight away, they would now have to wait for the man to leave the shop, before confirming they had the right person.

‘Standby then everybody,’ Hunter called across the radio. ‘We’ll wait for him to exit.’

The seconds turned into minutes as they waited and with every second the tension mounted… and the rain got harder. If Sabira was unable to identify him, they would have to stop him blind, which meant they would have to act with more caution than conviction.

‘He’s out, out, out.’ Sabira’s voice was clear.

Charlie gave the wipers a nudge and squinted out as the windscreen cleared for a few seconds. She could see the man as he started to walk away, but then the view blurred again. Even with the shorter distance, Sabira’s job would be a hard one.

‘Any ID yet?’ Hunter snapped down the radio.

‘I can’t be certain,’ Sabira mumbled. ‘He’s got his head down. I can’t see him facially.’

For a moment, time stood still. Charlie turned to speak to Hunter but stopped abruptly, recognising the concentration etched in every line of his face. She knew exactly what his thought process would be. Should they attempt to stop the man to verify his identity but risk alerting their real suspect and his neighbours if they’d got the wrong person? Or should they try again the next morning but risk leaving their potential murderer free to commit another crime? Not to mention having to admit to their senior officers that they’d failed.

The man looked very similar to their suspect and he had arrived at the right shop, at the right time, but was he the right man? They would never know unless they stopped him.

Hunter seemed to have come to the same conclusion and signalled for her to move the vehicle forward, pointing towards the back of the man as he turned into Narbonne Avenue again. At the same time, he spoke into the radio.

‘Move in, Paul. Wait until you see us enter the road and then drive towards our suspect as we come up from behind. Understood?’

‘All received, guv,’ Paul replied.

The plan was set. As Charlie accelerated forward, every cell in her body was primed and ready. This was what she loved the most. The man came into view, walking along the pavement to their left. His head was cast downwards and his hood pulled over his hat, with a newspaper wedged between the top of his arm and his body. She could see Paul’s car approaching them as she slowed, but just as they were about to pull up, the man suddenly slipped into a garden gate on his left, turning as he did so to glance up at the two cars in turn, before throwing down his newspaper and sprinting down the side of the house.

Charlie slewed the car to a standstill and jumped out, chasing after their suspect. She was aware that Naz and Paul were right behind her, fanning out as they reached the rear of the house. She could hear Hunter calling up on the radio for further uniformed assistance and for the help of a dog unit, probably kicking himself he hadn’t had them already lined up.

The man had disappeared from view, but he couldn’t have gone far. He only had a few seconds on them. She motioned for the others to stop moving so they could listen, but the area was already quiet. Nothing was stirring other than the steady noise of the rain splashing on to a plastic lean-to and dripping off the leaves of the numerous trees and bushes in the garden. She stared towards the back of the house. The door to the lean-to was pulled shut. She tried the handle, but it was locked and didn’t move. She peered through the glass, immediately noting wet footprints leading from the frame towards another door which appeared to lead into a kitchen area. Beckoning Paul and Naz over, she pointed silently to the footprints.

‘He’s in there,’ she whispered. ‘He’s got to be. He had no time to go anywhere else.’

‘I’ll let Hunter know,’ Paul started to move off. ‘He can get Bet to do some checks on the address while we’re waiting for the dog to arrive.’

She nodded. Whatever happened now, she was sure they’d be going in. Hunter wouldn’t have it any other way, however slim their grounds were to enter the premises. He was ‘old school’, his methods as ingrained in him as Grammars were to the Conservatives, and Academies were to Labour. He would, or could, never change. It was all that he knew. She smiled to herself at the analogy.

Within a few minutes, her thoughts were confirmed as she saw Hunter approaching, with a sodden copy of The Sun held high in his hand, as if in presentation of the last piece of the jigsaw.

‘He’s got to be our man,’ he said with a grin, as Bet’s voice came across the radio, giving a précis of all the information known to police on the premises. 

The house was split into three flats, the ground-floor premises being occupied by a male and female with the same surname. The male’s name was given as Karl Ferris and the female was evidently his wife. Karl Ferris was well known for a string of violent offences predominantly aimed at his partner, while living in Yorkshire. Since moving south, the abusive behaviour had continued, with police having been called to regular drunken domestic assaults. More recently Karl had also been charged with drink-driving, but had failed to appear at court, being therefore found guilty and disqualified from driving in his absence. He was therefore shown as wanted.

‘Send a photo of him to Charlie’s phone,’ Hunter instructed Bet. ‘You’ll be able to recognise him from when he ran away, won’t you?’ he turned towards her, waiting for the image to pop up on her screen and Charlie was immediately aware that the question was more of an instruction, than an actual enquiry.

‘Sending it now,’ Bet confirmed over the airwaves. ‘And guess what he’s got?’

Charlie’s phone pinged and a photo started to download, but before any of them had a chance to give Bet their thoughts, the answer became clear. Staring out at them all from her phone screen was Karl Ferris, the man wearing the hat and grey jacket who had just run away, and there, in the centre of his forehead, as clear as day, was a red inkblot birthmark.

*

Karl Ferris’s wife was timid and easy to brush to one side. She tried initially to block their entry but, at the sight of three burly bodies, put up little resistance to their progress. They were police officers and they had followed a man who was wanted by the courts and seen him enter the flat. They were coming in whether she liked it or not. Naz stayed at the rear, while Paul, Charlie and Hunter quickly spread out, checking each room individually, but there was no one else about. Karl Ferris was obviously hiding.

As they were about to start a comprehensive search of each room, Charlie heard the sound of the dog van pulling up outside.

‘Wait a minute, guv,’ she said, smiling. ‘The dog unit’s just arrived. Let’s see if the handler wants to put their dog through its paces.’

Hunter nodded his agreement, striding outside to give the handler their brief. The German shepherd took no persuading. Straining on his leash, he yelped and squealed his enthusiasm as his handler unclipped the lead and issued his instructions.

‘Find him, Ace.’

With a bark, Ace took off, running through the flat, stopping and sniffing, jumping across the furniture, his nose pressed into every nook and cranny. As he entered the bedroom, his movements became more frenetic, letting out a low whine as he jumped on and off a double divan bed pushed up against a wall. A few seconds later and the dog was barking continuously and loudly, its teeth snapping just a few inches away from the mattress. The handler clipped the lead back on, holding Ace to heel as the eager dog barked and growled with its scented discovery.

Charlie stepped forward and pulled open the two side drawers of the divan before slamming them shut and lifting the edge of the mattress, but all seemed intact. Ace continued to bark, straining at the lead and attempting to jump on to the bed, so she tried it again, this time lifting the whole mattress and bedding high up and propping it against the wall. As she did so, a long thin gap became visible within the bed frame against the wall, where the two far drawers had been removed. And lying within the gap was the figure of Karl Ferris, his hat pushed far back on to the top of his head and the inkblot birthmark as clearly visible as on the CCTV when he dismounted the bus and made off in the direction of Florence Briarly.
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It was still raining when Thomas walked out of Jason’s flat later that morning. Not a heavy downpour, just a light spring shower. He turned his head heavenwards, letting the water cover his face with a layer of fine spray, and rubbed his hands across his skin, feeling its freshness replacing the sweat and dirt. He felt alive, more alive than he’d felt for years. He was taking back control. The last few nights were moulding his future. Soon, Catherine would have a husband in whom she could be proud, and Emma would have a father, but for now he just needed to finish the job.

Most of the stolen gear remained hidden under several old blankets in the boot of his car, only the rucksack having been transported into Jason’s to begin the celebration. Unloading too many bags into a crack house in the middle of the night would invariably arouse suspicion. Leave it to the daylight, when it would seem more natural, and there were fewer cops sniffing around, the majority being kept busy on routine calls.

The car was as he’d left it, and the area was quiet, the rain keeping the locals confined to barracks. Grabbing the remaining two holdalls, he made for the flats.

‘This should keep these two busy for some time,’ Jason laughed as Ebony and Ivory immediately started to squabble over the pickings. He waggled a stained, yellowing finger at the girls. ‘Choose a few bits each and then Tommy can shift the rest. I don’t want this amount of gear lying around waiting for the cops to find.’

Jason swung round, clapping him round the shoulders. ‘You did well, Tommy. Even Rocky was impressed. Next time, I’ll give you a decent job. There’re a few good quality drums round here that could use decluttering, if you know what I mean? Too much gear! Too little space! But I’ll give you a break first. Let you make contact with that ghost wife of yours!’

‘Fuck off, Jason.’

He tensed as Jason rippled his hands out in the air in front of him, moaning and wailing, clearly playing to a sniggering Ebony and Ivory. The pleasure of the preceding praise was lost in a flash.

‘OK, OK. Don’t lose it again. I’m only joking.’ Jason stopped abruptly, producing a list from his pocket and handing it to him. ‘I won’t mention her again. Now, go and get rid of the gear at these places. I’ve negotiated a price. It’s a fiver for each bottle of spirits and a couple of quid for each box of fags. Don’t let them fob you off. I can shift this stuff anywhere if they want to argue about prices.’

Thomas eyed the amount they had. It was probably a few grands’ worth, but at those prices they’d be lucky to get a few hundred.

‘This can’t be right?’ He scanned the piece of paper, amazed at the list of names, many of which were small retail outlets, not unlike the one he’d nicked the gear from in the first place.

‘They’re the best ones,’ Jason snorted. ‘They know it’s all fucking hooky, but they can make a fortune selling it on, the greedy bastards. Sometimes they even know where it’s been nicked from, but they don’t care. And if it’s their shop that’s screwed the next time, well, they just claim off their insurance and buy it back.’

‘So it’s a win-win for everyone.’ Thomas smiled at the simplicity. Market forces. The same old basic principles of supply and demand. If there wasn’t a market for stolen goods, none would be nicked in the first place.

He loaded up what was left of the gear into the holdalls and headed for the door.

‘Don’t be too long now, Tommy,’ Jason was grinning again. ‘Rocky has an errand he needs to run, and he’s asked especially for you.’

‘Cheers, Jason.’ He slammed the door behind him with his dealer’s endorsement ringing in his ears. He’d get rid of the gear quickly and competently and Jason would reward him, exactly as he deserved.

*

Karl Ferris was repulsive. Charlie could barely deign to look at him, never mind speak to him. He was dirty, he was disgusting and he had a disconcerting way of staring out of one eye while the other roamed up and down her body. There was not a single redeeming feature to the man.

Now, as she ushered him into an interview room, she watched, with barely concealed revulsion, as he splayed himself across a chair, wiped his nose with the back of his hand and scratched hard at his scalp. After booking him in at the custody office in Brixton, she had written up her arrest notes slowly, wishing she could leave him locked up in a cell forever. He had been arrested on suspicion of being involved in the series of burglaries, culminating in the murder of Florence Briarly and the rape of Maryanne Hepworth, but what suspicion they had was tenuous, based as it was on two CCTV recordings and his history of violence, in the main towards women. They would need much, much more. To that end, the interview would concentrate on getting an idea of the man and his motivations, obtaining alibis and trying to trip him up.

An ID parade was being arranged for the next morning, before his attendance at court for skipping bail. Maryanne Hepworth and the manager of Sunny Meadows had been contacted and would be attending, but they’d drawn a blank on Glenys Jones, manager of Applewood House. Much as she’d love to know if Karl Ferris was the rather unsavoury volunteer, she was fast coming to the conclusion that if Glenys remained elusive, they might never know.

With only a finite number of hours in which to keep the man in custody, they would then have to make the decision whether to keep him for further questioning after the court hearing or release him to the world and conduct surveillance instead.

A lot would depend on the interview that she and Paul would now be conducting.

They had been tasked to get an account of Ferris’s movements on the date of Florence Briarly’s murder and some of the other offence dates. It was highly unlikely he would give much, if anything, away, especially with the presence of a solicitor to keep his mouth firmly closed, but, with any luck, he might at least give them a few morsels to check out, or an alibi to be confirmed or disproved.

‘You’ve been arrested on suspicion of the murder of Florence Briarly, and a series of linked burglaries,’ Charlie started, speaking softly.

Her instructions from Hunter had been to try to engage the man, to put him at ease and connect with him, while Paul would be the strong arm, if required. It was a strategy that had kept them both entertained, with Paul’s arm and wrist being more Russell Grant than Grant Mitchell and Charlie being more Sporty Spice than delicate pink Baby Spice or pouting Posh. Good cop, bad cop, Hunter had reiterated, much to their amusement. Nonetheless, Charlie would use what feminine wiles she had to get a result, and Paul would attempt to beef himself up to at least give the appearance of being macho.

‘You understand you’re still under caution?’ she spoke the words of the caution from memory, looking him straight in the face as she did so, trying to maintain eye contact.

Karl Ferris nodded and scratched his head again, freeing a few flakes of dried skin to drop on to the collar of his shirt and beyond.

‘Yeah, I understand,’ he drawled. ‘What the fuck’s all this got to do with me though?’

She tried to ignore the light dusting of dead skin that was now dropping on to the desktop. ‘Florence Briarly was found dead two days ago on Tuesday April 24th. She was last seen by her neighbour at around lunchtime on Monday the 23rd when she was on her way back from the shops.’

Karl Ferris closed his eyes and drummed his fingers on the table.

‘She went by bus to the shops and returned on the same bus. We can see her getting off very clearly on CCTV at 12.16. And you get off at the next stop and double back in her direction,’ Charlie continued.

‘Really,’ Karl Ferris opened his eyes and shook his head towards them both. ‘Is that it?’

‘Where were you heading?’

‘I don’t see that’s any business of yours.’

‘It is when you get on to a bus directly after an old lady and you can be seen paying a lot of attention to her, and then that same old lady ends up dead the next day.’ She kept her face directly at eye level with Ferris. ‘So where were you going to?’

‘A friend’s.’

‘What’s their name?’

‘I don’t have to tell you.’

‘No, you don’t have to tell us.’ She kept her voice low and reasoned. ‘And at the moment we’re just making enquiries, but it would help us to rule you out if you had an alibi that we could verify, because at the moment it appears that you followed our murder victim on to the bus and then tracked back when she got off to find her again.’

Karl Ferris drew his lips together and frowned. ‘I don’t even know who this old woman is that you’re talking about.’

Paul pulled a photo of Florence Briarly out of the file he was holding and pushed it towards Ferris, while she watched their suspect closely as he gazed down at the image of the old lady in her garden, a glimmer of recognition appearing across his face.

‘So you recognise her then from the bus?’ she asked.

Karl Ferris snorted, turning towards her with a scowl. ‘No. I recognise her from the TV. Her murder was all over the news, and her daughter and neighbour were doing an appeal. The old boy was ex-services, weren’t he? Kept going on about doing the right thing.’ He snorted again. ‘As if that was really going to work.’

‘So you do know exactly which old lady we’re talking about,’ Charlie persisted, noting immediately his reference to the armed forces. It seemed a strange thing to mention.

Karl Ferris said nothing.

‘Because it’s the same old lady that you tailed on to the bus two weeks earlier and tracked back to follow that time too.’ She leant forward staring directly at Ferris. ‘Were you tailing her on purpose, to see where she lived? So you could find out her routine and whether she lived alone?’

‘You’re talking bollocks and you know it,’ Ferris spat out, noticeably rattled. His hands were shaking and he moved them up and down over his face constantly, one moment covering the inkblot birthmark, the next placing them firmly on his knees.

‘Were you following her so that you could return on the night of the 23rd and break into her home? Because you like old people, don’t you, Karl. You like to talk to them, befriend them. You want to become friends with them, don’t you?’ Paul took over, leaning forward so that he was level with her, both singing from the same song sheet, both staring straight into his face

 Ferris gulped loudly, breaking his gaze away from them and glancing down at his feet. Charlie held her breath, as his eyes flicked all around the room. Paul had the man on the ropes.

‘Because you don’t have any other friends, do you?’ Paul let a small sympathetic smile flicker on to his lips but kept his face neutral. ‘And that’s why you can’t tell us the name of the friend you were visiting? Because there isn’t one.’

*

‘Nice job,’ Charlie congratulated Paul as they made their way back to the office, afterwards. ‘You piled the pressure on well. He was lying, you could tell because he suddenly got nervous. He’s up to something.’

‘I thought the same.’ Paul looked as if he was allowing himself an imaginary pat on the back. ‘Trouble is, we still don’t know what.’

They lapsed into silence as they walked. After that point in the interview, Karl Ferris had refused to answer any more questions, choosing instead to make no comment. They’d asked him about his movements on the night of Maryanne’s rape and on the various dates when the series of break-ins had occurred and given him every opportunity to account for his whereabouts, but he’d refused to utter another word, sinking down into his seat and barely looking up at anything further that was said. His stance reminded her of how he had appeared when seated at the rear of the bus, unengaged, vacant, almost as if his whole persona was in a different location… until Florence Briarly had caught his interest.

Something was going on inside his head. There was definitely a secret that he was keeping, but as yet they had no idea what.

A lot would now be resting on the identity parade. Maryanne Hepworth would be their main witness. She would get the chance to pick Karl Ferris out and, if she was able to do so, it would link her case with the others definitively, and him further to Florence Briarly’s murder. Every single member of the team would be holding their breath, praying that she succeeded. Until then they would continue to interrogate his Oyster card for the details of his travels and scan every single minute of any CCTV that they could find. His flat would be searched and his wife interviewed, but it would remain to be seen whether any of these would yield further evidence.

As they entered the foyer of Lambeth HQ, Charlie’s attention was drawn to the numerous photos of senior officers standing resplendent in ceremonial dress, not unlike those proudly displayed by members of the armed forces.

She stopped for a few seconds, her heart starting to pound as she stared at the uniformed figures. It had been strange that Ferris had mentioned the fact that George Cosgrove was ex-military and the gist of what he had said on TV. It had bothered her when he had said it – and it was still bothering her now.
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‘Hey, Tommy, my man. Meet me on Brixton Hill just outside the video store in half an hour. I’ve got something to collect from a friend and I need some wheels.’

Rocky’s voice was loud and clear and there was no point in arguing. Besides, a few more brownie points would do him no harm.

As Thomas drove, he could feel the wad of notes burning a hole in his back pocket. Four hundred and fifty quid cash in total, the proceeds of his sales. Jason would be expecting that later, but first he would get this done.

The video store was a well-known meeting place, and as he approached, he could see Rocky leaning against a lamp post outside. He wore a pair of designer sunglasses, with a single diamond in the frame, reflecting the sun, which now hung low over the roofs.

The smell of cologne followed Rocky into the car, its mellow cedarwood scent instantly replacing the stench of cannabis. Within seconds, the stereo was blasting out grime music and his passenger was keeping himself amused at the sight of other motorists swivelling round to locate the source of the commotion, only to turn away the second he caught their eye.

‘Head towards the front line and I’ll direct you,’ Rocky shouted over the racket.

Thomas did as instructed, arriving at the ‘front line’ in Coldharbour Lane within a few minutes. It was the street in which he’d first met Jason so many years before and was the main place in which illicit drugs were bought and sold. The regular dealers were out in force, flitting in and out of shop doorways, plying their trade to home-coming commuters, while being careful to avoid the eyes of the CCTV cameras. Rocky seemed to know the majority of the dealers, waving and gesturing as they edged past slowly. It made Thomas aware that he was still a relative newcomer to life on the streets. He would have to take care.

Passing through a set of lights, they approached the ‘barrier block’, a vast imposing wall of brick and concrete, towering skywards to his right. Rows of wavy, coloured brickwork ran along the length of it, the architect’s attempt, no doubt, to make the estate appear more colourful and welcoming. A few windows were dotted along the wall at random but were insufficient to prevent the vast concrete block appearing like a huge fortress rising up from the street below.

‘In there.’ Rocky pointed at the entrance to a set of underground garages at the start of the wall. ‘Do a U-turn, in case we need to make a quick getaway. I’ll only be a few minutes.’

Thomas followed the directions given, driving forward into the cramped space and turning the car round. A 4 x 4 stood facing away from them, stationary and unlit in the centre of the garages, its engine running. He blinked in the darkness, allowing his eyes to acclimatise to the gloom, instinct telling him to follow the lead of the other car’s occupants. Any spotlight on their activities would clearly be unwelcome.

Once stationary, he watched through the centre mirror, rapt, as Rocky climbed out and swaggered towards the other motor, whose front doors both opened simultaneously. Two men climbed out, one of average build, the other mountainous in comparison, obviously the minder. The smaller of the two slapped hands in the air with Rocky and they all moved to the boot, the minder opening the lid with a remote control. An interior light came on, casting a glow over its hidden contents, and all three men bent over, peering into the compartment, their backs to his inquisitive stare.

Within three minutes, it was all over. With a shake of their hands, they headed back to their vehicles. Business concluded, the 4 x 4 roared away, exiting the garages before Rocky had even returned, clutching a small grey bag to his chest.

‘What the hell was that all about?’ Thomas had to ask, even though he didn’t really want to know the answer.

‘Let’s get out of here first and I’ll show you,’ Rocky grinned in obvious delight.

Thomas drove for a short distance before being instructed to pull over in a secluded private car park, the boy clearly unable to contain his excitement any longer. Inside the grey bag, wrapped in a hand towel, was a small black handgun. Rocky unfolded it almost reverently, stroking his hand along the barrel.

‘It’s a Beretta M9A1 semi-automatic 9mm. I’ve been wanting a burner like this for some time now.’ He pressed the release mechanism and the magazine ejected into his hand. ‘Capable of firing up to fifteen rounds in one go.’ He pulled the trigger and held it out. ‘Go on, Tommy. Have a play with it.’

Thomas hesitated, before opening his hand. He didn’t like this sort of thing. Never had. Everything in his upbringing had taught him that guns were wrong and not to be messed with, but even though still unwilling to handle it, he had to admire the craftsmanship and sheer magnetism of the firearm. It was fashioned from a matt black metal, with a slender barrel, shiny and unmarked. It felt heavy and powerful even without the magazine being loaded. He turned it round in his hand and looked down the barrel, sliding the safety catch back and forth.

‘Wait ’til Jason sees it, he’ll fucking love it,’ Rocky shouted, pulling the empty gun back off him and aiming it towards Thomas’s temples. ‘Die you bastard, die,’ Rocky laughed, pulling the trigger and sending an imaginary bullet blasting through his skull. ‘I’ve got a spare clip for it too, and I can get another whenever I need. Look, Tommy, you just keep pressing the trigger. Bang, bang, bang. When the magazine’s empty you load another and you’ve got another fifteen rounds.’

Rocky continued to manoeuvre the gun around in his hands, entranced. It was if all his Christmases had come at once. Watching the boy, Thomas was immediately reminded of previous yuletides, when Emma was a child, eagerly tearing away the festive wrappings to reveal every gift, each precious toy. This wasn’t a plaything, though. It was serious. The gun made him nervous and he was glad Rocky hadn’t had it in his possession at the burglary the night before.

The memory had ignited an urge to return to Emma, but, as Thomas pulled away, he knew his first stop would have to be at Jason’s.

Rocky’s prediction was right. Jason did love it – but he didn’t want it anywhere near his flat.

‘Very nice, Rocky, but you’re not fucking keeping it here,’ he said, grinding a half-smoked cigarette into an ash tray. ‘I’m not going to take the rap for that, if the cops come knocking.’

Thomas saw Rocky bristle. Things looked as if they might kick off between the two men. He needed to provide a distraction. ‘Four hundred and fifty quid or thereabouts, and no hassle from anyone. How about that?’ He delved in his pocket and pulled out the bundle of notes, holding them out towards Jason.

‘That’s the sort of present I like.’ Jason gave a low whistle and took the notes, looking pointedly towards Rocky. ‘I can do something with this.’ He peeled a hundred pounds’ worth of notes from the bundle and passed them over to Thomas, along with two rocks of crack and a share of his joint.

Thomas took everything he was offered gratefully. It was good to know that, after yesterday’s harsh words, he was back in favour. Holding the joint to his lips he inhaled, savouring the sweet taste of success. His home life would soon be sorted. All he had to do was stay in Jason’s good books – and Rocky’s.

This fact was still running through his head, ten minutes later, as he strode from the flat with the Beretta M9A1 semi-automatic 9mm tucked into the waistband of his jeans; Rocky clearly having taken heed of Jason’s fears at being caught red-handed with the firearm.

So now he, Thomas Houghton had been entrusted with Rocky’s precious possession - just for safekeeping.
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Bath time was just finishing when Emma joined her friend, Kelly, in the bedsit upstairs. Her father had just returned with a package that he’d immediately hidden in a drawer and, as usual, they’d argued, leaving them both angrily heading in different directions: he stomping off first to God only knew where, and she to Kelly’s – but not before she’d taken a peep at the package.

Now she didn’t know what to do.

Kelly’s little daughter, Yasmin, was screaming at full volume as she entered, in protest at the plug being removed. At the sight of her mummy’s friend, however, she immediately stopped crying, reaching up instead to be held.

Emma leant across and lifted the little girl out of the bath, burying her face in her wet hair. For a few moments, the scent of the young child took away her fear.

‘You smell gorgeous.’ She held the toddler high so that her head nuzzled against the little girl’s tummy. ‘In fact, you smell so scrumptious I could eat you.’

Yasmin giggled with delight and Emma was immediately transported to a time in her life when her mother had done the same to her – before the illness had taken hold.

‘Right, let’s get you ready for bed, while Mummy has a nice rest.’ She expertly ran through the bedtime rituals, tucking the little girl in and watching, mesmerised, at the way Yasmin’s eyes sank low with fatigue as she lost her fight with wakefulness and succumbed to sleep. Folding the duvet round the sleeping child in her cot, she bent down and kissed the little girl’s damp hair, hit suddenly by a powerful wave of loneliness.

Apart from Yasmin and Kelly, she was all alone. Today, on the anniversary of her mother’s death, she had taken the chrysanthemums and maintained a solitary vigil at her graveside. And, until Thomas’s short-lived arrival home, she had remained on her own, battling her grief and isolation in their dismal, frightening bedsit.

Now, though, her recent discovery had made things a hundred times worse. She was petrified of what she’d found and couldn’t imagine for one minute why her father should have it in his possession.

‘Do you want a beer?’ Kelly’s question brought her back to earth.

‘Yes please, just one.’ She wiped her face with the back of her sleeve and slumped down on the settee. ‘Kelly, can I ask you something?’

‘Sounds intriguing.’ Her friend produced two cans of lager from the fridge, offering her one and pulling the ring tab on the other. ‘What’s up then? You seem a bit serious.’

Emma pulled the tab on her own can and took a few mouthfuls, suddenly unsure whether she should be sharing her worries. Kelly didn’t have a lot of time for her father and she could just imagine what her friend was likely to say.

‘It’s Dad,’ she started.

‘How did I guess it would be about him? What’s he done this time?’

She baulked at her friend’s tone but continued anyway. ‘He thinks he’s seen Mum alive and well and walking round Streatham. He’s convinced it was her, described her and everything. Then, this morning, when I woke up, he was in my bed.’ She swallowed hard. These days even her own father was a stranger to her.

‘Shit. That’s weird!’

‘Yes, I know. I gave him a piece of my mind, but he just kept saying he still cared and that he was going to make everything right.’

Kelly was quiet.

‘I don’t know what’s going on in his mind any more, Kel. He talks shit most the time – but just now he had a hundred quid in cash and was saying there’d be more to come and that he was going to find a proper home for us. I know it’s not a lot, but he never normally has a penny.’

‘That’s got to be a good thing though, surely?’

She stood up, chewing on her lip. ‘But that’s the problem. I don’t think it is. I think he’s finally flipped. One minute he’s quite normal, but then you say one word wrong and he’ll go into a world of his own, mumbling and not making any sense. He needs help.’

‘You could try his doctor.’

‘I don’t think they’d be able to do anything if he refused to come with me. I can just imagine what they’d say. You’re too young. What do you know? They’d probably say I’m making it all up.’

She paused, biting her lip again, still unsure whether to say anything further about her recent find, but then she couldn’t just sit back and say or do nothing.

‘Kel, he’s got a gun. I saw it just now, after he stormed out. He doesn’t know I’ve seen it. He had it all wrapped up in a little grey bag and he hid it as soon as he came in, but, after seeing the cash, I was worried about what else he had, so I looked.’

‘Shit, Emma. Do you think it’s a real one?’

‘As sure as I can be. I picked it up and it was heavy. It certainly looks real enough. And there’s some spare ammo with it.’

‘You’ve got to tell the police.’

‘But then he’ll get nicked, and I don’t want to get him in any trouble.’

‘Emma, you have to. You haven’t got a choice. If he’s gone mad, like you keep saying, and it’s a proper gun, then he could do anything. You don’t know what he’s capable of. You’ve said so yourself. He could even shoot you.’

‘He won’t do that,’ Emma tried to sound convinced, but the thought had already crossed her mind. ‘I can’t grass on him to the cops, Kelly.’ She turned away, knowing that her friend was right, but wishing her fears hadn’t been confirmed so stridently. Tears were coursing down her cheeks at the thought of her father behind bars. ‘Besides,’ she wiped them away miserably, ‘if they take him away, I won’t have anyone.’

‘You’ll still have me, and Yasmin,’ Kelly pleaded. ‘You’ve got to tell the police. If you don’t want to think of yourself, then think of others. What happens if he comes round here with it? If you don’t phone the cops, I will.’

‘You can’t, Kelly.’ Emma swung round to face her friend, suddenly appalled at having opened her mouth and the implications of what might happen. ‘They’ll take him away and then I’ll be kicked out of my room. And I’ll have nowhere to go. And your place isn’t big enough for me.’ She grabbed Kelly’s arm, her voice rising in volume. ‘I know you don’t like my dad. God knows I’ve sometimes hated him, but you can’t get him nicked.’

‘And you can’t just sit and do nothing. He’s a selfish bastard and I can’t believe you’re still protecting him. If he’s banged up, it’s his own fault.’

‘But you can’t tell the cops.’ She turned away forlornly, her voice squeaky with emotion. ‘I should never have told you. I thought you’d help, not grass on him.’

‘I’m trying to help, Emma, can’t you see? If you volunteer the information to the cops, then the chances are they can deal with it in a different way and he won’t get locked up. But if you don’t tell them… well, he could do something awful and be banged up for life – and you’d never forgive yourself.’

‘You’re talking shit.’ Emma was panicking now, the promise made to her mother on her deathbed repeating over and over in her head, as she squared up to her only friend. Look after your father, look after your father. ‘You’ve never liked my dad. This is just the chance you’ve been waiting for. You just want to see him locked away.’

Their argument was interrupted by a loud wail. Yasmin was awake, standing in her cot looking wide-eyed and bemused at the noisy awakening, her arms outstretched.

Emma took a step towards the toddler, but as she did so, Kelly elbowed her hard to one side, sending her sprawling across the settee. She lay still for a few seconds, before sitting up shakily, shocked at the sudden aggression. Kelly was holding Yasmin tightly to her chest, rocking her back and forth protectively.

For a few seconds, Emma was tempted to return the blow, but then the reality of the situation started to register. Blood really was thicker than water. Kelly was like a lioness. Her friend would fight to the death to protect her cub… just as she too realised she would now have to fight. It was as if Kelly’s actions had thrown a switch in her brain. Her father was all she had left in the world. She couldn’t watch him thrown in prison to rot. He needed help, love even, and she would be there to provide it.

‘If you grass to the cops about my dad, I will never come round and visit you or Yasmin again. It’s your choice,’ she whispered, her heart breaking. She could feel the heat of Kelly’s eyes burning into her shoulder blades as she turned and walked across to the door, but her friend said nothing. So this was how she was to be repaid for all the help and encouragement she’d given willingly as Kelly had battled night after night with her wilful child. In that instant, their friendship clearly meant nothing. It was over.

Emma turned, one last time before she left, watching mother and child fused together as one, the blood ties impenetrable.

‘It looks like you’ve made your choice.’ She took a deep breath, her eyes dry now. ‘And I respect your decision. But at the end of the day, whether you hate Thomas or not, he’s still my dad!’

*

Meg, Lucy and Beth greeted Casper more enthusiastically than they did Charlie, as she entered the lounge.

‘Is he really ours to keep, for now,’ Beth threw herself towards the old dog, fussing him so fervently that Casper flopped straight down on to the carpet, rolling on to his back and extending his legs into the air. His tail wagged almost as fast as Beth’s excited questioning.

‘Yes, he is. Ben’s had to go away to get some stuff sorted. I don’t know when, or if, he’ll be back.’

Her mother’s eyes shot straight to hers, picking up on the ‘if’ in an instant. That particular word had been purposely excluded in the hurried text she’d sent earlier. She looked away, ignoring the concern on her mother’s face, concentrating instead on unpacking the bag of toys and treats she had selected ready for Casper’s move. She was in no mood to explain, and in any case, Meg was not usually the one she’d go to for lengthy heart-to-hearts. Their relationship had long been based around the practicalities of life. Her mother kept her emotions tightly reined in and, as a consequence, so had Charlie. Her half-sisters didn’t seem to have picked up on the situation; their joy at having a dog in the house, far eclipsing any angst at the reason. She was sure they would ask at some point though. Ben was a family favourite. But at least now she had some breathing space.

‘Any other news?’ she asked, changing the subject in her next breath and halting any chance of further conversation.

‘Well,’ her mother heeded her unspoken warning, ‘I’ve given in my notice at the school and enrolled in a Back to Nursing course. I gave up nursing soon after you were born, when I was still in Scotland.’ She paused, smiling at Charlie’s look of curiosity. ‘The shifts weren’t conducive with having an energetic young child like you, and your father would never have coped.’

The disclosure caught Charlie by surprise. Meg had rarely spoken of her early years in Scotland, and she’d almost never mentioned her birth father. Just hearing him alluded to was like a bolt from the blue. All she really knew was that her father had been a violent man, both towards Meg, and any other person who dared to provoke his wrath. The last thing she’d heard was that he was doing time for stabbing a man to death in a drunken pub brawl.

‘I start in a month’s time.’ Her mother was as adept as she was at calling a halt to any further probing questions. ‘Oh, and Lucy’s got a place in college for next year.’

‘That’s good,’ Charlie replied, still stunned by her mother’s previous revelation, but thinking that she should congratulate her half-sister. Lucy, though, just like Beth, was completely absorbed with the dog, lying on the carpet with him, playing tug-of-war.

She turned instead and walked to the kitchen. Just time for a quick cuppa and then she would make a move back to her own flat. In the back of her mind, she knew she still had to pay a visit to the graveyard, but with her whole world seemingly crashing down around her, and her mother’s words adding to the turmoil, her weekly vigil suddenly seemed like an irrelevance. With twenty years having just recently passed since her brother’s death, perhaps now was the time to move on.

An hour later, she parked up outside her flat, having barely stayed five minutes at the graveyard, but not feeling quite ready to forego it yet. A bouquet of flowers was standing on the doorstep. She picked it up and walked inside, noticing that the blooms were very similar in size and colour to a vase full of flowers that had been on the table at her mothers. Switching the light on, she checked for an attached card, but there was none, the sender evidently preferring to remain anonymous. They must have been sent by Ben – and the ones to her family too. A goodbye gesture maybe.

The thought provoked a wave of sadness. She opened her front door again, wishing he could be standing on the step, his strong, handsome features smiling towards her, wanting to start over, but there was no one there.

A movement in the bushes startled her. A fox was scrabbling to climb the wooden fence on one side, its claws scraping and gouging at the panels. Or was it a cat? She peered into the foliage, suddenly desperate to know which animal was there, but much as her eyes strained to see the intricacies of its shape and colour, the gloom prevented its identification.

In an instant, her mind fast-forwarded to the forthcoming ID parade and the impossibility of Maryanne Hepworth’s job. Until that moment, she’d not fully appreciated how much the darkness would blight the ease of the task, without even factoring in the trauma. What would be Maryanne’s chances of picking out Karl Ferris when the features of her attacker had been shrouded in darkness? In their victim’s shoes, she doubted, whether, even as a ‘super recogniser’, she would succeed.

She closed the door despondently and trudged towards her bedroom. Tomorrow would be a new day. It would bring new opportunities. She just hoped that with Ferris tucked away in a cell for the night, it wouldn’t bring with it a new body.

*

The man stretched out silently across the mattress, his fingers drumming against the cover. He stopped their incessant movement, lifting them instead to his mouth, brushing the sensitive skin on their tips across his lips, his cheeks, his forehead.

He closed his eyes and imagined the wizened, care-worn skin on the jowls of Violet Nicholson, the ninety-four-year-old lady who lived in the tiny, dilapidated bungalow that backed on to the recreation ground.

It was rumoured she had been a nurse at the end of the Second World War, administering care and medical aid to the troops, but nobody really knew because she was a recluse now, with no family nearby and all her friends long since dead. She lived in a bygone era with no central heating, a kettle that came to the boil on a gas hob and only the most basic utilities.

He traced his fingers down across his face and chin and onto the soft skin of his neck, noticing the slight vibration from the carotid artery.

‘Hello,’ he whispered under his breath, moving his hand gently over his skin, imagining it to be older, wrinkled and so beautifully warm to the touch. ‘It’s so nice to speak to you, Violet.’

His finger located his Adam’s apple and he pressed against it lightly, noticing immediately the constriction on his windpipe.

‘You will talk to me, won’t you, Violet?’

He opened his eyes, staring hard at the ceiling above before pressing harder, restricting his breathing still further. His eyes started to bulge slightly and his head swam hazily. Removing his fingers from his throat, he placed his hand back down on the mattress and started to drum them again rhythmically and urgently.

‘I do hope you have some nice things to say.’
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Maryanne Hepworth stood at the door to the ID suite, her heart hammering so hard that it felt as if her whole body was about to explode. She was terrified of seeing her attacker, but at the same time she dared not close her eyes for fear of the visions that had taken precedence over her sleep.

Every night since it had happened, she had lain awake, wracked with fear, her ears primed to hear every minute sound, her body so tense that it took a feat of concentration to prompt her to relax. She couldn’t put a word to what had happened. The attack would remain as ‘it’. To call it by name gave the whole awful episode the means to encroach on her every thought. Even staying at Danielle’s house had failed to help as she’d hoped it would. Her sister’s children were still waking at night and their soft footfall out to the toilet in the early hours of the morning was enough to fill her head with nightmarish imaginings; black shadows, sharp knives, violent whisperings.

Last night, with news of the imminent ID parade, she had not slept a wink, too petrified to even swallow a sleeping tablet for fear it would whisk her straight back to her own bedroom; with the fingers of the shadowy figure rough against her skin, his filthy breath warm on her cheek. Even the light from the table lamp at her bedside and the presence of her sister curled up in bed next to her could not divert the terror.

She breathed out slowly, as the seconds crept on to the moment when the door would open and she’d be ushered in to face her assailant, if, indeed, he was in the line-up. The police had a suspect, but until he was identified, either by her or forensics, that would be all he would remain. It was now within her power to turn their suspect into a defendant and she hoped more than anything that she would be able to assist. She had made a promise to do everything she could to help, and she would be keeping it. The man had to be locked away before he could do the same thing again to her – or another woman. She could not stand by and let him ruin anyone else’s life.

A uniformed ‘impartial’ inspector was reading out instructions now. As he said the words, her head turned to mush. She was to take her time, to look at all the men. The suspect may or may not be amongst the line-up. She was to speak clearly if she saw him, be firm in her identification. The glass was one-way; they couldn’t see her, so she was not to be afraid.

For a second, she wanted to laugh. Not be afraid. Not be afraid. Didn’t he realise that every second of every day since it had happened, she’d been afraid – and she always would be while the man was free.

The inspector turned the handle and pushed the door open, indicating for her to follow as he stepped into a viewing gallery.

She turned one last time in panic, feeling her sister Danielle’s hand on her arm.

‘You can do this,’ Danielle said firmly. ‘I’ll be waiting for you.’ Her sister gave her arm a quick squeeze, before releasing her grip, the sudden release propelling her forward.

The viewing gallery was small. The inspector closed the door, shutting them into the hot, claustrophobic space. He stood to one side with a clipboard in his hand, ready to note down any comments she might make.

She kept her eyes to the floor, thinking about Danielle’s last words and what she had promised. Her head cleared. She was strong, as her sister had said. She could face her foe.

Six men stood in front of her, each holding a board with a number. Six white men, aged around forty to fifty, all around the same height and build and all wearing the same woollen hat pulled low over their forehead. All six were staring straight ahead, in her direction. She dared not breathe. Even though knowing she was unseen, the blankness of their stares still hammered at the thin protective shell she’d erected in preparation for the ordeal. An instruction was given and all six turned to one side, offering her their profile. She took a breath. A further request was given and they turned to their other side, before swivelling round to again look to their front.

Maryanne stared at each one individually, 1, 2, 3, onwards until she’d taken in the features of each participant. She stared at each man again, her pulse starting to quicken, trying to recall the face of the man in the darkness, staring down at her, on her, leaving her. Was he one of the six? She couldn’t be sure.

She could feel the eyes of the inspector fixed on her, waiting for an answer, but she didn’t know. She looked at the line-up once more. One of the men seemed familiar. He held the number three. His face was one that she recognised, but was he the man in the bedroom, or merely a man she had come across in the course of her day-to-day movements, a man in the street, serving her in a shop, a restaurant? Her head was reeling and her mind playing tricks. Dare she mention number three? Or would a mere nod be enough to send the man down for something he hadn’t done? Might she be responsible for a miscarriage of justice? She couldn’t risk that either.

She opened her mouth to speak, before closing it again abruptly. She was to be firm in her identification, speak clearly, those were her instructions, but she couldn’t be firm, because her memory was not clear. Nothing was clear.

Shaking her head, she stepped unsteadily towards the door, grasping the handle to get her balance. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she gasped. ‘But I can’t be sure.’

*

Karl Ferris sat in the dock, staring towards the magistrate.

Charlie sat at the rear of the court, staring towards Ferris. She still found him as obnoxious as on their first meeting, possibly more so, but with both Maryanne and the manager of Sunny Meadows failing to pick him out, very soon she’d be watching him walk from the court, still on police bail but free to rejoin his wife in the cheap hotel room at Vauxhall in which they were staying temporarily. The forensic examination of their flat would prevent their return for a good few hours yet.

Maryanne had broken down after her ordeal in the ID suite, distressed at her inability to pick out their suspect, but it wasn’t her fault. They had all known the possibility of an identification had been precarious. Expecting a traumatised woman to be clear which man out of six similar people had broken into her home, in the middle of the night and raped her at knifepoint, was always going to be challenging, but they’d had to try. Unable to speak with Maryanne before the line-up, for fear of accusations of impropriety, Charlie had made sure she was on hand afterwards to offer support, but nothing she could say had eased Maryanne’s sense that she had let the team down. She was inconsolable.

Although acknowledging the fact that number three had been familiar, she couldn’t be absolutely sure he was her attacker. It was understandable, but now, as Charlie sat in court staring at number three, she could barely contain her anger and frustration.

The magistrate nodded towards the clerk and the clerk nodded towards number three.

‘Stand up, Mr Ferris,’ the clerk instructed.

Karl Ferris shifted in his seat, sighing loudly and rising slowly in a measured, pedantic way, as if he had all the time in the world and cared nothing for court protocol.

The magistrate frowned impatiently, waiting as the defendant eventually stood fully upright and looked in his direction.

‘Mr Ferris,’ he snapped, wearily, ‘for the offence of drink-driving, you are disqualified from driving for one year and fined four hundred pounds. For the offence of failing to appear at court, you will be fined a further fifty pounds. You may not care about what you do in your own time, but I hope, in future, that if you are required to attend court, you will see fit to turn up when you are instructed and do not waste both police and court time having to arrest you and process you again. Do you understand?’

The magistrate peered towards Karl Ferris, with as much gravitas as he could muster, awaiting an answer, but Ferris kept his mouth closed and his eyes fixed on a small point somewhere towards the feet of the clerk.

‘I said, do you understand?’ the magistrate bellowed, making Charlie jump slightly. He was obviously going to struggle with Friday’s list, especially with his temper becoming frayed this early on.

Karl Ferris lifted his eyes towards the magistrate and nodded, grunting his acceptance without properly opening his mouth.

‘Well then, if there’s nothing else, you’re free to leave. The court staff will show you what you need to do now.’ He glanced towards the clerk, who nodded his approval, and the usher beckoned towards Ferris, indicating for him to follow.

Charlie waited until he’d left the confines of the courtroom. She waited until he was ensconced in a conversation with the usher in the reception of the court building before pulling out her mobile phone and dialling Hunter, as instructed.

‘Ferris will be leaving through the front doors of the court shortly, guv. He’s been fined for skipping bail and had the year’s ban for drink driving confirmed.’

‘Thanks, Charlie. I’ll let the guys know. They’re all briefed and in position ready. They know what they have to do.’

Ferris was to be kept under surveillance, at least while they had the resources. They couldn’t risk letting him out of their sights.

*

Amy Briarly’s name flashed up on the screen of Charlie’s phone as she got to her car.

‘He’s got bail, hasn’t he?’ she said flatly. ‘I saw on the internet there was a suspect in custody last night. And I’ve just phoned my Family Liaison Officer, who confirmed that he’s been released.’ Charlie noticed the slight note of irritation in her voice and wasn’t surprised. The FLO had been sitting in the back of the court and was supposed to have phoned Amy immediately with an update, not the other way round.

‘Yes, he has, and I’m sorry you had to be the one to make the call.’

‘It’s not your fault, but maybe we could keep in touch, direct, seeing as you’re involved in the day-to-day investigation. It would be easier to hear any news straight from the horse’s mouth, as it were, rather than having to go through a sanitised middleman.’ She paused. ‘I trust you to do the right thing, Charlie.’

Charlie smiled down the phone at the woman’s faith, even though the words made her feel a little more uncomfortable and under pressure.

‘Of course I’ll keep you updated, Amy. He might have got bail, but he hasn’t been forgotten. And, for your information, our suspect mentioned seeing you on the TV.’

‘Well, that’s good to hear. I aim to continue to keep my mother’s murder very much in the public domain. I know it might be a little out of the ordinary, but I’ve other interviews arranged for myself and George imminently.’ She paused a final time, as if summoning up the last scraps of courage to speak. ‘I might be arranging my mother’s funeral in the next few days,’ she said, her voice firm again, ‘but I want the world to know that I shouldn’t be burying her yet.’
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‘Guys, we’ve only gone and got a fucking match on the Maryanne Hepworth break-in.’ Charlie shouted out in glee, putting her hand across the mouthpiece of the office landline.

As one, the team stopped what they were doing, stood up and looked towards her. She grinned from ear to ear; their action reminding her of a recent documentary on meerkats in the Kalahari Desert.

‘Go on,’ she said, pushing the handset against her ear and repeating the name given out loud. ‘Thomas Houghton, date of birth 9/3/1977. Male. White.’ She pulled out a pen and jotted down his Police National Computer ID number. ‘That’s brilliant, thanks. Out of interest, where did you get it from?’

She listened to the reply, her smile broadening at the words of the lab technician. By the time she put the phone down, the team were already in full swing.

‘Well?’ Hunter joined them from his office, having been informed already by an excited Bet. The team clustered around Paul’s computer, where an image of Thomas Houghton was staring out at them.

Charlie stood, momentarily silenced as she took in the image of their forty-one-year-old suspect. He had shoulder-length, wavy, light brown hair, streaked grey at the sides, thick eyebrows and piercing blue eyes. What struck her, though, was the sadness in his face, the almost total lack of evil. He looked defeated. It was the polar opposite of what she had expected to see and totally took her by surprise.

‘Well?’ Hunter said again. ‘What have we got?’

‘Thomas Houghton,’ she repeated the name. ‘His DNA was found at Maryanne’s flat, on a tiny fragment of condom wrapper, where he has obviously bitten off the corner to open the pack and spat it out. We were lucky. This was the only identifiable sample they managed to find.’ She stared at the image again. ‘He doesn’t look capable of covering his tracks that well, does he?’

‘Well, he didn’t really have to, did he?’ Naz commented. ‘Maryanne pretty much did it for him.’

 ‘He looks like a druggie to me.’ Sabira said exactly what Charlie was thinking.

‘And he’s quite different to how Maryanne described, with all that hair.’ She squinted at Houghton’s face, trying to imagine it without the hair hanging limply down his cheeks. It had obviously been shoved up into his woolly hat at the time of the break in.

‘His most recent arrest is for possession of drugs, so you’re right,’ Paul was scanning through the record. ‘Plus, one conviction for handling stolen goods and a few for shoplifting. All in the last year. He’s not the greatest criminal, but, having said that, most druggies are quite streetwise.’

‘And, anyway, looks can be deceptive,’ Hunter leant forward to get a better view. ‘If the rape is linked to Florence Briarly’s murder and the other burglaries, then he is clearly a lot more switched on than he looks.’

‘I wonder why he gave his real name,’ Naz tilted her head towards the screen.

‘It’s easy to throw in a first name.’ Charlie’s thoughts returned to the strange volunteer at the nursing home. ‘Ray, Roy, Thomas. None of them mean anything unless you have a surname.’ So far they had drawn a blank on anyone of note with either first name.

‘This is a bit worrying though.’ Bet read aloud from an intelligence report. ‘Houghton was seen yesterday by a police community support officer, with a guy by the name of Javon Stone, street name Rocky. This Rocky has previous for burglary and associates with some pretty heavy-duty nominals linked to firearms. Houghton was driving a White Honda Civic. The PCSO wasn’t able to stop them but knows them both from frequenting a local crack house.’

She was intrigued. He looked more sad than bad, and she was usually good at reading personalities.

‘So, if he’s our man, then what the hell has occurred in the space of twelve months to make someone of previous good character start taking drugs and be involved in petty crime?’ She paused, knowing she would have to answer the puzzle before she could properly solve the crime. ‘And what the hell could have then happened, to make him graduate to burglary, knifepoint rape and possibly murder?’

*

A light drizzle was falling as they parked up close to Thomas Houghton’s bedsit in their unmarked car. Charlie switched on the car stereo, searching for some music to calm her nerves. In the absence of the PCSO with personal knowledge of Houghton, she was to be the officer charged with identification of their suspect – and today a whole unit of armed Trojan officers would be waiting on her every word. Houghton had carried a knife when he had raped Maryanne, and his recent sighting with Javon Stone had cemented their decision. They would not be taking any chances – but it meant her identification would be key.

The news was just concluding and the weather forecast warned of impending stormy conditions and heavy rain. Moodily, she switched the programme off, recalling the problems they’d had with Karl Ferris. A thunderstorm would be all she needed.

She stared down at the printed image of Houghton in her lap, mentally picturing him with or without hair, clean-shaven or bearded, concentrating on the contours of his skull, his eyes, his long straight nose and prominent bone structure. His custody record described a large mole on the left side of his neck and several one-inch scars dotted about his body, but the distance would preclude them from view. In essence, the task before her was daunting enough, without the possibility that Houghton could have changed his appearance – and they had no way of knowing whether he had.

She checked her watch as the minute hand clicked on to four-fifteen. Four-fifteen and on POETS day too. The majority of the Met would be pissing off early.

‘Tomorrow’s Saturday,’ she said, finishing the phrase under her breath.

‘What?’ Hunter asked, from his position in the passenger seat.

‘Just thinking it’s not a great time for an armed operation.’

‘When is it ever?’

‘True, but we don’t know whether we’ll be here for minutes, hours, or all night.’ She sank down morosely into the driver’s seat. ‘Although I’ve nothing better to do.’

‘Me neither,’ Hunter ignored the bait. ‘In fact, it gets me out of seeing the in-laws, so I’m happy to stay here all night. Or until Mrs H gets hold of me, that is.’ He grinned mischievously and picked up the radio. ‘Is everyone in situ?’

The question was met with a chorus of positive replies and Charlie brightened. The plan was to isolate Houghton before he entered the building and arrest him outside. If that could be done, it would all be worth it. She just had to correctly recognise a total stranger!

A bolt of lightning brought her from her reverie, followed almost immediately by a clap of thunder. At the same time, the clouds opened and rain began lashing down, any view from the windscreen being lost within seconds.

‘Standby all units,’ Naz’s voice came across the radio, from where she was parked further along the main road. ‘Houghton’s Civic has just passed us, turning left, left, left into the venue.’

‘Shit!’ Charlie pressed her face against the driver’s window, as a scruffy white Honda Civic pulled into the driveway, its wipers speeding back and forth against the rain. There was no way she would be able to see the driver.

Another flash of lightning lit up the sky, bouncing off every murky window in the building. Rather than driving to the car park at the rear, as they’d expected, they watched as the car slewed to a stop directly in front of the main entrance.

‘Shit!’ She opened the window, straining to get a view, the sleeves and shoulders of her jacket saturated. ‘I can’t see a bloody thing.’

The driver’s door on the Civic swung open and a hooded figure jumped out, his arms thrown up high, shielding his head from the rain.

‘I can barely make out whether that’s a male or female,’ Charlie shouted over the roar of thunder. ‘Never mind say whether it’s Houghton.’

They watched as the person disappeared through the communal door and into the shadow of the large house.

Hunter had his radio to his mouth. ‘Stand down,’ he commanded. ‘It’s a negative, negative re ID on Houghton at present. Suspect straight into venue.’

He picked up his mobile and phoned the direct number for the inspector in charge of tactical firearms advice to discuss a change of plan. They already had a warrant and a full sketch plan of the building. The armed units would be moved forward in readiness, and Paul, dressed as a pizza delivery man, would conduct a cold call on the room to establish Houghton’s presence. It wasn’t ideal, but then jobs like these rarely went perfectly to plan.

‘Visibility was non-existent. There was nothing we could do,’ she heard him say, the knowledge that she’d failed as heavy on her shoulders as the wet jacket she now wore. Another wave of rainwater splashed the side of her head and she brushed her soaking hair to one side and took a deep breath, refocusing on each window in the building.

She could hear the storm directly overhead, the electricity fizzing and crackling all round them.

Hunter shoved a pair of binoculars towards her, completely undaunted.

‘Keep watching,’ he instructed. ‘We’re following Plan B now, and we can’t afford to fail.’

*

Emma was lying on her sofa bed when her dad entered. Her eyes were scratchy and sore from crying and her head throbbed painfully, the upset of her fallout with Kelly, the previous evening, still taking its toll.

‘Nice to see you,’ she said, half sarcastically and half truthfully.

‘It’s nice to see you too.’

Her father looked genuinely pleased to see her and she softened towards him. Water was pooling on the bottom of his chin and dripping off the ends of his hair onto his jacket. He reminded her of a naughty child, vulnerable and lost, receiving unexpected praise from his teacher.

‘Here, take this.’ She pulled at a pile of laundry and held a towel out towards him. ‘You’re soaked.’

Thomas took the towel, rubbing it over the ends of his hair and neck. As he did so, a flash of lightning lit up the dark sky and his expression changed, blazing as brightly as the bolt of electricity.

‘I always used to love storms,’ he enthused, over the sound of the thunder which now crackled overhead. ‘Your mother did too. I used to tell her about when I was a boy and we lived in a large house at the top of a hill. My bedroom was in the attic. I used to believe that I actually lived inside the clouds sometimes.’ He smiled towards her. ‘In a storm, the whole room would rumble and vibrate.’

Years seemed to fall away as she watched her father speaking. It was as if she was seeing him for the first time, glimpsing him as her mother had, in the beginning: young, excited, enthusiastic for life… a man with whom Catherine had shared her life and who had been trustworthy and reliable. Now, as she gazed at his sudden exuberance, Emma realised how cruelly life had dealt their hand. Her mother had lost control of her body – and her father had lost his way.

Thomas was still smiling as he moved across to the window, hauling it wide open and taking a deep breath. He closed his eyes, gulping in the fresh, clean air, clearly in awe at the way in which the storm washed away all traces of the dirt and grime from the city. A crackle of lightning took him by surprise. He stumbled backwards, hanging the towel round his neck, before returning to the open window a few moments later, no doubt lured by the promise of the next lightning fork.

‘What the…’ he stopped speaking abruptly, the look of contentment replaced by shock.

‘What’s up?’ She could hear his sudden panic.

‘There’re police everywhere.’

She ran to join him at the window, staring down as several armed police officers edged down either side of the building. They were coming for her father. There was no doubt in her mind, and he seemed to have sensed it too.

‘You’ve got to get out of here now,’ she shouted, as another clap of thunder threatened to drown out her words. ‘Is there anyone in another room who can hide you? You won’t be able to leave the house. They’ve got it surrounded.’

She ran to the bedsit door, cursing her stupidity in confiding her worries to Kelly. Her so-called friend had obviously followed through on exactly what she’d threatened. There could be no other reason for the police to be here today, and armed to the teeth. The hallway and stairwell were quiet, with only the normal muffled sounds of bedsit life resonating round the landing. There were no cops inside as yet, but it might only be a matter of seconds before they were swarming up the stairs towards their room.

Her father was by her side now, unsure of what to do, alarm still plastered across his face. Suddenly, the thought of losing him was too much to bear. She threw her arms round him and kissed his pale cheek, before pushing him firmly out on to the landing.

‘Hurry up and go. Find somewhere to hide. You can’t be here.’ Her voice sounded strangely strangulated. ‘Phone me from a call box later if you get out.’

She nudged him forward again, trying to inject him with a sense of urgency. It was all her fault. She should never have spoken to Kelly, and she never would again. Her father needed help. He was sick, and if he could only escape this predicament, she would be the one to provide it. It was only right. It was just the two of them now against the world.

For a few seconds, he waited, caught in the moment, but then he lifted his hand to his cheek, softly brushing the spot that she had kissed.

‘Thanks, Emma,’ he said simply, launching himself forward and down the stairs.

*

Charlie stared silently as the armed units moved forward. The order to attack had been taken within seconds of Thomas Houghton appearing at the open window. Seeing him there had been a godsend. For a full minute, he had stood stock-still, with his eyes closed, in full view, and with the binoculars further enhancing her vision, she was totally convinced. He looked just as he had in the photograph, his hair hanging lank against his collar and only a dusting of stubble on his face. It was him.

Everything was go, go, go.

Paul, ready in pizza uniform, was stood down and the armed units brought forward, but they would have to be quick. It was possible they’d been spotted when he’d returned to the window, this time joined by a young woman, most likely his daughter Emma, also shown living at the address.

The police were by the entrance now, every corner of the house surrounded. In a matter of seconds, they would have the room secured and their first forensically identified suspect under control.

Charlie held her breath as the house was lit up by another bolt of lightning, as if caught in the beam of a giant searchlight. The officers were poised ready by the front door. As the thunder thudded and rumbled all around, the front door was breached and the first wave of armed police flooded in.

*

Emma ran back over to the window, shielding herself from view behind a curtain. The police were swarming inside the lobby. A clap of thunder crashed across the sky, but above the noise of the storm, she could just make out further loud crashes.

Suddenly she remembered the gun. It would still be hidden in the drawer. The clatter of boots on the wooden floorboards of the entrance hall was getting louder as she stood gripped with fear. What if they found it? Would she be arrested?

The noise of the footfall increased, the sound prompting her to move. She ran to the drawer, pulling at the clothing, but the gun was nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t there. Her father must have returned when she was at Kelly’s and moved it, but what if it was still in the room, concealed elsewhere?

There was no time to think. She could hear them outside the door now, the floorboards creaking under their weight. All she could do was hope it had gone completely. For a second, everything went silent, then, with a deafening boom, the door splintered into pieces in its frame and the room was filled with uniforms, guns and shouting.

‘Armed police, armed police. Stand still. Don’t move.’

But they needn’t have shouted. She couldn’t budge anyway. Too petrified to move a limb, she stayed rooted to the spot as officers took hold of her roughly, pulling her arms to the rear and handcuffing her.

‘Where’s the man that was here?’ one of them shouted. He took a step towards her and repeated the question directly into her face.

‘What man?’ she stammered. ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about.’

Other officers were searching the room, upturning the beds, pulling the wardrobe open, checking in any place large enough to conceal a person. Within a few minutes, the initial check was complete and they stood, taking deep breaths from the exertion, evidently satisfied no one else was hidden in the cramped bedsit.

More police were moving around in other parts of the building now. She could hear doors slamming, conversations being held. Behind her back, the cold metal of the handcuffs dug into her wrists, as she crossed her fingers and prayed that her father would not get caught.

For a moment, she imagined him squatting behind a door, squashed into a small space holding his breath, listening, watching and waiting. Then a thought crossed her mind, too awful to entertain; one that filled her head, her heart, and her soul – and made every limb, every sinew, in her body freeze with terror.

What if he had the gun with him? What might he do if he was cornered?

*

Charlie climbed the stairs two at a time and entered the small, shabby bedsit. She was to be rewarded for her efforts with the arrest of their suspect. A young girl, almost certainly Emma, stood to one side, staring at her feet, her arms behind her back. Her complexion was pale with shock and her body slumped in defeat. For the briefest of moments, she wondered whether sick bastards like Thomas Houghton gave a shit about the impact of their actions on their families, but then she realised that Houghton was not there. No one else was there.

‘Where’s our suspect?’ she directed her question at the armed sergeant standing with Emma.

‘There was no trace of anyone else here,’ he replied with a shrug. ‘Just the girl.’

‘What do you mean no trace? He must be here, I saw him at the window.’ She didn’t care that he was senior in rank.

‘Well, he’s not here now.’ The sergeant seemed to be deliberately belligerent. ‘Perhaps if you’d identified him before he entered the house, as you were supposed to, we’d have got him.’

She paused, frustration boiling over. This could not be happening. ‘Well, perhaps if you’d got to the room a bit quicker,’ she started, before stopping abruptly at the thunderous expression on the sergeant’s face.

He took a deep breath and leant towards her.

‘Now, stop right there, young lady. Perhaps you just made a fuck-up with your identification, or he nipped out to have a shit while you were making your mind up. I don’t know, but he’s not fucking here.’

Hunter walked in as she was about to reply. She shut her mouth instead, inwardly seething at his words. The man was obviously making her a scapegoat for their failure, and their spat, conducted as it was in front of their suspect’s daughter, was getting more and more unprofessional. Houghton wasn’t there, that was the end of it.

She could hear the sergeant talking to Hunter and ignored his criticism, instead turning her attention to where their suspect might be. It had definitely been Thomas Houghton at the window, so he must still be in the building.

Turning tail, she left the room, immediately bumping into Naz, who was standing at the closed door of another bedsit. Naz turned and grimaced, before thumping hard on the door, evidently having come to the same conclusion. She stopped when there was no reply.

‘I heard he wasn’t there. So he must be in one of these other rooms.’ Naz banged on the door again. ‘The trouble is, these bastards all hate police and without a warrant for each individual bedsit, they know that we can’t enter. All Houghton has to do is bung them a few quid and then sit tight and wait. None of them would say a word. They’d rather be sitting inside with a fucking evil rapist, laughing that they’ve had us over, than say anything.’

‘And leave him free to do the same again when we’ve gone.’ Charlie bit her lip, tempted to wish it on one of their relatives, but at the same time not wanting to inflict his violence on any other woman. ‘Well, thanks for trying anyway.’ She turned away. ‘I’m going to see what his daughter has to say.’

The armed sergeant was just leaving the room when she returned.

‘Sorry we missed him,’ he said rather sheepishly. Hunter had clearly put him in his place.

She exhaled wearily, ignoring the girl, and walked across to the open window just as a low-loader reversed in, preparing to remove Houghton’s vehicle.

Hunter came across to where she stood, keeping his voice low. ‘I’ve pulled the surveillance team off Ferris for the time being. They’re going to mobilise here for the night. There weren’t any other teams available, and I thought it was more important to go for Houghton, now he’s been positively identified.’

She nodded her agreement, but even that news failed to lift her spirits. Better to have a team following each suspect than confined to one. And Karl Ferris needed monitoring, but there was nothing they could do. Resources in the Met, like everywhere these days, had been slashed. They did what they could.

The rain was still falling, but the thunder had passed on and what was left of the downpour was sporadic and without any real force. The storm was over and the last remnants of its anger were fading, much as Charlie’s mood, and the police operation was scaling down. A small number of officers remained waiting as the Honda Civic was lifted on to the truck and the last few members of the armed unit milled around, just in case Houghton should re-emerge, but they all knew this was unlikely. He was holed up and would remain so until all trace of police activity had gone.

After a few minutes, she turned towards the girl, walking across and unlocking the handcuffs that had, until then, remained fixed in place.

‘Emma Houghton?’ she asked.

The girl nodded.

‘Emma, do you know why we’re here?’

The girl nodded again.

‘So, as you can guess, we’ll need to search this room thoroughly, and you’ll have to leave while we do this. You can pack a few items that you need, but the rest will have to wait until after we’re done.’ She was sure that the girl must have assisted her father and was not feeling unduly sympathetic.

Emma frowned sullenly, shaking out her arms and heading directly towards a chest of drawers. She pulled out a tarnished metal box, checked the lid was on firmly and slid it under her arm.

‘Have you somewhere you can stay?’

The girl shook her head, but this time her expression was grim.

Charlie pointed towards the box, indicating for Emma to open it and softening slightly at the sight of a mother and daughter photo lying directly on top of a hotchpotch of memorabilia. Bet had done some digging on Houghton’s antecedence, so she guessed it must be the girl’s dead mother. She decided to try a direct appeal.

‘Emma, I know you’ve lost your mother. If you help us find your father, then we can speak to the council and get them to provide you with a place to live. You’re only young. They’ll have to assist.’ She paused, trying to hammer home her offer. ‘You don’t want to be on the streets, do you?’

Emma’s head shot up, her eyes now fixed directly on Charlie, challenging and indignant. ‘If that’s going to be the case, I’ll speak to them myself. I don’t need your help.’

‘You know we’ll keep going until we find your father?’ She tried one last time, but she knew that the veiled threat in her last question had been noted and any sense of doing the right thing was quickly slipping away.

‘You do that,’ Emma said gruffly, pushing the lid back on the box and rubbing at her wrists. ‘But you won’t find him with my help.’

*

Thomas leant against the backrest of the settee in the bedsit below. The police activity was dying down now, most of the patrol cars having already peeled out of the car park.

Twenty quid and a packet of fags was all that it had taken to buy his freedom. For a few quid more, he could stay as long as was required. But he wouldn’t stay long. He had Catherine and Emma to think of.

He lit another cigarette, passing one across to his comrade on the next cushion and cursing his bad luck. The CCTV at the convenience store he’d burgled the other night must have provided a clearer image than he’d imagined. He’d done nothing else to attract attention from the cops. He must be wanted for that. It was unfortunate, but it wasn’t anything too serious. No one had been hurt and many of the local shops had benefitted from his actions.

Still, it needn’t have happened if Rocky had got his facts straight and Jason hadn’t believed the boy so readily. His mind turned to his second secretive excursion with Rocky, memories of the Beretta springing to mind. Thank God, he’d doubled back after his argument with Emma and retrieved it. Maybe Lady Luck was smiling after all. It didn’t bear thinking what could have been happening to her had he left it in the bedsit.

He laughed out loud at his good fortune, sucking hard on the remnants of his cigarette. He knew what was required to avoid being found by police. He’d seen it enough times in the last year, when they’d come knocking at the crack house door. A change of phone, a change of appearance, a change of location. No sweat.

As soon as the coast was clear, he’d make contact with Emma and speak with Jason. Jason would help. Jason could arrange new digs and a new identity. And this time, Jason owed him.
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There was no name shown on the phone as it flashed in her hand, just a number.

‘Hello,’ said Emma, cautiously.

‘Emma, it’s me.’

Relief flooded through her, taking her a little by surprise. After all the years of impatience or downright hostility towards her father, it was as if the scene with Kelly and Yasmin had finally made her acknowledge they belonged together. Thomas was all she had left, and due to her own stupidity and loose tongue, she had almost lost even him.

‘Dad! Thank God. Where are you now?’ Emma smiled, despite her discomfiture. She’d spent what was left of the night sleeping in the vestibule of a church and her body still ached from the hard floor. ‘Are you OK? How did you get away?’ The questions spilled straight from her lips, and she suddenly realised that there had been no confirmation that he had actually escaped. The call could be coming from a police station. ‘You did get away, didn’t you?’ She held her breath.

‘Yes I did.’ Thomas sounded a little distant. ‘A mate in another bedsit put me up for a few hours. I waited until the early hours of the morning, then jumped out of his window and escaped out the back. I’ve been hunkered down in a park since then.’

Emma gasped out loud, appalled again at the trouble she’d caused. She could hear the drone of traffic, the odd shout of a person nearby, so she knew he was telling the truth. Now she had to try to make amends.

‘The cops wanted me to help them find you – in exchange for a bed for the night.’

There was a long pause. ‘Did you tell them anything, Emma?’

‘No, Dad, I didn’t say a word. And anyway I want to help you, not them.’ She tried to overlook the fact that he’d failed to check on her welfare, thinking only of his own interests, but it rankled slightly. Still, it was he who was in trouble. She was just collateral.

‘Are you sure?’ Her father sounded uncertain, bewildered even. It was the prompt that she’d been waiting for.

‘Of course I’m sure, Dad.’ She had to demonstrate she was on his side. ‘I’m sorry if I haven’t exactly been nice to you in the past, but things have changed. I can see you’re trying.’

‘I am trying, Emma.’ In an instant, her father’s tone brightened. She could almost imagine his eyes shining with pleasure at even this small vote of confidence. ‘And my mate Jason will help. He’ll get us somewhere to live, I know he will. He’s a good bloke. Come to his flat now, Emma, and I’ll introduce you.’

He dictated the address, explaining where and when to meet. With every word, her reticence grew. She knew of Jason. She’d heard her father speak of him in the past. She’d heard her mother rebuke him for their friendship. Jason was her father’s drug dealer, the man who had been responsible for her father’s decline, but now he was being mooted as the way out, the person that would help them in their bid to make a new life together. She wasn’t at all confident that he could help, but what other option was there.

She thrust her phone deep into her pocket, picked up her holdall and started to walk away from the church. Her change of heart was leading her into dangerous waters, but there was no other choice. The next journey might prove far more dangerous than the one from which she’d fled, but, as yet, she didn’t know.

What she did know, however, was that in one tumultuous day, she had become her father’s partner in crime – and she was in it for the duration, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, until death tore them apart. There was no going back.

*

Thomas banged on the crack-house door and waited. It would be too much of a risk to crash straight in with Emma. She was a stranger to Jason and, on the whole, Jason didn’t like strangers.

The door was opened by Silver, who stared hard at his daughter, before beckoning them to follow.

‘Tommy’s got a new young bit of stuff wiv ’im today,’ she said, taking her place in an old armchair.

‘Thank fuck for that!’ Jason squared his shoulders and winked towards him as they entered the lounge. ‘Might stop you going after that ghost wife of yours.’

Thomas blanched at the comment, wanting to react, but thinking better of it. He knew the truth, even if Jason took the piss. And, anyway, Emma was already sensitive to any mention of Catherine. How much worse would it be to hear her mother spoken further about in those terms? Now was not the time.

Ebony and Ivory sat slouched against each other on the sofa, staring at Emma curiously. He forced a smile to his lips, resting a hand on her arm for reassurance. She looked nervous at being thrust into the spotlight.

‘So, who is this beautiful new friend of yours?’ Jason turned his attention to Emma, eyeing her up and down. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’

Thomas tensed slightly, letting his arm drop but nudging her gently forward. She was beautiful. Sometimes her voice or touch was enough to send a small bolt of electricity down his spine. ‘This is my daughter, Emma,’ he said proudly. ‘And since you mentioned my wife, Jason, she does look very much like Catherine actually.’ He reached out and squeezed Emma’s shoulder. ‘She’s eighteen,’ he added, not really quite knowing why her age was important, but at the same time wanting Jason to know that she was an adult.

The girls nodded their approval, before a few reserved greetings were exchanged, all parties as yet unsure of the other.

‘So, why have you brought her with you today?’ Jason was direct. ‘Not that I mind of course.’ He leered openly. ‘She’s very pretty.’

Thomas extended his arm round Emma’s shoulders, suddenly protective.

‘The police came looking for me, last night. We need somewhere to stay.’

Jason jumped to his feet, immediately heading towards the window and peering out through a gap, as if he expected to see a van of cops parking up below. ‘What the fuck have you been up to?’

‘I don’t know, Jason,’ he replied honestly. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong, apart from that thing at the shop. There were CCTV cameras inside that you didn’t mention.’

Jason was frowning. ‘Even if there were cameras, they’d have to be fucking brilliant to get a good picture of you in the dark.’

‘The only other possible thing I can think is if I was seen with Rocky, you know? When he picked up his parcel.’ He paused, trying to remain vague with Emma present. ‘Some of the cops were armed last night.’

Jason lit a cigarette and drew on it hard, blowing the smoke out in a plume and turning to face them.

‘Rocky does have a bit of a reputation for hanging around people with shooters. They wouldn’t have had to know what you were doing, just that you were with him.’ He spat out the cigarette, grinding it against the floorboard. ‘Fucking Rocky. That might explain it. They wouldn’t normally send armed cops otherwise.’

He felt Emma straighten against his arm and looked towards her, noticing immediately how her cheeks had paled. Better to steer the conversation away from that subject.

As if reading his mind, Jason moved across to a cupboard. He pulled out a box containing some of the stolen travel passes and phone cards from the shop and threw it towards Ebony, before slumping down on a chair. ‘I’ll need you to stash these somewhere else until the heat’s off. They might take some explanation if the cops come looking for Tommy… and I don’t want to be the one doing the explaining.’

Thomas couldn’t help smiling. It was just like Jason to think only of his own skin. Still, at least he was more chilled.

‘So,’ he tried again. ‘Can we stay here for a while? Emma can’t go back to the bedsit with the cops still there, and even if she’s allowed to return afterwards, it’s not safe with me gone. The house is full of thieving bastards who’ll just walk in and have anything they want.’ He glanced towards Emma before fixing his gaze back on Jason. ‘Including her, if you know what I mean?’ He paused again. ‘And I can’t go back or I’ll get nicked.’

Jason was quiet. ‘Guess I owe you one, but you can’t stay here. I don’t want no cops coming bangin’ down my door.’

He felt the words as keenly as if he’d been punched in the guts. Every glimmer of hope dashed in Jason’s brutal justification of his intentions.

‘But we haven’t got anywhere else to go.’ For a moment, his mind turned to Baytree House, but just as quickly he ruled it out. The care home was derelict. It wouldn’t be appropriate for Emma, and, in any case, he wasn’t sure he was ready yet to share his and Catherine’s special place. Tears were pooling at the corners of his eyes. For some stupid reason, he’d always believed his dealer would look out for him.

He turned away, wiping angrily at his face, realising how foolish he’d been, how foolish he must now look. Why would Jason help him? Why should he? The man was more concerned about his own well-being. He fingered the small scar on his stomach, the souvenir of their last disagreement, sensing his dreams draining away.

‘After everything I’ve done for you…’ He put his arm up, shielding his face. He’d had so many plans. With Catherine back, there was so much to do. He’d love the opportunity to visit where she lived regularly. She’d disappeared in the last day or so, but she would be back, and he would be waiting. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. And what about Emma? How could he let her down when she was relying on him?

The girls were watching him intensely. In his head, he could hear mocking laughter. It didn’t do to show weakness, but now he couldn’t stop crying. He had failed… again.

‘Come on, Dad,’ Emma’s breath was warm on his cheek. She spun round, placing her body between him and his audience. ‘Let’s go,’ she said quietly.

He turned to leave. There was nothing further to say.

A shout stopped them in their tracks. ‘For fuck’s sake. I said I owed you, didn’t I?’ Jason was on his feet again, pulling his phone from his pocket and keying in a number. ‘All I said was you couldn’t stay here. At least, not for long.

‘There’re some posh drums a couple of miles away where you’ll be safe. I’ve been looking at ’em for myself actually, and the girls. Four or five bedrooms. Quiet cul-de-sac. Perfect. You could even rent a room or two out if you wanted to make a few quid. We could be proper neighbours.’ Jason held the phone up to his ear, waiting. ‘The building company went bust before they was finished, so they was never put on the market. But they’re as good as built – and they’re just waiting for some new tenants to move in – wiv or wivout paying.’ He winked as the ringtone sounded. ‘But I’m sure the cops will be sniffing round, so first, I need to sort out a new identity for you both.’ The line clicked in and Jason held his hand over the mouthpiece and grinned. ‘And I know just the man.’
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The news that they had a second suspect identified for Maryanne’s attack but they had lost him went down as badly as expected. Charlie watched as Maryanne Hepworth threw her hands up over her face and shook her head, mutely. She watched as their victim closed her eyes, before opening them again just as fast. It wasn’t hard to imagine her disbelief.

‘I can’t believe you let him get away!’ Her sister Danielle was more forthright.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Charlie said, biting her lip. She and Hunter had thought it best to pass on news of the failed operation to catch Thomas Houghton in person. The regret was genuine. Any loss of a suspect was taken personally and Charlie particularly was feeling responsible. ‘Sometimes things don’t go to plan however good the preparations. Last night it was the weather that caused the problem.’

‘Like leaves on the line, or the wrong type of snow?’ Danielle snorted, clearly determined to make them squirm still further.

The surveillance team was still on the plot, and would remain so at least for the time being, but they were well aware the chances of catching Houghton were remote. If he hadn’t already slipped out from one of the many rear windows or doors with limited view, it was obvious to them all he would remain hidden. The person giving him sanctuary would be on the lookout for police and, with the best will in the world, keeping even the savviest surveillance team concealed for any length of time, in a tightly knit community, without showing out, would be almost impossible. And there wasn’t a magistrate in the whole of England who would agree to authorise search warrants for every individual bedsit.

‘We’ve already started paying a visit to all his known associates, and we’ll be there if and when he signs on.’ Hunter didn’t like having to apologise; far better to offer something even vaguely positive instead. ‘I’m sure we’ll track him down soon.’

What Charlie noted, as Hunter spoke however, was that he seemed quite happy to omit the details. In a frenetic morning of enquiries, the team had already established that Houghton’s dole money was paid remotely into his account, so he could therefore access it through any cashpoint in London – and most of the enquiries with friends and family had proved negative. He no longer worked, so he had no employer, or place of employment, and his family, what was left of it, had pretty much disowned him in the last year. Every knock on the door had so far provided nothing further of use. What little information anybody had was old news.

All anybody could say was that Emma was with her father, and her father, though rumoured now to be a petty criminal, was not deemed to be dangerous. He took drugs, but then so did many other people.

No, as far as all their enquiries that morning were concerned, Thomas and Emma Houghton had pretty much disappeared into the ether, and since Emma had turned eighteen, the authorities no longer cared. It was no more than their intelligence had suggested.

‘Is there anything else we can do?’ she heard Hunter ask.

‘Haven’t you done enough?’ Danielle hammered home the point, but Maryanne instead fixed her sister with a look that even Charlie could read. Enough was enough.

‘Thank you for trying, and for coming to tell me personally. I’m sure you’ll get him soon.’ She stood and walked across to the window, staring out across her sister’s small patio and yard. ‘There is one thing you could do, now the forensic examination of my flat is finished. I haven’t dared to go back there yet, but I do need to collect a few things. Would you come with me?’

*

The journey to her flat was over in a flash, but halfway there Maryanne started to panic. Stupidly, she’d persuaded Danielle to wait at home, and already she was regretting her decision. Although Charlie and her boss were very friendly, police officers were police officers. There was nothing like having the comforting shoulder of your sister to lean on.

With it being Saturday, the traffic was light and her road was extra quiet. They parked up outside, her pulse beginning to race. She took a deep breath, trying to quell her unease. It was ridiculous. Nothing could happen. She was quite safe.

‘You will come in with me, won’t you?’ she asked, not recognising the timidity of her own voice.

‘Of course we will,’ Charlie climbed out of the car, with the inspector following suit. They walked up the driveway together, one on either side, holding her steady. The hanging baskets outside her door were lush and green, and she noticed immediately that the rose on the trellis was also filled with colour and life. One of her neighbours had clearly taken on the job of keeping them watered and this small act of friendship was not lost on her.

She gave her key to Charlie, unsure now whether she could even enter. As the door swung open, her legs turned to jelly. She’d always found the phrase somewhat amusing, but as she stepped over the threshold she was amazed at the preciseness of the analogy.

The air inside the flat was dank and stale, a similar mustiness to that found on the return from holiday. This was different though. Where once her home had been a place where friends and family were made welcome, now it felt hostile, brooding even. The atmosphere had changed. Throwing open a window in the lounge, she allowed the sweet scent from a nearby rose bush to replace some of the staleness, marvelling at how recently her grandmother had noticed precisely the same thing.

For a moment, she stared out at the view across the rear lawn, transported back to the previous summer, sharing a communal barbeque with neighbours well into the early hours. DI Hunter was out there now, poking about by the flower beds. She turned away at the sight, making her way instead towards the bedroom. Those days were gone – and they would never return.

The bed was still bare, all the bedding taken for examination. For some reason, the sight shocked her. She stared at the mattress, suddenly aware of the hollow in which she usually slept, the slight depression in the fabric that matched her figure. As she stared down at it, the man’s body took shape, on top of her, in her, pressing her down against the fabric, the smooth gunmetal grey blade suspended above. The sheer clarity of the image made her gasp. The nightmare was becoming too real. She had to leave, and she had to leave now.

‘I’ll just get my stuff.’

The words calmed her slightly as she shouted them. It wouldn’t take long. And Charlie was there. Swiftly, she gathered together some clothes, pulling shirts from the wardrobe, dresses, trousers, shoes, perfume, shoving them together in an untidy mass in her suitcase. Normally she was so organised.

Her cosmetics were in the bathroom. As she entered, she noticed the shower curtain was missing and her facecloth had been removed. The towel she’d placed so fearfully across the window on the night it happened had also been taken down and the sill dusted for prints. A layer of grey, graphite powder was spread along its surface, the coolness of the tiles making it appear damp and blotchy. As she stared, the blotches morphed into shapes, faces, bodies, grasping and swaying.

A shadow fell across the glass, and a scratching, scraping sound filled the space in the alcove. Somebody was outside the window.

Throwing her hand to her mouth, she tried to swallow back the panic as it bubbled up her throat, but it couldn’t be halted, the desperate scream exploding into the air, its clarity muffled only by her fingers.

‘It’s only Hunter,’ Charlie was with her in an instant, her hands guiding her out of the bathroom, out of the flat, out into the brightness of the garden. ‘It’s only my boss. Look! Don’t worry. You’re safe.’

She saw the inspector. She heard his apologies and the way he flushed red with remorse. She understood it was him, she’d seen him there a few minutes earlier, but as she stood in the sun waiting while her bag was retrieved and the flat secured, she knew, without doubt, the flat had to be sold. Charlie was wrong. Her words were a lie. She wasn’t safe. She would never be safe.

*

Maryanne’s scream was still ricocheting round her head as Charlie navigated the one-way system around The Oval. She didn’t believe she would ever forget it. Nor did she think she would ever forget the look of blind terror in her eyes. It had been hideous to witness.

Danielle had taken control as soon as they’d dropped Maryanne off, the younger woman determined to do everything in her power to alleviate her sister’s distress. But there would be no let-up for the next few hours. That afternoon, Maryanne would be attending a private clinic to have a pregnancy test and a check for the presence of HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases. With any luck, the fact that a condom had been used would negate all the possibilities – but just the processes of elimination would be harrowing.

They passed the Imperial War Museum, the sight, for an instant, making her sad. It was where she’d first encountered Ben.

Hunter turned to her as they came to a halt at the traffic lights.

‘You know Houghton’s been back at Maryanne’s, don’t you?’ He pulled an evidence bag from his pocket and unfolded it on his lap. Inside were the remnants of two spliffs, just the last damp, dirty dog-ends remaining. ‘I found these outside the bathroom window. And the earth looked as if it had been recently trampled. I’ll get SOCO to take a look, but I’ve got no doubt they’ll turn out to be from him.’

They moved off.

‘I didn’t want to mention it until we’d dropped Maryanne off,’ he said softly. ‘After what I’d just put her through.’

‘You weren’t to know.’ Charlie picked up on his guilt, silencing at the sight of a small scrum of reporters who were gathered outside the gates of Lambeth HQ. It seemed these days there was always some member of the media on hand to take an interest in an ongoing case – or the fuck-ups of a previous one.

The sight of the microphones immediately reinforced their failures. If they themselves weren’t to appear in a future damning investigative news story, they’d have to buck up their ideas.

Hunter ran his hands across his scalp, rubbing furiously at his eyes. She watched his frustration and understood precisely what was in his mind. As usual, their thought processes were in sync.

‘Can we keep the surveillance on Houghton’s bedsit for another day?’ she asked as a thought popped into her head.

‘Emma!’ Hunter nodded. ‘She’s his Achilles heel, isn’t she?’

Charlie nodded grimly. ‘She’ll be back to collect her belongings as soon as the SOCO is done.’

She waited while the security gates were lifted, then moved forward into the high claustrophobic walls of the yard, reversing carefully into one of the only remaining parking bays. Their options were fast becoming just as restricted. If Emma was spotted at the bedsit, she might lead them to Houghton and they, in turn, might be able to put an end to the series of violent attacks – but if they missed her…

In the silence, she knew exactly what they were both thinking. It might be the last opportunity they would have.
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It was Emma’s idea to shave her father’s hair off. She’d seen this sort of thing done in films. It all looked so easy. And somehow she had to make up for getting them into this mess.

‘Dad, you’ve got to grow your beard and moustache, and we’ll get you some glasses. We need you to have a hair transplant. Take it off your scalp and put it to your chin.’

‘Yeah, Tommy. Do what Emma says. It’ll put years on you.’ Ebony and Ivory giggled in amusement. Being a similar age to Emma, they were already like old friends.

They all laughed as Jason appeared with a razor. It wasn’t that sharp, but it did the job and they were soon surveying her father’s new profile in the mirror. The skin on his scalp was mottled, with scars previously hidden from view now exposed. She watched as he stroked his chin, his fingernails pulling at the new growth. At present, it was more designer stubble than beard, but it wouldn’t take long. In fact, it had always been a source of wonder to her as a child how quickly he became covered in hair. She leant over, examining the dark growth, carefully shaping it into the beginnings of a goatee.

The transformation was amazing. He already looked so different, and with a pair of glasses and a change from his usual clothes, there was no doubting that only someone close would stand any chance of a successful identification. Hopefully no cops would know him that well.

She peered at his reflection in the mirror, aware of his eyes on her. He was smiling and had a curiously contented expression on his face. She smiled back. Things had certainly improved. She’d been made to feel so welcome. Maybe she should have just given in to the inevitable a long time ago, but there was no point clinging to the past. She would have to look forward – to plan, and now, as she stared critically at her own reflection, she realised that she too would have to change. Any police officer recognising her would automatically look at who she was with – and if she was with her father… No, she couldn’t take the risk. A new hairstyle wouldn’t go amiss and the dramatic addition of some heavy goth-type make-up would seal the makeover.

Her thoughts were disturbed by a loud knock on the door. She ran to a bedroom, signalling for Thomas to follow. This couldn’t be happening. The door to a fitted wardrobe was open and she squashed herself in, indicating for him to do the same. If it was the police, as she feared, they would no doubt be found, but they had to try. Thomas was still levering himself into the tight space when she heard Jason greeting the arrival. She relaxed at the tone of his voice. It clearly wasn’t the cops, but, as she reversed back out into the open, she was slightly taken aback at how automatic her reaction had been.

Jason was calling for them to join him. They did as bid, the colour rising in Emma’s cheeks at the sight of a good-looking, blonde youth, not much older than she, standing in the hallway. His hair was so fair, it was almost white, cut short and tousled carelessly and his skin was tanned.

‘You must be Emma?’ he gave a slight bob of his head, and reached out to greet her.

She took his hand, her face still burning, her eyes captivated by the boy’s lopsided grin. ‘Yes, I am,’ she said, feeling a hand on her shoulder. ‘And this is my father, Thomas.’ She loosened her grip and the youth offered his hand instead to her father.

‘I am Josef,’ he said, frowning at Thomas’s hesitation in taking up his greeting. ‘Jason has asked me to help you, if you want my assistance, that is?’

Thomas tilted his head to one side but said nothing.

‘Yes, we do, please, if you can help us.’ Again she blushed. Why was her father being so rude?

The youth withdrew his hand and strode into the lounge, pulling a rucksack off his shoulder and spilling its contents out on to the table. A dozen mixed documents and cards lay on top of the sticky surface.

‘Take a look and tell me what you think,’ he said, standing back as they both came across.

She picked up one of the cards, staring incredulously at a driving licence ID in the name Emily Warrington, perfectly finished but with no photo.

‘Jason told me what was required this morning when he phoned. I have worked hard throughout the day to get these done.’ He pointed towards the driving licence in her hand. ‘You will see that I have changed your surname, but I have kept your first names similar. People tend to slip up more easily if these are too different,’ he explained. ‘I just need an up-to-date picture of you to finish it off.’ He leant down and selected the driving licence counterpart and several store cards, also flawlessly produced with identical details, and offered them to her. ‘Use these until you have the completed photo IDs. I can also get you a passport when I have your photo.’

‘Dad, look,’ she thrust one of the store cards towards Thomas, nervously aware that her father was still acting decidedly coolly towards the young man who had so readily helped.

Thomas peered silently at the cards, holding them up towards the light and examining them minutely. Josef was pointing towards other fake documents in the name Tommy Warrington. His manner was more formal now, reflecting her father’s cooler disposition, but his Eastern European accent still sounded lilting and sing-song. Emma couldn’t help being drawn to the man, even if what he did was illegal.

‘They are good. Thank you for helping us,’ Thomas said stiffly, placing the cards back on the table. He seemed so distant to Emma, almost businesslike, and she couldn’t work out why. ‘How much do you want for them?’ her father asked.

‘How much do you have?’ Josef countered.

And then she understood. Nothing came for nothing in this world. Money would be required. Whether they got their new identities would depend on cold hard cash.

Thomas pulled a wallet out of his pocket and leafed through a few banknotes.

‘Just under sixty quid,’ he muttered quietly. ‘That’s all I have, but you can take it all.’ He offered the notes to Josef, before turning towards her, his eyes pleading. ‘I did have more, for some work I did for Jason, but I had to pay the man who helped me escape, and get a new phone and SIM card to contact you on.’

She reached across and clasped her father’s hand, trying to calm his obvious panic, watching as Josef counted the cash, frowning.

‘These cost five times this amount. I have to take risks.’ He swept his hand over the table, starting to gather the documents up. ‘I need more or I will take these away.’

‘But I haven’t got any more at the moment,’ Thomas spun round towards Jason, who was standing silently listening to the conversation, before turning back to Josef. ‘Please let me have them, and I will get you the rest of the cash in the next few days. I promise.’

Josef snorted. ‘If I give you these now, how do I know that you will keep your promise? How do I know whether I’ll ever see you or the cash again?’ He started to zip up the rucksack containing the forgeries.

Emma couldn’t bear it. With one swift movement of his hand, Josef was dispelling all their hopes, shutting off her father’s only possible means of escape. Their future was literally being held within Josef’s clenched fist and she could do nothing to stop him leaving. A loud sob escaped from her lips and she clamped her hand over her mouth, staring at her father’s shaven head, all of a sudden aware of how futile their plans had been.

Josef turned towards her, his face softening slightly, before looking away and sighing heavily. Emma watched as he prepared to leave, but just as he was about to go, Jason stepped forward, holding his hands out to stay the man.

‘Josef, wait. You know me. Can’t we do a deal? How about another hundred quid – and one of my girls?’

He shouted for Ebony and Ivory, and immediately they appeared, standing one on either side of him, leaning seductively towards Josef. Emma held her breath, staring at her new friends as the scene played out in front of her, before realising with horror exactly what Jason was offering. How could she expect Ebony or Ivory to do this for her, for her father? It wasn’t right.

Josef paused as if considering the offer, and then placed the bag down on the table and turned towards her. ‘I can see you don’t agree with what Jason has offered,’ he said, perfectly in tune with her thoughts. ‘And I like you. So I will make a counter offer.’ He turned towards Thomas, his mouth twitching into a thin smile. ‘I am prepared to take a hundred pounds more, but if you want your documents and your new life, then you must be prepared to let me have your daughter. Fair’s fair.’

The room fell silent. To Emma it seemed as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of the atmosphere, then suddenly the stillness was shattered as her father let out a loud wail and lurched towards Josef, his arms raised wildly.

‘No,’ he cried.

Jason stepped between them, taking hold of her father’s arms and holding them still. Thomas didn’t retaliate, instead he slumped away, his body sagging, any further fight expended.

‘You can’t have her, not my daughter, not Emma,’ he whispered.

Josef picked up his bag again, making a point of swinging it high on to his shoulder. ‘Then it’s no deal.’

She watched as he started to stride purposefully towards the door. Jason stood to one side this time, Ebony and Ivory staring silently from their positions behind him. Her father remained hunched, seemingly beaten, saying nothing.

But she couldn’t let Josef leave. She couldn’t let him walk away with their futures. He was about to pass her now, on his way out. Straightening, she stepped out, blocking his way, taking hold of his hand.

She saw her father turn to face her. ‘No, Emma. I’ll find another way.’

But there was no other way. She knew that. The chance of a new life together was disappearing as fast as it had come. The clock was ticking. Jason wanted them out and, without the new identities, her Dad would be discovered. Josef, with her hand firmly grasped in his, was moving towards the bedroom door.

She glanced at her father, noting how his eyes were dull with exhaustion and defeat, then she turned instead towards Josef, assessing what was required, her head coming to terms with the only decision on offer. He was cute, she had to admit. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad. And he had said he liked her. And, it wasn’t as if he’d be her first. She’d had a couple of other boyfriends who weren’t half as good-looking… and anyway, there was no other option.

She heard her father call out once more, pleading with her to change her mind, but there was no going back.

‘It’s OK, Dad. I’ll be fine,’ she tried to sound dispassionate. ‘If this is what it takes, I’ll do it.’

*

Night was drawing in when Charlie picked the phone up and keyed in Amy Briarly’s number.

‘Hello, Charlie,’ Amy answered at the first ring. ‘My FLO told me you had identified a second suspect. It sounds hopeful. Any more progress?’

Charlie took a deep breath and updated Amy on what enquiries they’d made to catch Thomas Houghton, repeating, almost exactly, what they’d told Maryanne. It wouldn’t be long before he was arrested. Taking a leaf from Hunter’s book, she didn’t mention the fact that they’d already lost him once, or that, with the SOCO now having concluded their search at his bedsit, they’d got no further forward waiting for his daughter to return. Nor did she see the need to tell Amy that, in any case, they still weren’t a hundred per cent certain his crime was actually connected to her mother’s murder.

‘That’s good,’ Amy replied, taken in by her summary. ‘I’m keeping up the pressure too.’ She explained that she and George would be taking part in an interview the next morning to keep her mother’s murder high in the public awareness. It was to be shown later on Sunday evening. She hoped it would attract a lot of viewers. ‘Did you hear what was stolen from my mother?’ Amy switched the subject.

‘Yes, her engagement ring,’ Charlie replied, glad to have heard the FLO passing on the news earlier that afternoon. She couldn’t help thinking Amy might have lobbed the question in to check if she was fully up to speed. ‘That must have been a shock’

‘It was.’ Amy sounded satisfied with her answer. ‘In the last few years, Mum had arthritis in her fingers. She’d taken to only wearing her wedding ring as a result and always kept the engagement ring in her bedside cabinet. I knew exactly where it should have been, because she’d promised it to me. It was awful when I found it missing. It had meant the world to her.’ There was a long, drawn-out intake of breath. ‘And to me,’ Amy added softly, pausing again. ‘Let’s hope no other daughter has to go through the same thing.’

Charlie listened to Amy’s final plea, barely able to comprehend the depth of grief inflicted by the theft of such a sentimental item. She was hoping the same thing too, the whole team were, but with luck not going their way at present, it was anybody’s guess whether another child would indeed suffer the same fate.
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Today had not gone well, and it was time he was compensated.

The man hoisted his bag up onto his shoulder and prepared to get going. Tonight was to be his reward for having to put up with all the crap.

He picked up his pace, his stride lengthening with every footfall, right, left, right again, along a darkened alleyway, under the leafy boughs of trees and shrubs, in fact any road or pathway devoid of cameras. The area was his domain, his hunting ground, and he knew every inch of it with his eyes shut. For a few paces he tested himself, closing his eyes to the way ahead, imagining in an instant the sight of Violet Nicholson’s ageing skin, the sensation of her windpipe and the carotid artery vibrating between his palms. Once he’d been happy just to talk, but not any more. Now he’d inflicted death, he wanted the thrill again. It was heady stuff.

The night was perfectly still, windless and silent, and the air was fresher than the last few days, the storm having cleared some of the mugginess from the atmosphere. He breathed in the damp smell of the pollen, hammered to the ground by the weight of the rain, still wet and sludgy underfoot, any noise from his footsteps muffled by the water drops.

It couldn’t be more perfect. Silence built suspense and suspense heightened tension, his every movement exaggerated, nerves held taut, like in a horror film, waiting for the axe to fall. Any residual sound would be further muted once he snipped the telephone wires and slipped the worn old lock in the front door. Violet Nicholson wouldn’t know what was coming. She would be lying asleep in her bed, relaxed and oblivious to his entrance – and he couldn’t wait to make her acquaintance. The thrill of the silent chase was exquisite.

It was slightly later than normal as he crept across the recreation ground and peeped over the fence into the wild abandon of the old woman’s garden. There would be little time to savour the wait. Everything was dark, even the moon being shielded from view under the canopy of overgrown trees, spring shrubs and budding flowers. He lifted his head and inhaled the scent of the night, wanting to exchange it immediately for the cloying smell of fear.

Tonight, the passage of time would not be stilled in the drop of the axe. Tonight, it would continue in conversation, the gentle probing of lifetime memories, and the soft, warm pressure of skin against skin.

*

‘Come on, Charlie, let’s get out of here.’

Paul yanked her coat off the stand and threw it in her direction. They were the last ones left, the rest of the team having slipped away in dribs and drabs.

‘I’m taking you out uptown. You’ve had a hell of a few days and you need cheering up. We both do actually. So,’ he hoisted her bodily to her feet, ‘let’s go. I’m making it my mission to put the smile back on both our faces.’

There was no scope for argument, and she didn’t have the energy to try. Charlie was on her way. As they walked, she felt Paul link his arm through hers, not really sure who was holding who, but not caring either. They crossed Westminster Bridge, past the rather sorrowful sight of Big Ben swathed in scaffolding and headed towards Trafalgar Square. There was little conversation between them. There didn’t need to be. Tonight, it would just be the two of them, her and Paul, her best friend and companion.

Charing Cross Road was as busy as always, the piercing shrieks of drunken revellers louder even than the honking of horns from the tricycle taxis that weaved in and out of the traffic. They passed a food stand, the smell of the countryside filling her nostrils as the vendor tossed charcoaled roast chestnuts into bags. A brilliantly coloured hoarding spun on its axle from its vantage point on top of a menswear shop, advertising the joys of the West End theatre shows.

They passed Leicester Square and headed towards Soho. Paul led the way. This was where he loved best; the part of London that indulged his sexual preferences. Here was the Admiral Duncan, the Ku Bar and G.A.Y. – clubs and pubs that paid no heed to gender, sexuality or age. Everyone was accepted here. Everybody was equal.

She didn’t protest as he nudged her towards a particularly loud bar, relaxing as her body filled with noise. She didn’t complain as she was carried by a mass of heaving, sweaty bodies to the centre of the room. Nor did she object when a cocktail was thrust into her hand, then another and another. Tonight, she didn’t have to think, to feel, to be Charlie. Tonight she could just be.

*

‘Who’s there?’

The voice was thin with age, trembling. It sounded again through the darkness.

‘Is somebody there?’

The man stood stock-still, pausing in his movements, listening to the rustling of her bedding. A torch flickered on, its thin light wavering across the clutter in the bedroom. The room was a mess, with piles of boxes heaped on top of each other, old picture frames leaning one against the other, dozens of ancient newspapers stacked in towers. The old woman had let things slip. It happened with the elderly, especially when they lived alone.

He licked his lips and adjusted his mask, holding the base of it open, the air inside already becoming oxygen-less with the anticipation of their introduction.

‘I know you’re there,’ the voice had strength to it now. ‘Come out where I can see you.’

He bristled at the command. This one sounded feisty and he didn’t like the sound of it. He preferred them submissive.

The beam of the torch roamed to where he stood, motionless behind a stack of old papers. He stepped out into its meagre light, at the same time switching on his own powerful torch, aiming it upwards at the mask, waiting for her reaction to the grotesque grinning image. It came swiftly in a loud gasp and the rasping of her breath, the sight filling her lungs with terror. He grinned from ear-to-ear, his delight at her distress from within his disguise mirroring the expression of the skull. He loved this bit.

‘Violet?’ he asked.

‘How do you know my name?’ the old woman whimpered from where she lay.

‘I know all about you.’ He chuckled as he spoke, savouring every tremulous cry.

‘What do you want?’

‘I want to talk. Tell me all about what you did in the war.’ He took a few paces towards her, holding out his gloved hand to stroke a few strands of her hair back in place, but she brushed his hand away, scrabbling further from his reach across the bed.

‘Get away from me,’ she cried out, her feisty demeanour returning. ‘I don’t want to talk to you.’ She waved her arms at him, as if urging him to leave, shooing him out, like a troublesome feline, her scrawny wrists and bony fingers cutting through the air in dismissal. ‘Leave me alone,’ she screamed again, her expression half-demented. She was clearly deranged and wouldn’t be calmed.

He placed his torch on top of the pile of newspapers and took hold of her arms, his fingers easily fitting around each skinny wrist. She started to struggle, tugging with her arms to become free, but he grasped them tightly. It took no effort to keep them still.

She flung her head from side to side, her eyes wildly searching for someone, anyone, trying to establish if there was a way out, but there was no one to help and nowhere for her to go. The torchlight lit up her terror. She opened her mouth as if to scream, but no sound came out. He gripped both wrists within one hand and leant forward, clamping his free hand over her mouth and chin, in case she tried again.

He could smell her breath, sleepy and stale, drifting through the holes in his mask and into his nostrils. His eyes searched her face but saw only anger now in the set of her brow. She was not a gentle soul, as he had expected, and she was unlikely to talk kindly to him. In fact, she was unlikely to talk at all.

‘I do not like you,’ she snapped, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Get out of my house.’

He frowned, within his mask, his whole body tensing with disappointment and regret.

This was not going to go well.

*

A long queue snaked back from the nightclub, under Charing Cross Station and along Villiers Street. Every now and again, a train rumbled overhead, vibrating the cobblestones and sending miniscule showers of dust spilling from the brickwork.

Charlie’s head rested on Paul’s shoulder as they edged forward, the pounding of the music getting louder as the line became shorter. Her mouth tasted of salt and citrus from the numerous tequila shots she had necked and her throat was sore from singing to the over-hyped anthems, popular within the gay community. But their night was not over. The best was yet to come.

‘Thank you,’ she mouthed, as they reached the door and were swallowed up into the darkness.

‘You’re very welcome,’ Paul chuckled back, guiding her through brick arches and circular caverns, until they got to the main dance floor.

A DJ was perched on a platform at the front of the stage, his hand punching the air in perfect time with the beat, while his audience lurched up and down in random, uncontrolled movements. It was the hour of the night when chaos reigned.

‘Let’s dance,’ Paul shouted over the throb of the music.

A thousand tiny lights peered down from the ceiling and out from the walls as Charlie nodded her agreement, further adding to the muzziness inside her head. Paul was at her side, his normally immaculately gelled hair sticking out in stiff peaks, the large diamond studs in both ears glinting crazily in the laser light. He opened his mouth wide and laughed, the gold stud in his tongue flicking in and out in perfect synchronisation with the anthem.

As she too let down her guard and started to sway, Charlie’s eyes focused on a row of slanted blue lights, spelling out the name of the club. She started to grin as her eyes picked out each individual letter, starting with H and ending with n, slotting them together to make her perfect place. How could Paul have known they were meant for her? She reached out and tapped his arm, jerking her head in the direction of the sign and winking. Today had been hell, but tonight, they were in Heaven.

*

It was still dark when the man slipped out the front door and retraced his footsteps. A slight mist clung to the top of the undergrowth in the back garden, wetting the legs of his trousers as he pushed through the brambles, the fabric catching on individual thorns. A particularly strong barb tugged at his clothing and he kicked at it in irritation. The visit had not panned out as he had hoped.

Violet Nicholson was half-mad. It was no wonder her home was in the state it was. There was no way imaginable anybody would be allowed over the threshold of her bungalow with her blessing. In fact, it was far more likely that any family member trying to check on her welfare would be given short shrift and forbidden from entering… and as for social services! Well, they may as well not bother even trying. There would be absolutely no possibility a visit by anybody from officialdom would ever be entertained.

No, Violet Nicholson was as independent as they came. She saw only who she wanted, spoke only when she wanted and listened only to the words she wished to hear. Conversation had been minimal. Every attempt at making small talk had been met with disdain, if not downright aggression. The woman was surly, contemptuous and without an ounce of compassion. How she could ever have served as a nurse in the war was impossible to imagine.

He pushed through the gap in the back fence and paused, checking for the presence of people in the recreation ground, his fists curling open and shut as he acknowledged it was deserted. Could she not see how desperate he had been to talk?

He had tried. For many minutes, he had tried, attempting to lure her into her past, to speak of her memories, to return to a bygone era when communities were more like extended family and the elders of the neighbourhood were treated with respect and gratitude: a time when the collective war effort was rewarded with patriotism and a sense of belonging.

Violet Nicholson had wanted none of it, intent on belittling his every attempt and yelling at him to leave. The final straw had come when she’d mentioned his mother, screaming that she would likely be disgusted by the way his fingers roved gently across her face and hair, scolding him for his actions in trying to be friendly.

He started to walk, his boots leaving footprints across the dewy grass. He pulled the hood of his coat up over his head, its thick, furry lining throwing his face further into anonymous shadow. The file of certificates and photos tucked into the waistband of his trousers felt rough against his skin. He plunged his hands into the coat’s deep cavernous pockets, adjusting the position of the file, his fingers brushing the antique engraved nurse’s fob watch still stored perfectly within its original presentation box. She didn’t deserve it.

Nor did she deserve the hand of friendship that had been extended in her direction – just as he had not warranted her withering critique or icy tongue. She could stay in her messy home, surrounded by the clutter of her past, having paid no heed to the needs for her future. She could stay lying alone in her own sad world.

He smiled, as he hefted the bag further onto his shoulder and thought of how proud his mother would actually be. Violet had never known her, nor had they ever met. Violet had no idea how full of grace his mother was, how she admired how he had cared for his elderly grandparents. Even with dementia, they too had been beautiful people, never criticising, always calm and tender in their ramblings. They had never told him off or demeaned his efforts.

No, Violet Nicholson would scold him no more… because Violet Nicholson was dead.

*

A faint pink sunrise was just dawning as Charlie opened the latch on her garden gate and ushered Paul towards her front door. They had only three hours to sleep before they were due back to the office.

Another bunch of flowers lay on the doorstep, the same size and colour as before and with the same ornate thistle taking centre spot.

‘Ooh, Charlie. Who’s your secret admirer then?’ Paul picked them up, spinning them round in his hands to check for a name label. There was none.

‘It’s just Ben.’ She pushed the front door open, snatching them from his hands, suddenly irritated by their presence. If Ben wanted her to forget him, then why did he keep insisting on sending her flowers? Entering the lounge, she tossed them on to the table and indicated her sofa.

Paul needed no further encouragement. He threw himself down and closed his eyes, falling asleep almost the second his head touched the cushion. Charlie pulled a warm fleece throw from the back of the sofa, tucked it down on top of her friend and headed for her bed, careful to ignore the flowers. She wasn’t going to let anything, or anyone, spoil her night.
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At the smell of bacon butties, Charlie’s stomach heaved.

She took one look at Paul, his mouth wrapped round a particularly large, greasy bap, and headed for the washroom, her hand clenched firmly over her mouth. What she saw in the mirror, after she’d relieved her stomach of its contents, was literally a sight for sore eyes – red bloodshot ones, which had almost vanished in white pasty cheeks.

A sheen of perspiration clung to her forehead and she groaned audibly as she brushed past Paul on the way back to her desk, conscious of three sets of perfectly bright eyes trained on her. Naz, Sabira and Bet were all grinning from ear to ear.

‘Bastard,’ she whispered under her breath, knowing that she’d loved every minute of their time together. ‘How do you do it?’ Her stomach did another flip.

‘Years of practice,’ Paul sank his teeth into the roll.

‘Put me down for some more training then,’ she smiled through clenched teeth and slumped in front of her computer. The night out had provided just the tonic she needed, though right now, she’d have killed for a dose of Alka-Seltzer and a long sleep.

Bet shuffled across with a mug of steaming black coffee and several pages of typed A4 paper. ‘Hunter wants you to take a look at this while he’s in having his ear chewed by the big bosses. It’s the psychological profile on our suspect.’ She placed the mug down directly under Charlie’s nostrils and winked. ‘He wants you to see how it fits Houghton and Ferris. Just what you needed eh?’

Charlie groaned again as she tried to focus on the report. All the perfectly typed paragraphs were swimming together hazily.

‘Oh, and he’s not best pleased you two were late.’

Charlie shrugged. He didn’t know the half of what was going on. Even less what was going on in her head.

The report made interesting reading, giving an analysis of their likely offender. She tried to concentrate, ticking off each point as it affected the profile of each of their suspects. Much of it fitted both men, but frustratingly there were parts which seemed to point to Ferris, while others that leant towards Houghton.

She was about to discuss her thoughts with the team when Hunter came banging through the door. He looked as if he was about to explode, his cheeks burning as hot as the chestnut vendors from the night before. ‘So help me God,’ he started to say, before scanning the office. ‘Glad you could make it in.’ He frowned towards her. ‘While you and Paul have been pissing it up, I’ve been getting it in the neck from the bosses at our lack of progress.’

‘All units, standby. A girl has just entered Houghton’s bedsit and has come to the window. She has a large holdall and looks to be packing property into it.’

Charlie’s ears pricked up as the voice of a surveillance unit rang out on a radio positioned on Paul’s workstation. The interruption couldn’t have been more perfectly timed. Hunter strode over to the desk and nudged up the volume of the speaker while the team crowded round.

‘Is it our subject?’ the sergeant running the surveillance operation asked, his voice crackly over the airwaves.

‘Negative.’ The answer was loud and clear. ‘This girl is similar in age, but she is a black female and has Afro hair, cropped very short.’

Charlie frowned. There was no way Emma Houghton could ever be described in that way.

‘Do you want us to follow her when she comes out?’ another voice asked.

This time it was the sergeant’s turn to say no. ‘Negative, at this time,’ he instructed. ‘We only have authority for surveillance on the location and the specific subjects. We can’t follow this female.’

Hunter’s phone started to ring. Charlie knew in an instant how the conversation would go, even though every molecule in her body wished it weren’t so. This girl, whatever her identity, was clearly not Emma, but she had almost certainly been sent by her, or Thomas Houghton. She had a key to the room and knew which items to collect. If they tailed her from the address, the chances were she would lead them straight to their target, but their hands were tied. The restrictions placed upon them by RIPA, or the Regulation of Investigative Powers Act 2000, to maintain the privacy and Human Rights of this particular female would override the urgency to catch their rapist – even though she was clearly colluding to give him his freedom. The rights of Maryanne Hepworth and his other potential victims to live their lives free from fear was not a consideration. It made her blood boil, and it wasn’t hard to see that Hunter felt exactly the same as he discussed the issue in clipped tones. The vein on his forehead was bulging dangerously.

‘Bloody RIPA,’ Hunter seethed, ending the conversation and throwing down his mobile phone. ‘Another chance to get the bastard, lost. One of these days, the politicians might start putting the victims first.’

He got up and stormed into his office, slamming the door shut and Charlie grimaced towards the rest of the team. They could all hear him shouting loudly down the office phone. It was only by a stroke of luck that it wasn’t her on the receiving end.

A few minutes later, he emerged.

‘That’s it, team. I’ve spoken to the DCI and I’ve stood down the surveillance squad. Houghton and his daughter are not going to return now. That’s perfectly clear, and at the moment, there’s not much we can do. We have no car for them, no phone numbers and no bloody idea where either of them is. Apart from their names, we have sod all.’ He glanced up at the clock on the wall and exhaled loudly, looking pointedly in Charlie’s direction. ‘Go home. There’s no point staying on today. Have a break this evening and make sure you get a good night’s sleep.’ He shut his eyes and his shoulders sagged. ‘We’ll regroup in the morning at seven o’clock prompt and make a fresh start to the week.’

*

Emma ran towards Ebony as she staggered towards her with the heavy bag.

‘Lucky you didn’t go back yerself, Em, even though you look pretty bloody different. There was Old Bill everywhere. I saw at least three of them parked up in cars, trying to hide.’ Ebony dropped the bag at her feet. ‘How often do you see a couple of white guys sitting in a car, in the middle of a council estate, reading newspapers on a Sunday morning?’ She rolled her eyes and threw her head back, cackling with glee. ‘I ask you. You’d think they could be a little more inventive?’

Emma glanced round towards the door of the crack house, suddenly worried. ‘And you’re sure they didn’t follow you?’

‘Yeah, I’m sure. I took a few back-doubles, but they never left their motors. They’re probably still sitting in ’em dumbly now.’

‘Reading their newspapers?’ Emma didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. In the last two days, her life had changed so dramatically she didn’t know whether she was coming or going. It was like Sliding Doors, Mr Benn and Stars in their Eyes all rolled into one. One moment, one decision that had the potential to change her life forever – and the transformation had already begun. Last night, although unsure, she’d slept with Josef. It had been less upsetting than expected. He’d been gentle, almost attentive. Perhaps in time he would grow to really like her, to love her even. She had to hope. What alternative was there otherwise?

She pushed the thought to the back of her mind, concentrating instead on the better memories of the night. How Ebony and Ivory had gone out to the all-night convenience store to buy hair dye, make-up and vodka. In twenty-four hours they had already proved more loyal than Kelly. They’d cut her hair and shown her how to apply thick white foundation and black eyeshadow and liner. And they’d giggled at her reflection in the mirror. They always giggled. Later on when she’d plucked up the courage, Ivory had accompanied her to Waterloo railway station to get her passport photo done. The traffic hub was always open and it wasn’t far to go.

Thomas had got a set of photos done there too, though he had gone alone, still morose and moody after his quarrel with Josef. He’d stayed away for hours, only a phone call from her to his new phone quelling her fears, only the need to pass on his photo for transport to Josef bringing him back. It rankled her slightly, how little he seemed to care for her welfare, how happy he was to leave her, so soon, with relative strangers, but that had always been the case.

She had been the carer, and it seemed that wouldn’t change. But it mattered not now, because Ebony and Ivory were there, Jason and Silver too, and tonight under cover of darkness they’d be moving to the new house. By daybreak, they would be making a new start, in a new home, with new identities. It didn’t matter that the house wasn’t officially theirs or that they’d be claiming squatters’ rights. Theirs would be just one of many similar squats in London. Jason had explained everything. It had been left unfinished and deserted and would otherwise be gathering dust. In fact, as she remembered Jason saying, it would be criminal to leave it empty.

*

The man shifted position impatiently. He couldn’t get comfortable and he didn’t want to settle. He wanted to talk, but there was no one to speak with, no one to listen. He was alone and he didn’t want to be alone.

He got up, heading into the room where he kept his souvenirs, fingering the pages of the ancient photograph albums, looking through the framed black and white photos, the yellowing documents. Everything was old, and he liked old – old, disciplined and patriotic.

He frowned, tracing the contours of an old army medal grasped within his palm. The metal felt smooth to the touch, loved and polished. It spoke of strength, of service, of loyalty – qualities that had made his grandparents stand tall. Qualities that had made him stand tall – once.

He placed the medal back in its holder, anger nipping at his thoughts. Nobody was allowed to care for their friends or family or neighbours any more. Nobody could be proud of their country, apart from those actually serving within the forces. Service and patriotism had been discredited. That was why he loved to hear the stories – and that was why he was still raging at Violet Nicholson’s insults and at Florence Briarly’s sombre disappointment. He had tried to live a good life. It wasn’t his fault that things had turned out as they had. Life hadn’t been fair. It still wasn’t.

The evening news was about to start. He could hear the tones of the programme titles inviting viewers to listen to the events occurring throughout the world today. The summoning chords were loud and distinctive, even from another room, the TV enticing him back to hear the words of the newscaster.

He stood, watching wordlessly as the faces of world leaders appeared on the screen – Donald Trump, Theresa May, Vladimir Putin – names and images of people whose decrees changed policies, whose decisions influenced the everyday lives of people across the planet.

The headlines were finishing and the focus was on local news items now. Two faces appeared, speaking passionately about a series of crimes that had shocked the south of London; how the series was ongoing and needed to be stopped. How the public must help.

He recognised the two people. They had appeared on the news before, and he hadn’t liked what they had said then, encouraging cowardice, mocking the motives of the perpetrator.

This time, however, was different. This time, the old man spoke more, his voice stronger, more fervent, encouraging his audience to do their civic duty. He was offering his services to the nation, as he had done in wartime. He was offering to talk; in fact he was offering to talk to him personally. This was more like it.

The old man was interesting and proud. He had seen the best and worst of humanity, unlike any of the so-called world leaders. He would make a good companion.

He would also be easy to track down, being a neighbour of Florence Briarly, the mother of the woman to his right. How could he forget her, and where she lived?

He waited until the man faded from the screen and then pulled on his shoes. The decision came easily, but now there were things that would need planning, locations to be scoped out, daily rituals to be checked.

The old man wanted to talk – and he wanted a new companion.

He tied up his laces and got ready to leave, the disappointment of his engagement with Violet Nicholson now forgotten. George Cosgrove would have his wish granted. He would talk. He would go and talk to the old man for hours, if that was what George wanted – but it would be his choice as to when it would start – and, more importantly, it would be his decision when, and how, it would finish.

*

‘It’s time to go.’

Thomas heard the shout, spinning round immediately to see Jason standing at the broken window. For a second, he stopped dead in his tracks, the words propelling his hands deep into his trouser pockets, reliving again the precious times when Catherine had made the same declaration. It still always brought a smile to his face. These days, though, he preferred not to think of Catherine dying. Things had moved on since then.

‘Come on, Dad. We need to get going.’ Emma nudged him into movement. She looked so very different now with her dark mahogany hair and heavy black make-up masking her previously blonde hair and fresh complexion. She was almost unrecognisable as Catherine’s daughter, a fact that he regretted – but it had to be done.

The group was in high spirits, the mood one of elation at the new start and the chance to explore a new area. Although only a few miles away, the cul-de-sac was in a different borough; one in which the residents, shopkeepers and council would be unaware of their antisocial living arrangements and criminal lifestyles. More to the point, they would be unknown to the local police, and with their new identity cards almost in place, any introductions would be on their terms and with only their new details being provided.

Thomas grabbed a couple of bin bags and headed down the stairs to where Rocky was seated in a van he had borrowed from a friend. As with the purchasing of the Beretta, it didn’t do to ask him too many questions, so Thomas ushered Emma into the rear, with a hasty introduction, and jumped in next to her, sitting quietly while the others boarded. The same could not be said for Rocky. Several times in quick succession, he brought up the subject of the gun’s location, prompting Thomas’s hurried confirmation that his mate’s prized possession was still safe and sound. He had a secret hiding place that would never be discovered and the Beretta was wisely concealed there.

When the others had all climbed inside, Rocky pulled away, accelerating hard and making the girls squeal with laughter as the van vaulted over the numerous speed humps blighting their passage. Thomas stared out from the rear as they continued through Lambeth and into the outskirts of Mitcham. Here, the council estates were lower level and interspersed between larger areas of private residences.

A short distance from Mitcham town centre, Jason indicated for Rocky to turn right. Thomas looked to where he was pointing and saw a small turning, the entrance of which was shrouded under a canopy of oaks. A church stood at the corner of the cul-de-sac, its old stonework and bell tower blending in with the timeless seclusion of the gnarled trees surrounding it. Standing at the gateway was a large stone cross, and to its side a dark wooden noticeboard giving the times of the Sunday services. He couldn’t take his eyes off the cross, a shiver of apprehension catching him out, as yet again he remembered the failed ‘healing’ services and the way Catherine’s religion had helped to tear their lives apart.

‘Are you going to sit there all fucking day?’ His thoughts were cut short at the sound of Jason’s voice, clipped and irritable. The van had come to a halt round a bend at the end of the cul-de-sac and the others had already climbed out and were standing, staring up at two rows of terraced houses which faced each other sullenly. They were bare and lifeless, with no brightly patterned curtains, no open windows or noisy, colourful occupants and no cars parked haphazardly on driveways. Only the glow from several street lights lit up the row, shining darkly on the windows and making their frontages appear almost perfect from the outside.

‘They’re nice, ain’t they?’ Jason chewed on some gum. ‘Which one would you like?’

‘But we can’t just break into them?’ Emma was incredulous.

‘Why not? If the developers cared, they’d have sold them on at whatever stage they’d got to, or at least secured them properly. Seeing as they can’t be bothered, I figure we might as well make use of them.’

Thomas was almost as dubious as Emma. The houses were beautiful. Four-bedroomed, smooth-fronted buildings with mock-Tudor beams across the upper gable. They were newly built, less than six months old, and were still in excellent condition. Each had its own driveway and rear garden, and shrubs were dotted about the edges to separate them.

‘So which one do you want?’ Jason asked again. ‘We need to get you in before any nosy neighbours notice our van. Once you’re in, you can’t be touched.’

‘You choose, Emma.’ He watched as she scanned each building and stole towards the windows, peering in with her phone torch, before disappearing from view into the rear gardens.

‘Can we have this one?’ she said eventually, returning to the group and pointing to one in the middle of a row of four.

‘Of course you can.’ Jason removed a bag from the front of the van and took out a jemmy and torch, vanishing to the rear himself. A few muffled crashes later and he was back, holding the jemmy aloft and grinning toothily. ‘They don’t make them like they used to. Follow me.’

They did as they were bid, keeping step with Jason round the side of the houses until they came to the rear patio doors which had been lifted off their runner and stood to one side.

‘I’ll fix that when I’ve got ours sorted. Can’t keep my girls waiting.’ Jason raised his eyebrows, heading back to where Ebony and Ivory stood. ‘Have a look around while I’m gone.’

Emma didn’t wait for a second invitation, stepping forward into their new abode, with Thomas close behind. He gave a low whistle at the sight. The house was amazing. All the walls were painted magnolia and a creamy-beige carpet covered the floor. He followed Emma by torchlight, as she wandered into the hallway and up the stairs, glancing into each spacious, bare bedroom, noting the fully fitted bathroom and finishing at the tiny bedroom in the attic. Carpet had been laid throughout and all the fixtures and fittings were in place. Only the kitchen remained unfinished, with just a single hob fitted and spaces left for other white goods.

By the time they came back downstairs, Jason had returned and was attempting to repair the broken door. With a crunching sound, it slipped back into place, moving slowly and roughly along its bent runner. It wasn’t perfect, but it worked and that was all that was required.

‘Oi, Tommy,’ he shouted, as they entered the lounge. ‘Switch on the light.’

He flicked the switch, without a second thought, squinting suddenly as a naked bulb in the centre of the ceiling came on, bathing the whole room in brightness.

‘How thoughtful,’ Jason whooped out loud raucously, at the same time pulling a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. ‘They’ve even left you connected.’ He turned to leave, carefully selecting a small rock of crack from a packet and handing it to Thomas. ‘You might need this to make you more at home.’

Thomas could feel Emma’s eyes boring into him as he mumbled his thanks and slipped it away, suddenly ashamed. He’d always tried to make his use of crack cocaine slightly more discreet, particularly in front of his daughter, though he guessed she wasn’t stupid. Now he was here, he’d give up the hard drugs. Catherine wouldn’t like them, and if Emma was ready to give him a second chance at least he should make the effort.

‘What are you like?’ Jason shook his head, clearly reading his discomfiture and thrust the sheet of paper towards him. ‘Here you go, Tommy! Read this and then put it up at your front window and, remember; if the cops do come poking their noses around, don’t let ’em in, even if they try to say they can enter. They can’t! So only speak to ’em through the letter box and don’t open the door.’

He nodded and took the note, reading it out loud. ‘We have moved in here and are claiming squatters’ rights because we have nowhere else to live. This is not a criminal matter; it is a civil matter between us and the owners, and they must take us to court for a possession order if they want us to leave. Criminal Law Act 1977.

‘Thanks Jason. We’ll do that.’ He rubbed at his eyes, all of a sudden emotional as Jason started to walk away. This was it. From this point on, he was Tommy Warrington and Emma was Emily Warrington, his daughter. They were on their own.

Emma put an arm tentatively around his waist, as if reading his anxiety, and he responded in the same way, his grip becoming firmer with every second that she didn’t push him away.

They stood by the open patio doors, gazing out across the lawn, the sounds and smells suddenly familiar.

‘Why did you choose this house?’ he said eventually, wanting to know if she was experiencing the same feeling of déjà vu.

She turned towards him, her eyes watery and distant. ‘There’s a lavender bush in the back garden which reminds me of Mum. Remember the one we had?’

He did remember. He remembered it well, the scent of its flowers filling the air in their old garden.

‘Yes I do remember.’ He stared out into the darkness, his eyes filling with tears too. ‘Your mother used to love gathering sprigs of it. She’d tie them in small bunches and dot them all around the house.’ He shivered, suddenly ill at ease, as a vision of the old stone cross at the entrance to the cul-de-sac came to mind, filling him with the same knot of dread as always. ‘When she was able.’
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Charlie had never liked Mondays. She liked them even less now they were back to square one, but they’d been there before, on many occasions. Investigations rarely went to plan and this was no exception.

She yawned, stretched and climbed into her running gear and trainers, the prospect of a good fast run into work banishing her lethargy and making her body tingle with expectation. The last twelve hours of solid sleep had dispelled the remnants of alcohol from her system and the night out with Paul had cleared her mind. Even the presence of the flowers wilted and half-dead on the table failed to dampen her hopes. In due course Ben would stop sending them. He would learn to survive on his own. And, even though she still missed him, she too would be OK.

Pulling on her headphones, she headed for the door.

Hunter and the team would be in the office by seven, ready to go, and she would be with them. Luck was what they needed – and what had proved elusive so far – but in the absence of luck, they would be back to basics: sheer hard graft, checking and rechecking the reports and indices, searching for that one tiny speck of evidence that would throw the case wide open.

No, Charlie didn’t like Mondays – but as she set off, sprinting until her breathing became ragged and her lungs gasped for oxygen, she realised they weren’t at square one. They had two credible suspects. Two men who each fitted many of the essential characteristics given in the psychological profile. Two men, either of whom could have committed awful crimes against vulnerable women.

They just had to find the evidence to charge the right one.

*

Maryanne Hepworth rose at seven-thirty, unaware that the team of police officers on her case had already started work. She yawned, stretched and headed for the shower, rubbing the weariness from her eyes. Sleep had come late and ended early, but she was determined to stay positive.

It was Monday and she liked Mondays. Mondays were the start of a new week, and this week she would be attempting to make a fresh start.

The pregnancy test had been negative and the possibility of STDs unlikely. This opinion, although expressed with caution by the clinician, had left her optimistic that the final tests would show her to be clean, clear and free from infection.

With that in mind, over the weekend she had decided to sell her flat. Her last visit had proved she would never feel safe there again. It was tainted with evil and the bad memories would forever override the good. But, at the same time, she couldn’t stay with Danielle and her family much longer. However accommodating and sympathetic her sister and brother-in-law had been, it was time they had their space. The house was small and overcrowded. She needed to leave.

So, the previous day, arrangements had been put in place for her flat to be viewed, valued and marketed, without her having to return, and later that day, she would be taken by a local estate agent to view a number of properties.

She stepped into the shower, allowing the hot water to cleanse away her fears and awaken her body still further. This Monday was to signal the restarting of her life. For the first time in a week, she would allow herself a glimpse into the coming days, and she was determined they would be bright. The man who had stolen her past and her present would not be permitted to steal her future.

*

Emma was woken from her sleep by a loud knocking. Quickly she pulled a dressing gown around her and headed towards the stairs, her heart racing. As she passed her father’s room, she peered in, noticing with a shock, the room was empty. He was out. These days, he was always disappearing, but where the hell did he go?

As she came to the landing, she remembered Jason’s warnings. Don’t open the door, unless you’re sure you know who’s there. With this in mind, she tiptoed down the stairs and peeped out from the glass panels at the side of the door. Josef stood waiting on the step, his blonde hair looking even whiter and spikier in the sun’s early rays.

For a moment, she froze, not sure whether to invite him in or tell him to go away, her emotions still all over the place at the thought of what had happened between them.

‘I’ve got your IDs, Emma, if you want them?’ Josef’s voice was soft, probing, but the message behind the words was clear. If she wanted the chance to build a new life, she would have to answer the door.

Nonetheless, her fears seemed to be unfounded when she pulled the door wide open. Josef dipped his head and nodded, waiting politely on the step to be invited in.

‘Good morning, Emma,’ he said, walking straight down the hallway as she ushered him in. ‘Or should I say Emily? You’ve certainly changed.’

She closed the door firmly, double-checking the catch had fallen properly into place. It wouldn’t do to risk any unwelcome visitors, especially ones in uniform.

Josef was in the kitchen, tipping the contents of his rucksack out on to the work surface. He flashed her a smile as she entered, the same lopsided grin that she’d found so endearing when they’d first met.

‘All yours,’ he said, with a wink, allowing his gaze to drop from her face to the open neck of her gown as she drew closer. She smiled back, watching in turn as he stretched his arms upwards, running his fingers through his hair, before placing them on his waistband.

She shifted slightly, her eyes following the journey of his limbs to where they sat provocatively on his skin, taking in the jut of his hips and the way his fingers slowly unclasped the top button and shifted almost invisibly against the thin line of hair that ran from his chest towards his groin.

The view stirred her unexpectedly.

She lifted her sights to the mound of documentation, her head trying to make sense of her physical desire. Yes, he was appealing and sexy, and he’d treated her well. Yes, he’d helped two total strangers, but it had come at a price – which she couldn’t as yet forget.

She stretched out an arm, hoping the feel of a shiny passport in her palm would end her conflict, that she’d know that it had all been worthwhile. As she did so, she felt his hand on her arm, his fingers gripping her tightly around the wrists, his touch igniting her desires.

‘Well, at least, they might be all yours,’ he muttered huskily, plucking the passport carefully from her grasp and tracing a finger towards the gap at the top of her dressing gown. ‘But seeing as there’s no one else around, for now, you’re all mine.’

*

Thomas arrived home, just as Josef was descending the stairs, adjusting his T-shirt over the taut, well-toned muscles of his abdomen.

For a moment, he wondered what the younger man was doing in his house and was about to issue a challenge, but he stopped abruptly as a dishevelled Emma appeared at the top of the stairs. Josef glanced back, before training his eyes directly at him, the set of his lips conveying everything he needed to know.

Thomas closed his eyes, anger and shame filling his head, hot and fast. How could he have let this happen? He was supposed to protect Emma, not throw her to the wolves.

He held his ground, waiting, as Josef advanced towards him down the stairs, until their shoulders brushed and he could smell the distinct fragrance of the boy’s cologne. He could take no more. Grabbing hold of the younger man’s arm, he swung him round and pushed him hard against the wall, their faces almost touching.

‘Get out of my house,’ he snarled.

In an instant, Josef lurched forward, knocking him slightly off balance and headbutted him straight in the face. The sudden violence took Thomas by surprise. He released his grip immediately, dropping to his haunches and clutching his nose as it filled with blood.

‘Dad, stop it,’ he felt Emma’s arms around him, but he couldn’t understand her words. Why was she going to the boy’s defence?

‘I’ll go when I want to go,’ Josef stepped round him and headed for the kitchen, appearing to have made himself very much at home.

Thomas remained still, knowing he was beaten. He had never been a fighter and was no match for the strength and agility of the younger man.

‘I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have let him do this to you. I should have protected you.’ He gripped Emma’s hand. But it wasn’t enough. It could never be enough. He’d allowed this to happen, standing to one side while she had stepped into the breach, his daughter showing nothing but bravery – while he displayed only weakness. The knowledge sent his head reeling.

‘You’re doing your best.’ Emma brushed his apology aside, pulling a wad of tissues from her pocket and trying to stem the flow of blood. ‘And, anyway, Josef is OK. He’s treated me well.’ She paused, taking his head in her hands. ‘And he’s brought our ID papers.’

Josef lifted his bag, reaching out to pick up two passports from where they lay on the work surface. Thomas could see him from where they were crouched.

‘Maybe I should take these away? Or maybe you should pay me more.’ The comments were aimed at him. The boy was goading him.

‘Please don’t,’ Emma’s voice was small. ‘My dad doesn’t mean anything. He’s just worried for us both. He’s not well…’ Her voice petered out altogether.

Thomas stared from one to the other. He couldn’t understand what was happening, and he couldn’t understand what she meant, but the boy’s expression had softened slightly and he’d replaced the passports on the work surface.

The seconds lengthened.

The nosebleed had started to clot, droplets of blood dripping out slower, when Thomas stood at last, lifting Emma to her feet. His thought process was slowing too; defeat now the main emotion filling his head.

He walked to the front door and opened it wide, waiting as Josef hauled the empty bag onto his shoulder and took heed of his action. As he drew level, Thomas lowered his voice, glancing round to check his daughter was out of earshot, before aiming one last question at him. ‘Haven’t you had enough?’

The question lingered in the air. Thomas could hardly breathe while he waited for an answer, but after what seemed an age, Josef shrugged, blew a kiss on his fingers and strode away across the tarmac.
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By mid-morning, Charlie was sure that cameras would be the key to catching their suspects. So far, identifications had only been made using the human eye and it had shown to be a flawed strategy. Both Thomas Houghton and Karl Ferris had been missed after late identifications, the subsequent actions being rushed and a touch panicky in the haste to get their man. Camera footage could be viewed and reviewed. It would give correct timings and provide the unequivocal evidence they needed to assist with convictions.

Charlie set to work completing the paperwork to obtain authority for directed surveillance. Camera equipment would be sited at the front and rear of Maryanne Hepworth’s flat and the front door of Karl Ferris’s abode. They needed to know whether Houghton was continuing to stalk Maryanne Hepworth in order to detain him without delay and what times Ferris came and went from his flat.

Houghton still had to be their main priority, being a DNA match, but Ferris was a close second. The question of whether the rape belonged with Op Greystream was still a pressing one – and one that couldn’t yet be unequivocally answered. Things had stepped up a gear with the murder and rape. Could there be more of a sexual motive to the attacks than they previously thought? There had always been an element of it in the way their suspect touched and stroked their victims. Could this now have crossed the line, or was it just because a younger woman had been present, rather than Maryanne’s grandmother as their suspect might have expected? And now he had killed, was his intention now murder rather than simply burglary? Could that explain Maryanne’s attacker not wearing the mask? What if anything had tipped the balance? They had to know.

To that end, Naz, Paul and Bet were further researching their suspects’ backgrounds, attempting to fill in the gaps of the psychological profile. Did either have elderly relatives or neighbours that they were particularly close to, maybe who had died? Were either connected to the military? Did they have any secret places in which to hide the stolen property? Nothing had been found at either Ferris’s address or Houghton’s bedsit. There was still much to learn.

To emphasise the differing significance on their two suspects, though, a static camera was to be placed with Ferris, while a camera with a live feed was to be set up around Maryanne’s flat. The camera at Ferris’s flat would record footage only when tripped by motion, setting down the date and time of any movements in or out by the occupiers or any visitors. The cameras positioned at Maryanne’s flat would provide live footage of the scene, connected remotely with monitors situated in their office. If Houghton had returned before, there was every likelihood he would return again.

Sabira set off, heading to Ferris’s location to assist the tech guys with positioning the camera, not having had any contact with the man herself, should he suddenly emerge. Charlie was to assist at Maryanne’s.

Returning to the flat with the technical crew, she was struck by how eerie and forlorn it now felt. Nothing had been moved since their last visit.

She noted the For Sale sign newly positioned at the front of the building. Maryanne had obviously made the decision to sell. Hopefully she would then be able to move on, both physically and mentally.

Charlie wasn’t surprised, but she was pleased. She would have done exactly the same in her shoes. There was no way she’d ever feel safe remaining at the scene of such a traumatic attack. She shivered as she recalled Maryanne’s scream from two days before. Even with a culprit caught and imprisoned, there was no guarantee they’d remain incarcerated for long. It seemed, these days, that even the most violent rapists were paroled early.

It didn’t take long for the technicians to site the cameras. The first was concealed in a hedge directly opposite the front door, and the second looking down at the rear from a nearby drain pipe.

Job concluded, she jumped into her car, keen to get away. Something about the visit had spooked her, and the sooner she got back to the office, the better.

Watching the action from behind a monitor would be a damn sight better than reliving it there.

*

The estate agent’s name was Dennis and he was in his late fifties, spoke with a slight lisp and had a full head of jet-black locks. Maryanne couldn’t take her eyes off them, unable to tell whether his hair was dyed or whether it was a hairpiece. Whatever it was, though, just the sight of it was lifting her spirits and taking away her nerves. Dennis was harmless and, for the first time since it had happened, she felt no fear being in the presence of a stranger.

The estate agent took out a file and pushed it across the table towards her. ‘We’ve got a few that would suit you perfectly,’ he said, checking his watch and heading towards a key cabinet. ‘Have a quick look while I sort out my car. It’s almost four already, so we’ll have to get going.’

She opened the file and flicked over the first two properties, noting that they were only a few miles from her present flat. She didn’t mind in which direction to search, as long as she was out of Streatham. Traffic links were good from almost everywhere in London and Danielle would still be near. Looking at the properties now, it was clear she would get more for her money if she went out of London, rather than inwards.

Dennis was almost ready, pulling a trilby hat low on to his head, and opening the door ahead of Maryanne.

Maryanne took his lead and followed him out to his car.

The first property was a two-bedroomed flat in Camberwell. Set more towards town, it offered less than her present flat and was located on a busy road.

The second property, half an hour’s drive away, was larger but was in need of modernisation. Maryanne could see the potential, but the thought of having unknown tradesmen in and out of the safety of her home made the thought of purchase absolutely untenable.

The third property, right out in the suburbs, was a mid-terraced house, in pretty much the right state of repair, but as they viewed it, she could hear the sound of several dogs barking almost continually from the garden of the next-door-neighbour. In the ten minutes it took to do the viewing, her irritation at the constant noise had flared sufficiently to know this property would never give her the peace and quiet she craved.

Dennis appeared undaunted as they trooped back to the company car.

‘I’ve saved the best until last,’ he said, pulling the trilby carefully from his head and bending down into the driver’s seat. ‘But the asking price is above what you stipulated. I’m told there could be an offer of finance to make up any difference, but I think you’ll like what’s on offer.’

She flipped the file open and skipped forward to the page on which the property was featured. At first sight, it certainly looked promising, but the price was indeed set higher than she had hoped.

‘It’s a brand-new development. The houses are all different, some larger, some smaller. They’ve just come on the market and will no doubt be snapped up quickly,’ Dennis was saying. He pulled away, heading out of London towards the provinces. ‘They’re not far from here.’

The journey was short, but with the rush hour now in full flow and the light fading, it took longer than expected. Maryanne had plenty of time to read the description and her anticipation was growing. The house was a mid-terrace, set in a quiet street with plenty of off-road parking. It was within easy walking distance of the shops and had a mainline station nearby, providing trains straight into the heart of London. When she felt able to return to work, it would be perfect. In fact, everything about it sounded perfect.

‘Here we are.’ Dennis was slowing down now.

Maryanne closed the file and looked up, immediately liking what she saw. The road into which they were turning was tucked away from view behind an old church. A high metal gate lay open at its entrance.

‘It’ll be kept closed, when more of the properties are sold. The developers are leaving it open for viewings at the moment,’ Dennis commented, as if reading her mind.

He drove forward into the cul-de-sac, indicating points of interest, but Maryanne was hardly listening. Opening up in front of her was a small, private close with houses on either side, clean and inviting. New houses with stunning frontages and little work necessary, homes in which children could be raised and where they could ride bicycles and play safely in the street. They were the types of property in which to grow old.

‘They’re beautiful. Can we take a look?’

The estate agent stopped at the end of the drive, positioned his trilby carefully on his head and pulled a bunch of keys from his pocket. ‘Of course we can,’ he said, gathering his things together.

Maryanne jumped out of the car, choosing in her head which house would suit her best. The street lights flickered on as she stood waiting for Dennis to join her and she noticed the wind was picking up, whipping the new green leaves into a frenzy on the boughs of the old oak trees at the entrance.

‘Some are already occupied,’ she commented. ‘There’s someone in that one. I just saw movement. Have some of them been sold already?’

Dennis frowned and followed her gaze, wandering over to the entrance of one displaying a light and squinting at a small legal notice taped to the front door.

‘Damn it, squatters have moved in,’ he mumbled half to himself. ‘I’d better take you round one of the others.’ He placed a hand on her back and guided her towards a smaller house on the opposite side, unlocking the door and ushering her inside. ‘But don’t worry,’ he smiled reassuringly as they entered, ‘it won’t take long to get them removed.’

The house was silent but for the first time Maryanne didn’t mind, relaxing in its aura of tranquillity. Any unease from the proximity of the squatters was soon forgotten as Dennis took her on a full tour, showing her round each room, pointing out each feature. In the main bedroom, she paused, staring out at the view. Directly in front of her stood the opposite row of houses, with the old stone church to her left. The bell tower rose up in the foreground, partially obscuring her view of the London skyline, but she could still see many of the capital’s most iconic buildings. The sun was moving slowly down the sky and clouds spread out across the horizon, cloaking the tops of the skyscrapers in Canary Wharf.

‘I love London in the evening. It looks so majestic,’ she said simply.

Dennis came across the room and stood behind her. ‘It certainly does,’ he agreed.

They stood silently together looking out as the wind whistled around the window frame and guttering.

‘It’s beautiful, and I would love to have this one. It feels like home already and the view is stunning. I could stay like this for hours.’

‘I could too,’ Dennis acknowledged, checking his watch again. ‘Unfortunately, though, time is pressing on and I need to lock up and get going.’

Maryanne looked down at her watch, shocked to see it was nearly 6.30 p.m. Danielle would have dinner ready and the kids would be waiting for their favourite auntie to read their bedtime stories. She dragged herself away from the room, reluctant to tear her eyes away from the panorama, and followed Dennis down the stairs, waiting for him in the street while he secured the house. He seemed to be having trouble, sorting out the correct keys, but she didn’t mind. She could stay there forever.

There were voices coming from the house occupied by squatters, the sound of laughter, not intimidating, but out of place in the serenity of the empty street. She turned towards the building staring up at it, just as the window above the front door opened and a man’s face materialised. His sudden appearance made her jump.

At the same time, she heard a noise from behind and, spinning round, saw Dennis’s trilby hat flying through the air and the estate agent clutching his head as a gust of wind flipped his hairpiece backwards, leaving it hanging at a jaunty angle on the collar of his jacket. His expression was one of horror and his cheeks flushed a brilliant crimson.

Maybe it was the shock of seeing the man’s face at the window moments earlier that made her overreact, but Maryanne started to giggle, before throwing her head back, unable to prevent the laughter escaping from her lips at the sight of the poor estate agent. She clamped her hand over her mouth, desperate to avoid any further embarrassment being heaped on him, but whatever she tried, she couldn’t stop, as she watched him chasing the hat along the pavement, whilst trying to keep his hairpiece in place.

After a minute or so, he returned, having retrieved his hat, and regained his composure. He unlocked the car door on her side first and held it open, steadying her with a hand on her back as she climbed in, magnanimous enough to laugh with her. Whilst he prepared to drive, Maryanne glanced up and saw the same shaven-headed, bearded man staring out from the window in their direction, his hands against the glass. The man looked familiar, but she couldn’t place from where she knew him. She thought she heard the man shout, but the wind took the sound from her and she couldn’t hear the words.

She shrugged away a small ripple of disquiet. Nothing and nobody was going to dull her enthusiasm for the property. Anyway, the squatters would be evicted by the time any purchase was completed, just as the estate agent promised.

As Dennis pulled away, she turned one last time to look back at the house she was already hoping to call her own. It had been a strange visit – enlightening, optimistic, embarrassing, vaguely disturbing – but one that she knew she would make again.

*

Thomas ran after the car as it disappeared down the driveway, but it was already round the bend in the road. It was Catherine, his Catherine; she had returned to him.

But now she was leaving him again, driven away by a man he didn’t know. A stranger who had been close to her, touching her, making her laugh, stealing her from him.

As he sprinted, he allowed the memory to run and rerun in slow motion, through his mind. How he’d been lying asleep in his room when he was woken by the noise of a car, the sound of male and female voices talking nearby. How his curiosity had got the better of him and he’d gone to the window to check it wasn’t police. How he’d recognised Catherine immediately. She looked smart and elegant, with her blonde hair tied up and twisted into a loose knot at the nape of her neck.

He’d longed to run straight out, but the presence of the man had stopped him in his tracks. He was suave and well-dressed, with a trilby hat and clipboard. He had watched, frozen to the spot, as they had appeared at the bedroom window in the house opposite, the man standing directly behind her, no doubt breathing words of desire into her ear. The man made her laugh, he opened the car door for her, he placed his hand easily on the small of her back, he treated her like a lady.

The sight and sound of Catherine was captivating. The way her slender neck was exposed and her face creased with joy as she threw her head back. He couldn’t take his eyes off her every move, watching as she laughed, with her voice, with her eyes, with every part of her body, just as she had so long ago, when they’d first fallen in love.

For a moment, when their eyes had met through the window, he’d thought there was a connection, a union of minds, harmony, but just as quickly as the idea had come, so it dissipated into the air, snatched from him as the man whisked her away.

The vehicle was disappearing from view now. In desperation, he called out her name, repeating it again and again as he dropped to the ground, his head in his hands, his heart racing with the exertion of the sprint.

He sank down further onto the cold concrete, lying prone, his eyes turned upwards as the tail lights retreated into the night.

‘Catherine,’ he whispered out loud, the wind taking his words away in a single breath. ‘Catherine,’ he said again, this time louder. ‘Please come back.’

*

The air in the house was still when Thomas returned, only the sounds of muffled conversation and the blare of a TV pulsing through the thin walls from Jason’s disturbed the silence. He roamed from room to room searching for Emma, but she was not there. She must have gone next door to join the group, while he had slept.

The lights were all on, highlighting their lack of furnishings. Apart from a mattress each and a sofa with sagging springs rescued from a skip earlier in the day, they had few items to bring comfort. Even the bin bags of clothing and boxes of assorted belongings had failed to make any impact on the empty spaces. Something had to be done.

Slamming out from his house, he moved across the few steps to Jason’s squat and banged on his door. Ebony’s face appeared at the glass panel to its side and within moments the door was flung open and he saw Emma, leaning against a wall, chatting and laughing with Ivory.

They beckoned him in, and he followed them through into the smoggy, airless atmosphere of Jason’s lounge. The room resembled a jumble sale, filled with a discordant collection of mismatched chairs and sofas, but at least it had furniture. They had clearly been busy.

Silver was spread across a sofa, her long naked legs wrapped possessively round Rocky. She beckoned Thomas across, uncurling her hand slowly and gesturing with a talon-like fingernail for him to take a seat, but he ignored her request. He had to speak to Jason.

The patio door was open and he could see his dealer, concluding a liaison with a pale-skinned man of almost skeletal appearance. Striding out to join them, he watched as the man took possession of several wraps in return for a small bundle of credit cards. Jason liked to be helpful. If his clients didn’t have cash, then a few hooky cards would do very nicely.

He paused, waiting for the man to leave before turning towards his dealer.

‘Jason, I need to earn some more cash. Now!’ Thomas bit his lip, moving from one foot to the other impatiently. ‘I have to get my place ready. I need to bring my plans forward.’ He knew better than to say for whom, but his intention was clear. As were Catherine’s. Why else had she come? She clearly liked the street, but their house wasn’t a proper home. It was unfinished. Unfurnished. ‘Can you help?’ He scratched at his scalp ferociously, the thought of the stranger’s hands on Catherine driving him to distraction. ‘Please, Jason.’

‘Christ, Tommy, chill out. I think I can help, as it happens.’ He shouted for Rocky to join them. ‘Rocky’s just started a bit of a business, selling on motors,’ he explained while they waited. ‘I think he’s getting one in tomorrow. If you can give it the once-over and smarten it up ready to be sold, I’m sure he’ll give you a decent cut.’

Rocky appeared through the haze.

‘Tommy here wants to help you out with your new business.’ They exchanged glances. ‘He needs a bit of cash in hand to do up his new gaff.’

Rocky stretched, slapping him hard on the back. ‘Guess you’re in then, my man. I’ll call for you tomorrow.’

Arrangements finalised, the three of them stepped back into the smoky lounge.

Within a few minutes, Thomas’s head was buzzing with the effects of a rock of crack, taken on tick, in lieu of a few quid of tomorrow’s earnings. He sank deep into an armchair, his body twitching in anticipation of his imminent reunion with Catherine, listening to Emma laughing with Ebony and Ivory. She was a good girl. He loved the way she had taken everything in her stride in the last few days – the girls, Jason, the new house… him. Only the thought of Josef irked him, but Emma had seemingly coped with that too. Listening to her laughter, it suddenly dawned on him that she might be doing all this because she loved him. That he might actually love her too. She was fast becoming what Catherine had always claimed she should be. His girl. Daddy’s girl.

The memory of Catherine’s wish made him feel suddenly protective. Emma was tipsy tonight, but he knew it would only be a matter of time before she succumbed to the temptation of drugs – and he couldn’t let that happen.

Looking around the room, he noticed most of the cans of booze appeared scrunched up and empty on to the floor. If the lure of drugs was to be averted, he would need to keep plenty of beer on tap.

‘I’m going for some more beers at the offie. Anyone want to come with me?’

Ivory stood up shakily, lurching towards him and taking him by the arm. Together they shambled out into the freshness of the night, each holding the other steady as the wind buffeted them about. It was dark, and the houses opposite looked gloomy and solemn, all except the one that Catherine had graced. That seemed brighter, a warmer blend of grey, the glass in the windows reflecting the light from the nearby street lamp more readily than the others in the row. Or was it his imagination?

As they rounded the bend in the road, he was almost blinded by the headlights of an oncoming vehicle. A police car stopped next to them and they were joined on the pavement by two uniformed police officers, one male and one female. The two officers were young, inexperienced, by the looks of them, the female only a few years older than Ivory. The policewoman started the conversation, the male standing back and letting her do all the talking, but Ivory was having none of it. These two coppers needed to be sent packing, and she, for one, wasn’t going to play their games. She was on a roll. Yes, they were living in one of the houses, but they had squatters’ rights and there was not a fucking thing the cops could do.

He listened as Ivory started quoting the law, his mind clearing with her every squeal, instinctively knowing they shouldn’t antagonise the cops. They had to keep them sweet. He concentrated hard.

The policewoman was giving as good as she got, explaining that they would be searched, giving made-up reasons, however facile and uneconomical with the truth that they were.

She went through Ivory’s bag and clothing, delving deep into each pocket, looking for anything to give them the upper hand.

‘Name,’ she said, obviously disappointed at finding nothing.

‘Tara Fielding, 27th July 1998, female, white, known, not wanted,’ Ivory said, patting her hand over her mouth and feigning boredom. ‘Got previous for a bit of loitering, a bit of shoplifting and some credit card stuff. That’s all.’

Thomas wanted to laugh. He’d never heard her called that before. Tara? The name sounded posh – and so strange coming from her lips. The female cop was checking her details now, confirming Ivory’s assertions.

‘And what’s your name?’ she turned to him abruptly.

He raised his eyebrows, caught out by her sudden change of tack, concentrating on his new details. ‘Tommy Warrington. I’ve got my passport with me, if you want to see it.’ He indicated his jacket pocket.

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Have you now? Going on holiday, are we? I’d better have a look then.’ She reached in, pulling the shiny new passport out and pointing her torch at it, checking his photo against the printed image.

‘Date of birth?’ she demanded, barely looking towards him.

He reeled out his new date of birth and she repeated it into her radio, waiting for the result of her enquiry.

‘Have you ever been in trouble with the police?’ she asked, pre-empting the result.

‘No, never,’ he lied. ‘Unless you count a couple of speeding tickets?’ He grinned towards her, trying to lighten the mood.

‘No trace,’ came the voice over the radio.

She frowned. ‘Are you sure?’ She spoke back into the radio, repeating his details, her eyes trained on his face, not letting him out of her sight.

‘I’m sure,’ he butted in, his hands beginning to shake. Perspiration was prickling on his forehead and the small of his back.

‘Still, no trace,’ the voice of the woman at control came again.

‘All received.’

The policewoman pursed her lips and looked across at her colleague, as if waiting for him to decide whether anything further needed to be done – or if indeed there was anything more they could do. He was clearly the more senior of the two.

Thomas waited, rooted to the spot, as the pause lengthened uncomfortably, then the policeman turned away, motioning her to follow.

‘Thanks for your time,’ she said, her expression giving away the fact that she was not in the least grateful.

He watched as they climbed into the police car, turned it round and moved away towards the main road, before letting out a whoop of relief.

His new persona had worked. The cops had no idea of his true identity. There was no stopping him now.

*

PC Lisa Goddard turned towards her colleague as they drove away from Mitcham town centre.

‘That was never his real name,’ she said. ‘There’s no way he didn’t have a criminal record. Did you see his eyes? He was high as a kite. He couldn’t even look me in the face. There isn’t a crackhead out there who hasn’t come to notice with us at some time in their life.’

Her colleague nodded in agreement.

‘And did you see the way he was so quick to tell us about his passport,’ she continued. ‘Who carries a passport round with them all the time anyway?’

‘Someone who doesn’t want us to do too much digging.’ Her colleague was pulling into the yard at Mitcham police station. Their shift would soon be over, but they’d be back for late turn the following afternoon.

‘Lucky I jotted down the passport details then.’ PC Goddard pulled out her pocketbook and checked the clock on the wall, as she entered the parade room. ‘I’ll put a short information report on the system before we go, and tomorrow I’ll make some enquiries at the Passport Office. I doubt that Tommy Warrington, or whoever he is, will be going anywhere overnight – and if my hunch is right, I’ve a feeling we’ll be paying him another visit again very soon.’

*

It was late when Charlie finally got ready to leave the office. Only she and Paul were still there, the others having cleared up and left a little earlier.

‘This is getting to be a habit.’ She smiled across to where he was seated in front of the screen carrying the live feed from Maryanne’s flat. It would be his task to watch for any sign of Houghton throughout the night and, if sighted, work with control to catch him. Their hopes were pinned on this strategy. Houghton was a creature of the night, relishing the darkness to carry out his crimes – and he’d already returned before.

The control room staff were prepped and ready, but she didn’t envy Paul’s job. It was hard enough staying awake all night, almost impossible to stay alert.

‘Good luck and good night.’ She buttoned up her coat and headed for the door.

‘I’d rather be in Heaven.’ He stuck out his tongue and winked.

At the sight of his stud, her mind flashed back to cocktails, to dancing, to fun. She grinned at the memory.

For once she agreed.

*

George Cosgrove rarely deviated from his routine. The man had taken note of it before, while checking out Florence Briarly’s habits. Tonight’s reconnaissance served simply as confirmation. Bedtime for this old soldier was 11 p.m. and tonight was no different.

The man watched the hallway lights come on and the curtains in the front room become dark. In his head, he counted each step made on the upward climb to the bedroom. One, two, three stairs, four, five, and on up to twelve, then the bedroom light was switched on and the hallway light switched off. It was regimented and exact, exhilarating, just the way he really, really liked it.

For the following few seconds, he waited, almost too excited to breathe, and then he was there at the window. George Cosgrove, just as he had appeared on the TV, boxed within the constraints of the window frame, peering outwards to his audience while he reached up to draw the curtains.

The invitation to talk was there, still displayed in his open arms and the way he stood so invitingly in the spotlight. It was unmistakeable, and as the man crouched in the darkness of the common opposite, he knew it wouldn’t be much longer before he took up the offer.
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Charlie pressed the button and watched the recording play again. Karl Ferris had returned to his flat at exactly 03.18 that night and left it again at 07.25 that morning. On both occasions, he had appeared furtive, looking around and pulling a hooded top low over his forehead, completely obliterating any view of the birthmark. Since becoming aware of their interest in the birthmark, he was blatantly taking steps to keep it better covered. His actions were therefore far more suspicious.

His bail conditions dictated he must live and sleep at the flat each night, but no time was stipulated. Provided he returned at some point, he was not in breach of them, but it was clear he was up to something. Closer surveillance would be required.

The recording clicked off again. Charlie perked up. Restarting an operation on him was at least something that would give her the opportunity to be more proactive. The last few days had been endless.

She got up and headed towards Hunter’s office, going over the results of the day’s enquiries in her mind’s eye. Phone records and cell siting was proving useless. Both Houghton and Ferris’s phones had been interrogated and neither suspect had anything of particular note but a lot to raise suspicions. Houghton’s phone had been regularly out of credit, whether purposely or coincidentally, and was therefore missing large chunks of data. Since successfully decamping, it had stopped altogether. If he had another phone, they didn’t have the number. Ferris’s phone had also been switched off regularly, but this was almost certainly done deliberately. Most nights it was offline and long periods of time sometimes elapsed before it was turned back on. These days, criminals were more switched on to having their mobile phones switched off. It made their job a hell of a lot harder.

Added to that, neither suspect had a vehicle, Houghton’s having been seized and Ferris not owning one and being disqualified from driving. The possibility of getting a new lead through fixed or mobile number plate readers was also therefore non-existent.

Hunter had his head in his hands when she entered, staring down at some of the older reports. His face was flushed red and deep creases gouged paths across his cheeks and pulled at the corners of his eyes. The vein on his forehead stood out prominently. It always worried her to see her boss like this. The stress of the hunt was not good for his health. She could almost see his blood pressure rising higher with every hour that passed, irrespective of his tablets.

‘Guv, while we’re waiting for a new lead on Houghton, I want to get back on to Ferris. He was out until 03.18 this morning and it’s a while since we had the last break-in. We’re well overdue.’

Hunter stayed tight-lipped, instead nodding his approval for action. They both knew the small bunch of reporters waiting outside Lambeth HQ was getting larger every day they failed to get a charge. The vultures were circling, biding their time – waiting for the perfect moment to strike. She just hoped they wouldn’t soon have another dead body to feast upon.

*

Maryanne wandered through Hyde Park, stopping to rotate on the spot as her eyes followed the contours of the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain. The water cascaded through the shallow curves and slopes of the Cornish granite oval, and her mind returned to the shock of hearing the Princess had died. It was a day that was etched into the memories of the British public, one that had brought together the nation, in much the same way as tragedies regularly made families unite. Hers had brought her closer to her sister.

She heard her name being called and turned to see Danielle and her nieces running towards her, fresh from a school outing up town. She bent down, allowing the youngest to run straight into her outstretched arms, swinging her round so that her legs flew crazily through the air.

Danielle smiled towards her, as the older two clustered round, each wanting a hand to hold, and fighting to be one of the two to succeed in their quest.

‘It’s good to see you looking a bit more like your old self,’ Danielle commented, pulling one away and gripping their hand, so they couldn’t resume the fight.

Maryanne smiled back. In the last couple of days, things had changed, her rebirth had begun. Not completely, but she was definitely feeling stronger.

‘Thanks, sis, I am feeling better actually. I’ll be back to work and out of your hair soon, I promise.’ She pulled her hand free from the youngest niece and tousled her blonde hair as Danielle’s phone sparked into life. Her sister mouthed the name of her husband and grimaced. He was evidently unhappy. Maryanne tried not to listen, but the strength of the voice through the handset and her sister’s expression gave the game away.

‘OK, we’re coming now. I’ll make dinner when I get back.’ Danielle ended the call and turned towards Maryanne. ‘Oops, I forgot he was getting off work early.’

An hour later, they were walking up the path to Danielle’s house. The girls vanished upstairs to get changed, on seeing the look on their father’s face, and Maryanne took her cue too, mounting the stairs to her room and gathering a few bits together. She could hear raised voices from the kitchen below. It was time to give the family some space.

‘I’m going out for a while. Got a few things I need to do,’ she said, knocking on the kitchen door and nodding towards her sister. ‘I’ll be gone for the whole evening, so don’t wait up.’

Her sister tried to persuade her to stay, but the words were empty, her gratitude at Maryanne reading her husband’s mood clear. Maryanne was welcomed by her sister, but resented at times by her brother-in-law, however hard he tried to accept the reason. It was time she made herself scarce, at least for a few hours.

She climbed into her car and started to drive, not really knowing in which direction to head. Aimlessly, she drove towards Hyde Park and Buckingham Palace, wanting to recapture the magic of the day, but everything was different now she was alone. The day trippers and tourists were already thinning out, being replaced by the thriving night-time economy. The atmosphere had changed and it made her uneasy.

She threaded her way back over the river and through the grubby, crime-ridden streets of South London, towards suburbia on the outskirts.

By the time she reached Mitcham, the sun was low in the sky and most of the shops were shut. Something inside her was drawing her magnetically towards the cul-de-sac and the small terraced house in which she increasingly believed her future would be.

*

PC Lisa Goddard came off the phone from the Passport Office and leant back in her chair with a satisfied grin. She was pleased, very pleased, to find her hunch was right. There was no trace of any passport application from a male by the name of Tommy Warrington, with the date of birth he had given. Ever.

She pulled out her radio and called up her colleague.

‘We were right about Tommy Warrington,’ she said through a private radio channel. ‘I’ve just received information that his passport is fake, and thanks to his gobby mate we know exactly where he lives. I think it’s time we pay him a visit.’

*

Charlie flicked through the police intranet, checking the daily briefings for all the local boroughs, while she awaited the arrival of the surveillance team jacked up to target Karl Ferris that evening.

It had already been a long day and with the paperwork having been completed, she needed something to keep her mind occupied.

Some of the boroughs had recently amalgamated, but most of the briefings were the usual mix of wanted people, suspects involved in crime or terrorism and domestic situations requiring an urgent response by police. She scanned through the intelligence of a few inner boroughs before moving outwards to the more residential areas on the outskirts of London. As she was about to close the screen, a report came up, bearing the name and photo of a prostitute by the name of Tara Fielding. The report stated that she had been stopped with a white male, giving the name Tommy Warrington, leaving a recently purloined squat. The male had no previous convictions, but the officers stopping the couple were suspicious. A description of the male was given, but they wanted further information from anyone with personal knowledge.

Charlie stared at the screen, recognising the female well; she’d had dealings with her on many previous occasions when she lived in Lambeth. Her street name was Ivory. She hung around with another prostitute called Ebony and they had frequented a crack house run by a drug dealer called Jason. More importantly, a male called Javon Stone, street name Rocky, was known to be one of their associates – and he had been seen recently with Thomas Houghton. Their association had been the main reason for the use of firearms officers in their warrant execution. How could she forget that debacle?

She stopped in her tracks, peering at the face of Tara Fielding, her brain processing the information before her eyes. Could the crack house now be running from this new address? Had they moved on recently? Inhabitants of drugs addresses did tend to be itinerant, moving regularly from place to place to escape attention from any of the various interested authorities. Removing Rocky from the equation would be like losing one side of a triangle, but it didn’t mean that Houghton was not connected to Ivory.

Could Thomas Houghton now be masquerading as Tommy Warrington? It seemed almost laughable at the ease of the switch, but in the world of drug dealers and users, simplicity was what was required.

‘Guys,’ she shouted out across the office. ‘Come and take a look at this and tell me what you think.’

She didn’t need the answer though. She already knew. She just had to get to the address and prove it to herself.

*

Emma looked out of the window of her new house to see her father still scrubbing at the nearly new Ford Mondeo that Rocky had arrived in earlier. With the exception of a few minutes’ conversation, when she’d sat beside him in the passenger seat, the only break he’d had in ages was a rather secretive errand run for Rocky. The errand had taken just less than an hour. She’d watched as the two men had huddled together in whispered conversation before he’d left. And she’d heard his return, noticing immediately the small grey bag clasped to his side.

She’d recognised the bag straight away, even before Rocky had pulled the gun from it, flashing it about in the open, before tucking it in his waistband, only the angry scowls of Jason prompting caution. Rocky couldn’t contain his excitement. He climbed in and out of the Mondeo, talking animatedly to her father, constantly fingering the package, before finally vanishing on foot – with or without the gun, she didn’t know. But she hadn’t seen the bag since, so she hoped it was gone.

Her father seemed unfazed by the whole palaver, concentrating his efforts exclusively on the job in hand, cleaning and polishing every part of the bodywork as if his life depended on it. She’d never seen him working so hard physically before and it frightened her. Something was wrong.

Since moving to the new house, he had become preoccupied, barely sleeping and hardly eating. The only thing that was keeping him going was the cocktail of crack, dope and booze that seemed endlessly on tap at Jason’s place. Last night, he’d been out again, for hours. Even when he’d returned, he hadn’t slept, pacing round the house, mumbling about his plans – always his plans. If he was upset, it was because his plans weren’t going right. If he was happy, it was because they were. She had no idea what was going on in his head. She didn’t even fully know what his plans were, but they apparently included her, and the house.

Thankfully, Catherine’s name had not been mentioned for a while though, so she was cautiously optimistic that his obsession with her mother had faded.

For the hundredth time, she checked her watch, before peeping out again. Rocky would be returning at about ten, that gave him two hours or so to be finished. As if sensing her eyes on him, her father stopped and waved in her direction, before returning purposefully to his mission. She stepped away from the window slightly but continued to watch from the shadows, determining to join her father shortly.

A police car was pulling into the roadway, its brightly striped livery unmistakable through the frosted glass. Panicking slightly, she ran up the stairs to the bedroom, looking out from above. Two police officers were now approaching her father as he worked on the car, one male, one female. She continued to watch, almost overcome by the urge to go to him, but she couldn’t risk it. One of them might have been part of the group of coppers who had raided the bedsit – and if they did recognise her, they might then work out her father’s identity. Her new appearance had not been tested, unlike her father’s the previous night. And, anyway, Thomas had his papers. He’d be all right… wouldn’t he?

Biting her lip, she held her breath and slid behind the edge of the window to watch.

*

PC Lisa Goddard was still basking in the knowledge that her instinct was right. She was even happier when she saw the same bearded, shaven-headed, scruffy man as before, working on a shiny Mondeo, when they pulled into the cul-de-sac.

‘That’s useful,’ her colleague muttered, as if reading her mind. ‘He’s with a car. Gives us extra powers to demand his documents, and by the look of that motor, we might even have a little bit more.’

PC Goddard nodded her agreement. They would need the forged passport in order to arrest him for its possession, but how was a crackhead like him in possession of a car this new? It was looking good.

‘Yep, he won’t be getting the better of us this time.’ Her lips twitched in anticipation. ‘I’ll be finding out his real name, if it’s the last thing I do.’

*

Thomas was annoyed to see the police car pulling into the close. He was even more irritated when he realised it was the same two coppers that had stopped him the night before. Hadn’t they hassled him enough already!

He carried on rubbing at the bodywork as the two police officers parked up. There was still work to be done and not much time left to do it. As they approached, he forced himself to relax, deciding to start in the same vein as he had before.

‘Good evening officers, how can I help you, again?’ He emphasised the last word.

‘Is this your car?’ The policewoman ignored his point.

‘No, it’s not mine. I’m just doing some work on it for a friend.’

‘And what’s this friend’s name?’

‘I don’t know.’ He couldn’t grass Rocky up.

‘Who’s it registered to?’

‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t seem to know much, do you?’

Was she trying to deliberately wind him up?

He shrugged. What did it matter to him anyway? He just did the work.

The policeman was walking round the car, looking into it, examining the tyres, the registration plate, speaking on his radio. Every so often, he looked towards Thomas. Thomas didn’t care though. They’d believed him last night. There was no reason to think they wouldn’t this time.

‘What did you say your name was?’ the policewoman asked.

‘Tommy Warrington. Don’t you remember? You only stopped me last night.’

‘Yes I do remember.’ Her voice was too calm. She was trying to catch him out. ‘Which house are you squatting in?’

He pointed to their house, suddenly uncomfortable. The tone of the conversation had changed and he had the distinct impression they were looking to pin something on him. Maybe they’d seen his photo on the CCTV from the shop and recognised him, but his appearance was so different that it was hard to see how a good identification had been made. He frowned, trying to concentrate on his predicament.

The policeman was approaching him now. ‘What’s the name of the friend who supplied the car?’

Thomas paused. He still couldn’t mention Rocky or get him into trouble. This was getting serious. ‘I’ve already said. I don’t know his real name.’

The copper pointed to a small peach-coloured bag in the front footwell. ‘Whose is that handbag?’ he asked.

Thomas peered in and saw it. Shit. It was Emma’s. She must have left it there when she’d joined him earlier.

‘I don’t know. It must belong to the car owner,’ he muttered.

‘Let’s see if there’s a name in it then, shall we?’

Before he could say anything to deter him, the policeman reached in and lifted up the bag. He rifled through the contents and pulled out a piece of paper upon which two telephone numbers were clearly written, dialling one of the numbers and watching Thomas intently. A phone rang in their house and Thomas listened in silence as the officer held a conversation with someone on the end of the line. Their front door opened and Emma appeared, a mobile phone clasped to her ear.

‘Strange how your daughter’s handbag is in a car that doesn’t belong to you, isn’t it?’

The policeman walked across to their house and started to speak with Emma, who had at least taken heed of Jason’s warnings and shut the door behind her. Thomas watched as they stood on the step, deep in conversation, fear stabbing at his guts now and sweat forming in beads across his forehead. There was no way of knowing what Emma was saying, or whether her answers were at odds with what he had said.

The policewoman had opened the driver’s door and was bending down, looking towards the footwell. She pressed her radio button and read out the chassis number, enunciating each letter and numeral clearly, her eyes constantly returning to check his position hadn’t changed.

The result, voiced over the radio was muted, so he couldn’t hear what was said, but the policewoman looked pleased.

‘The car is shown as having been stolen,’ she said, rejoining him. ‘It’s on false plates, so you’d better try and remember the name of the person who lent it to you, or else it’ll be down to you.’

He heard the words, but they didn’t make sense. In fact, he was becoming more and more confused, unable to think what to do or say. He was just cleaning the car for Rocky, wasn’t he? The car was legit, wasn’t it?

All of a sudden, he remembered the look that had passed between Rocky and Jason. They’d known, hadn’t they – and they’d knowingly stitched him up. He was well and truly in the shit – but the cops had believed him before, and this one hadn’t taken hold of him as yet. She’d believe him again. He just needed to show them his documents, co-operate with them, and convince them the car had nothing to do with him.

‘Do you still have your passport on you?’ the policewoman was asking. She was too eager to see it. He could tell. She’d guessed something; everything, was wrong.

His mind was racing. He heard the sound of a car pulling into the close.

A small silver Nissan with a cuddly green frog hanging from the mirror came into view, stopping just past the bend. He craned his neck to see the blonde-haired female driver. The copper’s radio blared near to his ear and she stepped closer, placing a hand on his arm. Cold metal brushed against his hand. Alarmed, he pulled his arm away, his response automatic, trying again to recognise the driver. It was important to see her, compelling even. She was looking straight towards him and at last he recognised her. It was Catherine. He’d thought it was, but now he was certain.

Then there was more noise. The church bells started to peel, a low resonant sound that filled the air and echoed round inside his head. He threw his hands up to his ears to try to stop the noise, but it wouldn’t stop. The world exploded round him, with shouting and more hands taking hold of him, gripping the sleeves of his jacket. He could see the car turning round, moving away; Catherine was leaving him. It was happening again. She’d returned, but now she was being forced away from him.

His head was pounding in time with the vibrations of the church bells. He pulled at the arms that held him, pushed hard at the body that was seeking to restrain him and saw it fall to the side, on to the concrete. He saw the redness of blood on the ground almost immediately, but the sight was of no concern; Catherine was nearly out of view.

He lunged forward one last time and ran after the car, sprinting round the bend in the road, but it was too fast for him. The stone cross caught his eye, silent and imposing. He turned back and saw Emma standing on the steps of the house, her hands thrown up over her face. The policeman was chasing up the road towards him. The policewoman was lying still on the ground. He couldn’t let the cop stop him now; it would ruin his plans. He had to get Catherine back.

Turning directly towards the charging cop, he shouldered him hard in the chest, spinning him round, before aiming a punch to his head, which sent him crashing to the ground. The Mondeo was still standing open. He ran back and jumped into the driver’s seat, locking the doors shut behind him. His hands were shaking so violently, he had trouble finding the ignition switch, but eventually he located it, willing the car to start first time, and almost shouting with relief as it fired up.

The female cop was clawing her way back onto her feet. Her hands were reaching out for the door handle, pulling at it now. He could hear her shouting down the radio for assistance. She was shouting at him too and pounding on the car window with her baton.

He revved the engine as the driver’s window shattered round him. Then the car was moving, slowly at first, with the cop still hanging onto the door handle, reaching in, trying to grab his clothing. He pushed his foot down hard on the accelerator and he heard the wheels screech. The vehicle lurched forward, speeding up with every second. It mounted the pavement and careered along the path as the noise of the bells grew to a crescendo. The female cop gave a final shout and let go, falling heavily on to the concrete, screaming out in agony as the rear wheel bumped over her leg. He spun round in his seat and saw her raise her head from where she lay, mouthing words into her radio.

The car shot across the junction as he tried to bring it under control. Broken glass stabbed at his skin and the noise of the bells still hammered inside his skull. He needed to calm himself. The large stone cross loomed into the rear mirror, dark and powerful.

As the chaos started to recede from view, he instantly felt calm. Catherine had come looking for him. Nothing else mattered. She still loved him. She still wanted him. Only circumstances had prevented their reunion.

He closed his eyes, just for a second, visualising her smile, the sound of her voice calling his name and the heat of her skin on his lips. Turning the nose of the stolen car into the next side road, he started to manoeuvre through the maze of side streets. There was only one place he knew of where she might be, but would she be there, waiting?

He didn’t know, but he had to try.
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Charlie heard the commotion over the radio as she sped towards Mitcham. The whole team, excluding Bet, were squashed into the car, Hunter having even pulled Paul off the camera when she’d put two and two together. They needed all hands on deck. Only Bet remained to liaise with control.

Now, all hell was breaking out. Officers were calling for urgent assistance, registration numbers were being circulated and ambulances called.

‘Damn it,’ she swore out loud, over the top of the wailing sirens, pressing down harder on the accelerator. ‘Why couldn’t uniform have waited a few minutes longer before going back? Or let us know what they were doing. By the time we get there, he’ll be well and truly gone.’

The others said nothing. They all knew that the uniformed officers would have had no way of knowing who their suspect was – or that he was wanted by them, but it was still maddening. If only she’d spotted the report just a few minutes earlier, it would have been their team who’d led the way, but yet again, it appeared that Houghton had slipped through their fingers – and this time had left a trail of injured police officers in his wake.

‘If it is Houghton, then I wouldn’t mind betting that Emma will be there.’ She suddenly had a thought. ‘Let’s head straight there and see what she says.’

Hunter nodded his agreement. Houghton’s stolen Mondeo had remained below the radar since decamping and would likely be abandoned soon, if the fugitive had any nous. Better to go directly to the scene.

It only took a few minutes before they arrived to a scene of chaos. Police cars and ambulances stood abandoned, their blue lights still rotating, left in whatever space could be found, while their drivers sped out on foot to help the injured officers. Cordon tape was in the process of being tied across the entrance to the cul-de-sac, but a quick word to the duty officer from Hunter ensured they were chauffeured through.

Emma Houghton sat between two officers in the lounge of one of the squats, staring morosely at the floor. Charlie did a double take on seeing her changed appearance. The girl looked so very different. Hunter slipped in next to her, while Naz, Paul and Sabira spread out round the house.

‘This girl’s handbag was found in the stolen car that our suspect was working on,’ the duty officer pointed towards her. ‘He tried to say it belonged to the owner of the car, but a phone number in the bag came back to her, so we know they’re connected. She’s giving the name Emily Warrington.’

‘Is she now? Well hello, Emma,’ Charlie tried to sound friendly. It might be the only way she would get anything.

‘Fancy seeing you here’ Emma commented, looking up, her face immediately registering recognition. ‘I suppose you want to have a word with me again.’ The girl’s sarcasm was obvious. ‘Well, don’t bother. I won’t be saying nothing this time neither.’

Charlie’s irritation spiked. ‘Well I suggest you think long and hard if that’s what you want to do,’ she said bluntly. ‘Because, otherwise, you’re looking at being arrested for assisting an offender.’

‘What offender? I don’t know who you’re talking about. I haven’t done anything to assist anyone.’

Charlie turned away angrily. It was patently clear she was not going to get anywhere.

‘Come and see what we’ve found,’ Sabira poked her head through the door.

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she started to walk away from Emma, taking a deep breath as she did so. She needed to calm down and try her earlier, friendly tack. ‘And I’d really like to speak to you. We need your help.’

She didn’t look back, following Sabira instead to one of the bedrooms upstairs, which had men’s clothing strewn about the floor. Lying next to the discarded clothing were several knives. One was a black metallic-handled flick knife, with the blade extended and locked into position. The other was a large kitchen knife.

Charlie cast her mind back to Maryanne’s statement, recalling the description of the large kitchen knife held above her throat during the rape.

‘Shit! I wonder if that’s the one he used when he attacked Maryanne.’

Sabira nodded, bending to pick it up in her gloved hand. ‘That’s what I thought. I’ll bag it up, just in case. There are a few others dotted round the house that I’ve seen. I’ll bag them all.’

‘He’ll no doubt get another, if he hasn’t already.’ Charlie grimaced at the thought. ‘The psych profile alluded to that. He needs to keep control, and he sees having a knife as the best way to do this.’ She turned away, heading towards the door.

Naz and Paul were in the kitchen, bending over an open drawer, when she poked her head in. Paul beckoned her over, pointing at a brand-new driving licence ID card.

‘Take a look.’

She picked it up, noting the name of Tommy Warrington, but then staring in amazement at the photo of a shaven-headed, bearded man.

‘Shit, it’s Houghton isn’t it? I would hardly have recognised him. The cunning bastard.’

She pulled out her warrant card, comparing it to a copy of Thomas Houghton’s photo, she’d slipped in at the time of the search at his bedsit. They looked like two different men, but as she studied the features, she could see that they matched – the same shape nose, the same blank eyes, the same scars.

Another envelope revealed store cards and more documentation in the name Tommy Warrington.

‘The same name as on the briefing slide,’ she muttered to herself. ‘And the same surname as Emma has just given to police downstairs. She’s in it up to her neck too. Changed name, changed appearance. She knows exactly what’s going on.’

Passing the ID documents to Naz to seal up, she returned to the lounge to see Hunter kneeling down at the end of the sofa. Emma was staring in his direction. Charlie walked over to join him and bent to see the item that was holding their interest.

Two clips of ammunition were lying on the carpet, partially tucked under the edge of the sofa.

‘Apparently they fit a Beretta,’ Hunter said out loud. ‘We just need to find the gun that fires them.’ He raised his eyebrows towards Emma, who looked quickly away.

Charlie turned to face her, but the girl stayed staring down at the carpet.

‘Or the person who’s got the gun, to be more precise.’

*

‘He’s out here somewhere.’

Charlie stood by the front door to the squat with Hunter at her side, breathing in the fresh air and squinting across at the dark recesses and alleyways alongside the houses opposite. ‘But we’ve still got to find him.’

Within minutes it had become clear that Emma Houghton wouldn’t speak to them. Instead of prompting her to talk, the ammo they had found had forced her mouth firmly shut. She was saying nothing.

With that in mind, it was decided that she and Hunter would take Paul back to the office so that he could continue viewing the camera recordings, while Naz and Sabira would stay with Emma and bag up any evidence.

‘Do you think we should give Maryanne a ring now? And let her know what’s happened?’ Charlie wasn’t looking forward to the conversation.

‘She’s quite safe with her sister,’ Hunter shook his head confidently. ‘Houghton won’t be able to find her there.’

‘You’re right.’ She paused, as a sense of foreboding caught her off guard. ‘But maybe, I’ll give her and Danielle a quick ring when we get back to the office, just to check that everything’s OK. It won’t do any harm to let them know what’s happened.’

*

Maryanne sat on the sofa in her flat and gave herself a mental pat on the back for braving the visit on her own. It was another small step on her road to recovery, even though she doubted she’d have come if it hadn’t been for her solicitor requesting some paperwork and her brother-in-law needing space. Still, she’d made it, even though every room was lit up as brightly as the North Star and the volume of the TV drowned out the sound of her heart hammering against her ribcage.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, trying to imagine life before it had happened. Come on, Maryanne, you’re doing well. She repeated the phrase in her mind several times and then spoke it out loud. Her voice sounded strange, but somehow just hearing the words calmed her slightly.

After checking her post, she got up and wandered into the kitchen, the familiar disquiet at the sight of the bedroom and bathroom cementing the knowledge she’d made the right decision to sell the place. Her mind wandered back to the new houses and her hopes for the future.

It was a shame the police had been there when she’d pulled into the quiet cul-de-sac, but at least it seemed that they had the problem of the squatters in hand. Hopefully they’d soon be gone. She’d left almost immediately, not wishing to appear nosy, but at the same time regretting the chance to park up and get a feel for the place. The officers were talking to the same man who was there before, the shaven-headed stranger who looked familiar. This time, though, he looked even more desperate, straining his head over the shoulder of the policewoman to stare at her.

She pressed the switch for the kettle, and within minutes the unsettling memory was lost within the churning maelstrom of boiling water. The ringtone of her phone sounded from somewhere in the lounge, but by the time she reached it, the call had ended and no message had been left. The number was showing as withheld, a fact that bothered her more than she expected. Only the police usually called from a withheld number. What could they want, phoning at this time of the evening?

The thought prompted her to get going. It was well past ten o’clock. A hot drink could wait until she returned to her sister’s. Enough time had passed to allow Danielle and her husband some space together, and with the sky now dark, she guessed they might be fretting over her whereabouts.

Wandering back into the front room, she switched the TV off and the room became silent; not even the muted sound of her neighbours’ footsteps on the boards above penetrating the stillness. To mask her increasing uneasiness she started to hum, her nerves ratcheting up the volume until she was singing out loud. As each light was switched off and each room was plunged into gloom, she reverted to her childhood habit of backing out of the doors, anxious not to let the darkness creep up from behind.

She was being stupid. There was nothing wrong.

In the hallway, she switched on the porch lamp and gathered together her bags, before taking a deep breath, preparing to slip out backwards into the half-light.

*

Thomas hid behind the trellis next to Catherine’s front door, waiting silently and patiently for her to emerge. He knew she wanted him. She’d tried to return to him earlier, hadn’t she? But the bloody cops had got in the way, so now he was here, ready and waiting for her.

It felt good. He was high and his mind was buzzing, but this time he was prepared to wait. He couldn’t risk frightening her again. This time, nothing and no one would get in the way of their reunion.

He fingered the hunting knife in his jacket pocket. A quick trip to a different dealer had provided him with the weapon – and a rock of crack cocaine to keep him going for a few hours. It was easy to find knives. Dealers carried knives. Users carried knives. They were a necessary evil to protect from theft of the precious drugs and the hunting knife was one of several left in prominent places within the house – just in case. He tested it out on a piece of greenery, gratified to see how easily it sliced through the bendy frond, before concealing it up his sleeve. No one would dare mess with him; not while he wielded control of such a weapon.

A light went off inside the flat and the noise of the TV receded. Catherine would either be undressing for bed or preparing to leave. Both thoughts made him light-headed. He took a drag on the joint he was smoking, hoping its pungent qualities would keep him relaxed. He couldn’t fuck this up. Not now she was so close. He could almost feel her skin against his.

He stood up from his crouched position, stretching his legs and stepping out from behind the trellis. Some rooms were still lit, but as he watched, the lights went out, one by one, until only the hallway light remained. He breathed in sharply, waiting, his pulse racing. The lamp above him sparked up. She was definitely coming out. Quickly, he withdrew into his hiding place behind the trellis again. He didn’t dare move; every muscle, every nerve in his body quivering with anticipation. This was it, the moment he’d waited for. At last, he would have Catherine back, his lovely, beautiful, healthy wife. His Catherine.

With a click, the handle turned and the door swung open. The sight of his wife stepping out backwards took his breath away. For a second, he was held static, caught in the moment, his eyes fixed on the nape of her neck, her slender shoulders mesmerisingly framed in the amber glow. She reached forward to pull the door shut, and as she did so, his hand slipped up his sleeve. He had to keep control. His fingers came to rest on the cold metal of the knife – and he stepped out from behind the trellis.

*

Charlie, Hunter and Paul watched the scene playing out on the screen in front of them in growing horror. How on earth could they have allowed this to happen?

From the moment, she had made the abortive call to Maryanne, she’d known something was up. Her fear was compounded on phoning Danielle, when the younger sister had informed her, slightly guiltily, that Maryanne had gone out after hearing her and her husband argue and hadn’t yet returned.

Paul had immediately rewound the CCTV and they’d watched in disbelief as Maryanne had appeared at her flat and gone in.

It was only in the last few minutes that their disbelief had turned to dread. A slight movement outside the front door of her flat signalled the presence of a shadowy figure ducking down behind the trellis. Watching the tape at its normal speed, they’d seen the figure emerge briefly from its hiding place and the light come on. Houghton’s face could be seen as clear as day, the blank staring eyes, the now shaven head, the short scruffy beard. As the recording came to a halt and the CCTV reverted to the live action, they were forced to watch the scenario being played out in front of them as it actually happened.

Charlie had never felt so powerless. She dialled Maryanne’s phone again, desperate to stop her from leaving the safety of her flat, but even as she was keying in the numbers, she saw the door open and Houghton step out from behind the trellis.

As Maryanne’s phone started to ring, she could hear Hunter desperately calling the control room.

Her worst nightmare was being enacted on the screen, each action deliberate and precise, as if in slow motion, and she was unable to do a thing.

Houghton was behind Maryanne. As she backed out from the doorway, he stepped forward and put an arm round her neck. There was a glint of metal at her throat, Houghton’s mouth moving as he whispered his instructions. He pushed her forward into the flat and the door swung shut behind them.

Hunter shouted that police were on their way. At least they might stand a chance of getting him if he was still inside, but would he have committed an even more serious crime by then.

The phone in Charlie’s hand bleeped as the answer phone clicked on. ‘Leave a message after this tone’, it was instructing. What could she say to Maryanne though? She was too late to tell her not to open the door, to stay inside, that she would be safe. In a strangulated voice, that she hardly recognised as her own she offered all the words of comfort she could think of.

‘Stay calm. We’re coming to get you. Try not to panic.’

On the screen, the door burst open again and Maryanne emerged, still alive thankfully, but still gripped round the neck by Houghton. A large kitchen knife now stuck out of his trouser pocket, its handle clearly visible. Charlie strained to see what was held to Maryanne’s throat, but the shape was unclear and his hand kept moving. Paul zoomed in to the item gripped within Houghton’s hand, but they could only see the butt end. It was thick and metallic, but was it a knife or a firearm?

She remembered the ammunition. Could Houghton be armed with a gun and, more importantly, was he desperate enough to use it, either on Maryanne or arriving police officers There was barely enough time to get a warning to them. Her mind was screaming. She looked at Houghton’s face. His vacant blank eyes seemed even darker and fathomless; his cheeks more hollow than in the photos, the veins in his neck more prominent. He had a kind of madness about him.

They lurched forward towards the camera, before turning away and retreating from view. Charlie remained glued to the screen for what seemed like ages, hoping they would come back into sight and she could make everything right. Officers were beginning to arrive. They were running into the yard, entering the still open front door. She watched them coming into view from the camera in the rear garden. They were peering into the windows, surrounding the flat, searching inside, but it was too late. Houghton was gone and, with him, Maryanne too, her face pinched and white, like a prisoner walking to her execution.
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Maryanne sat in the front seat of the car, watching, frozen with terror, as the landscape hurtled past. The vehicle was travelling fast, veering round bends with its tyres screeching. For a moment, she hoped it would crash and she would be spared from whatever the man had planned.

She’d felt him first, his arm round her neck, the touch of cold sharp metal on her throat, the filthy, cloying smell of cannabis on his body.

As soon as she’d seen his face, she’d recognised him to be the familiar stranger from the cul-de-sac. But it was only when she heard his voice that her predicament became clear.

‘Catherine,’ he’d said, dragging her back inside the flat and grabbing another knife from the kitchen. ‘It’s me. I’ve come back for you like I promised.’

The voice had sent an icy blast through every part of her body, numbing her fingers, her toes, her brain. The voice sent tears cascading down her cheeks – it was the voice she’d heard over and over in the darkness of her bedroom, in the darkest recesses of her mind. It belonged to the man who had broken into her flat and attacked her.

‘Don’t cry,’ he’d whispered, stroking her face. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I love you.’

But now he had two knives. One of his own and one of hers. This time, he would surely kill her, then carve her body up and leave it to be found the next morning by worried neighbours or, worse still, Danielle.

‘Nothing’s going to stop us being together again,’ he’d said simply, pushing her back out of the flat and steering her towards his car, with one hand gripping her shoulders and the other pressing the blade to her throat.

For a moment, she’d heard the sound of sirens. For an instant, when he’d shoved her into the car and ran to the driver’s side, she’d thought of escape, but just as quickly, she heard the locks click into place. Any attempt to flee would be futile. She wasn’t fast and she didn’t dare provoke his anger. She would have to rely on the spoken word.

So here she was now, speeding through the night with only her rapist knowing her whereabouts.

The scenery was changing slightly, the route direct, moving from the leafier suburban areas, along main roads, fast and steady, without deviating, to narrow streets and tall town houses. Wind buffeted her face, streaming in through the broken driver’s window and plastering her hair across her eyes. Shards of glass punctured her clothing, spiking painfully into her buttocks. The man didn’t speak, being intent instead on driving. Only when she pushed her hair from her face, so that it billowed out behind her, did she see him glance across and smile.

After a short time, they slowed, and then the car was turning, crunching over gravel into the driveway of a large, deserted house. The windows were boarded up and weeds grew tall in the front garden. It was obviously his chosen destination. Thoughts of Hyde Park, Danielle, her nieces flew into her mind, like the pages of a book being flicked in quick succession, a black and white film of her last few hours. Would this be their lasting memory? She didn’t know. It was only a short time ago, but it seemed like a lifetime.

The car stopped and the man pulled out her phone, snatched from her hand as she left her flat. He fumbled with it for a few seconds before a familiar voice rang out through the speaker. It was the police officer, Charlie Stafford. ‘Stay calm. We’re coming to get you. Try not to panic,’ she said, but they didn’t know where she was, and even if they did, they would be too late, much too late. It was over. She wouldn’t escape with her life this time and she didn’t know if she wanted to.

The man swore under his breath, switching the phone off and pulling out the battery, but then, just as swiftly, he turned, suddenly animated. ‘Do you remember this place?’ His eyes searched hers.

She didn’t know what to say, so she shrugged.

‘It’s our special place, don’t you remember?’ This time, he was more agitated, drumming his fingers against the steering wheel, before reaching down to retrieve the hunting knife from where he’d secreted it in the door pocket, tucking it into his waistband, its outline stark against the soft material of his T-shirt. ‘I come here when I want to be close to you. You must remember! It was where we first met, where you worked, where I proposed to you…’ He tailed off, but then he was out of the car, running round to her side. ‘Come with me. I’ll show you.’

She could see the kitchen knife now, sticking visibly from his trouser pocket, just its presence removing the last feasible option to escape.

They walked around to the side of the building and squeezed through a gap in the boarding. The grass was long here, but there was a thin path which they now followed. Ivy had run riot, covering the walls of the building, hanging from the drainpipes and competing with long fronds of bindweed to reach the roof. The man’s disposition became more excitable.

‘In here.’ He pointed to a door, turning the handle and pushing it open, his eyes wide and wild.

Inside was dark and gloomy. Maryanne blinked, trying to get her eyes acclimatised. A corridor led away from where they stood, with doors on either side, and she could just make out what appeared to be a visitors’ hatch in an oval office area at the end. Huge, grey filing cabinets lay randomly across the floor, spilling out from the reception and laying in their path.

The man knew exactly where he was heading, pushing her forward impatiently around the obstructions and along a dark corridor to a room at the back of the building, each footstep echoing in the darkness.

‘We’re nearly there,’ he mumbled gruffly, as she stumbled against a broken bookcase. ‘Then we’ll be safe. They’ll never find us. They’ll never take you away again.’

His words, so calmly spoken, sent a fresh rush of blood through her veins. He was right. They would never be found. She would die here in this abandoned building with no one to hear her cries.

Then he stopped, pushing open a door, to what appeared to be a lounge area facing out towards a rear lawn. ‘We’re here, Catherine.’ He guided her inside. ‘Now do you remember this place? It was where I proposed to you, in front of all the old people, where we spent so much time. Now we can be together again.’

She stepped forward into the gloom. A gap in a boarded-up window threw a measure of light across the interior, but as she turned to watch the man moving about purposefully now, nothing could prepare her for the shock at what was revealed when he took out a lighter and struck up a flame.

*

Charlie hardly took her foot off the accelerator as they flew back towards the squat. The details of Houghton’s stolen Mondeo had been circulated to all units after he’d sped from the close, but with most of the available police resources still tied up at the crime scene, there was little chance of it being spotted. There was only one person who could help.

A sullen-faced Emma was sitting between Naz and Sabira when they burst through the door.

Charlie came straight to the point. ‘Where’s your father likely to be?’

Emma turned her head slowly towards her and shrugged. ‘How the hell should I know, and why do you think I would tell you even if I did?’

Charlie closed her eyes momentarily and tried to remain calm. ‘Because it’s essential that we find him, now.’

‘Why?’ Emma cut in angrily. ‘So that you can sling him in prison for something he didn’t do. So you can split us up when we’ve only just become close; and all because of some story that an ex-friend of mine made up. No way.’

Charlie didn’t know what the girl was talking about, and she didn’t care. Lowering her voice, she made one last attempt. ‘Emma we really do need your help. I’m asking for your assistance. I will personally promise that he’ll be treated properly and fairly.’

Emma swung round, her head upturned, her brows set hard in anger. ‘Oh yeah, right! You might treat him right, but it won’t stop him being banged up in prison when he’s done nothing wrong, and I bet you anything, the screws inside won’t treat him so properly and fairly.’ She accentuated the words sarcastically, before looking pointedly in a different direction.

Something inside Charlie snapped. Until now, she had strived to remain professional, not alluding to the offence for which the girl’s father was wanted. The exact details had remained private, as was his human right. But now she had Maryanne’s rights to consider, and the most important of these was her right to life. Striding up, she took the girl’s head in her hands, turning it round so they were staring straight into each other’s face.

‘Listen to me!’ she shouted. ‘I have just sat and watched your father abduct a woman. She is the same woman that he raped a short time ago, after breaking into her flat and holding a knife to her throat. Goodness knows what he’s planning to do with her now, but we’ve got to find both of them before it’s too late. Now, either you start helping us or I’ll have you locked up for harbouring an offender, or impeding an investigation, or any other bloody thing that I can think of.’

*

‘You’re lying,’ Emma’s head was pounding so hard, she could barely speak. What the hell was the detective talking about? Her father couldn’t have raped someone. The cop was making it up, trying to goad her into telling them where to find Thomas. It was just the stuff with the gun that Kelly had grassed to the cops about. That was it. Or maybe it had been the break-in that her father had mentioned in passing? But he’d done that to help them, hadn’t he? To make a fresh start, a new future for them both; and it wasn’t really that serious, was it? Besides, she’d promised her mother that she would take care of him. How could she tell the cops where he was? Especially when she didn’t even know?

She sniffed loudly, wiping at her face unashamedly, a barrage of thoughts and questions clustering into her head, suddenly demanding answers – but underneath them all, gnawing at the vortex of her fears, was the growing, awful realisation that the cop might be right.

The detective was offering her a tissue now, introducing herself as DC Charlie Stafford. She put a hand on her shoulder and Emma felt a fresh well of tears starting to threaten.

‘Emma. It’s true,’ Charlie was saying. ‘That’s why we need to find him so urgently. Before he does something even worse.’

‘So, when was this rape then?’ She still couldn’t accept what she was being told. ‘Tell me. I don’t believe you. I would have known.’

The female cop spoke with authority, but her expression was one of sympathy. ‘The rape happened in the early hours of the 25th April this year. We think he’s been stalking her ever since.’

Emma felt the blood drain from her cheeks. ‘That was the anniversary of my mother’s death.’ Closing her eyes, she had the sensation of falling. That date was printed indelibly in her mind.

‘And your mother was called Catherine?’ Charlie was asking, although it was clear she already knew.

‘Yes, yes she was. Why?’ But Emma didn’t want to know the answer. She already knew. Every awful detail was falling into place. Her father’s excitement as he declared he’d seen Catherine again. His obsession and belief that they would all be reunited. She’d thought it was all make-believe, just the effects of the drugs. That he was ill. Certainly, she could never have imagined that he was capable of this. Her head was spinning. Then she recalled in detail the night before the anniversary.

‘He went out that evening.’ She could barely speak for the emotion. ‘And he took a knife with him, and a scarf and gloves. I asked him why he had the knife, but he couldn’t really say. He just said everyone carried them these days. He didn’t return all night.’

She felt herself shaking violently.

‘When I woke up on the morning of the anniversary, he was lying next to me,’ she whispered hoarsely, closing her eyes as the room started to spin. ‘Oh my God! My father raped another woman and then he climbed into bed with me.’

*

Charlie watched the emotion flowing from Emma and couldn’t help feeling pity. The girl’s reaction had been so acute that it was totally implausible she had been aware of her father’s actions – but still, there was no time for niceties; Maryanne’s life was at risk with each second that passed.

‘Do you know where he might be now?’ she asked.

Emma looked round at each of them in turn, shaking her head vehemently. ‘I don’t know. Really I don’t.’ She paused. ‘Have you tried Jason’s old flat. I don’t know the exact address, but I could take you there. Or you could ask him, or Ebony and Ivory. Maybe they’ll know. They’re living next door at the moment.’

Hunter dispatched Paul, Naz and Sabira to speak to them all. They could easily get the address from their records, but it wouldn’t hurt to find out how much his associates knew of Houghton’s movements.

‘Anywhere else you can think of?’ Hunter stepped up next to her. The pressure was on.

‘I don’t know,’ Emma screwed her face up in concentration. ‘I can’t think of anywhere.’

Charlie cursed silently, gazing round the room, as if hoping to see the girl’s father materialise from behind the sofa. She remembered the ammunition.

‘Could he be armed with a gun? We found ammo, but there’s no trace of the weapon.’

Emma swung round to face her, her eyes wide with panic. She looked close to tears again. ‘I don’t know. My father’s ill. There was a gun, but it belonged to someone called Rocky. My father was looking after it, but I think he gave it back.’

‘You think?’ Hunter directed his question at her forcefully. ‘But we need to know. My officers could be at risk.’

‘I don’t know,’ Emma started to cry again. ‘My father went and collected it for Rocky earlier this evening, but I don’t know what happened to it in the end.’

‘Well, did you see Rocky take it away?’ Hunter eyed Emma critically. ‘Or could your father still have it?’ Hunter persisted. ‘For safekeeping?’

Emma dropped her head into her hands, before balling them into fists and rubbing ferociously at her face. ‘I don’t know. I hope not, but I suppose he could.’

Hunter stepped away, barking a warning down his radio.

Charlie replayed the scene at Maryanne’s flat, wishing they’d been able to see more clearly what Houghton had been holding. It was definitely metallic and its butt end was round, possibly even barrel-shaped. Could it have been the firearm? She couldn’t be sure, but what was certain was that Hunter would have to err on the safe side. Officers’ lives could be put in danger if he didn’t.

She reverted to her main priority, taking a seat next to the girl. Better to focus her mind on what was really important than let her mind wander over the worst-case scenario.

‘OK, let’s think again where he might go. Is there anywhere that your father has mentioned in the past? A friend’s place? Or family? Anywhere where he likes to go, to chill out or spend some time on his own. Anywhere?’

The last word came out rather too forcefully, but she was beginning to feel desperate. Houghton was out there somewhere, with Maryanne, possibly armed with a gun, or knives, or both, and they still had no idea where.

‘Wait a minute,’ Emma’s expression suddenly became animated. ‘There is somewhere he mentioned a while ago. He would take himself off there if we argued and he wanted time out. Dad said it was a special place that meant a lot to him and my mum. He said he felt calm when he was there.’

As she gave the name and location of the care home, Charlie was on her feet. This was it, it had to be.
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All around were vases of lavender, some bright purple and alive, others dried out and pale. Naked flames sprung up from a host of candles placed on every flat surface, bright manes of yellow and orange dancing and swaying in time to the draughts of air sucked in through rotting window frames.

Maryanne sat shakily on an armchair, watching the man lighting still more candles, his expression alive in the warm glow, spirited and slightly manic. She breathed in deeply, glad to replace the stale body odour of the man with the scent of lavender, evoking vivid memories of her grandmother’s perfume on her recent visit.

The room seemed almost plush, decked out with rugs, mats and brightly coloured cushions spread out across the floor and armchairs. At any other time, the sentiments displayed in its decoration would have brought her pleasure, but tonight the beauty of the room was totally at odds with the ugliness of her situation.

Her gaze swept over every inch of space, searching for ways of possible escape – his car keys, her phone, anything, but he’d left nothing in view. Eventually, her eyes came to rest on a sight that took her breath away. Situated on the mantelpiece, surrounded by pots of new lavender and scented candles, was a photo frame – one that she recognised only too well. And staring out from the frame was her own face, radiant and alive, on holiday with an ex-partner, her blonde hair trailing out behind her, in the thrall of a strong gust of wind. The relationship had ended shortly afterwards, but the memory still remained, as did the photo. It was one of her favourites – the one stolen from her in the recent burglary.

She stared open-mouthed at the picture, reliving the stormy conditions in which it had been taken, until realising that the man had stopped what he was doing and was staring in her direction.

‘You look beautiful in that one, Catherine. I had to have it when I saw it. It reminded me so much of the good times we had, soon after we were married.’

So that was it. He believed she was his wife. He’d called her Catherine before when he’d given himself a name.

‘Thomas?’ she ventured.

‘Yes.’ His smile was all-encompassing.

‘This room is beautiful. Have you decorated it for me?’

‘Yes, I have. Do you like it? I’ve even got your favourite lavender.’

He took a few steps towards her and she was suddenly unsure whether to keep him sweet and risk another rape or inform him now that he had the wrong person and incur his wrath.

‘It’s lovely,’ she replied finally. ‘Thank you.’ The decision was actually very straightforward. Keep him happy and try to play for more time. With any luck, when she failed to return, Danielle would contact the police. ‘Do you mind if I take a nap? I’m really tired and this room is so relaxing,’ she asked, sensing immediately his disappointment.

‘Sleep there.’ He hid it well, gesturing towards the sofa. ‘I’ll watch over you and when you wake, we’ll talk.’

She pulled her shoes from her feet, and lay down, curling her legs up to her chest, and shutting her eyes to feign sleep, desperate to calm the desire to flee, but with every muscle tensed, awaiting the possibility. She was aware of him moving about, his shadow crossing the inside of her lids. She could hear his feet shuffling against the matting and his finger flicking the lighter, and she could smell the strong pungent smell of cannabis wafting through the atmosphere. He settled in a chair next to the sofa and the smell grew stronger, filling her nostrils and coating her hair.

His breathing became slow and rasping, almost to the point of sleep, but he stayed awake; she could sense his eyes fixed on her form, as if waiting for her to stir. After what seemed like hours, she slowly shifted a foot and stretched out, waiting to see if he reacted to the movement, daring to hope he wouldn’t.

As quick as a flash, her hopes were dashed, the weight of despair descending like a heavy cloak on her shoulders as she felt the touch of his fingers on her foot, moving slowly round her toes, before moving up to caress her ankle. Her ploy hadn’t worked.

Thomas was still awake – and he was still waiting.

*

Thomas was on fire; her soft skin arousing him, each toenail painted a perfect rose-pink, like her lips. He felt his desire growing – and now she had woken.

He took a deep breath, trying to quench the flames that were raging within, thinking back over the events of the last few hours. He needed to stay in control. The words of the phone message replayed in his head. We’re coming to get you, we’re coming to get you, but he couldn’t let it happen. He wouldn’t let anything or anyone take his wife from him this time – or ever. She was his, ’til death do us part!

His hand moved automatically to the two knives – the long, serrated kitchen knife, still protruding from his trouser pocket, and the compact, deadly hunting knife, bulging ominously in its sheath, now attached to his waistband. They were his insurance against loss… but he didn’t intend to lose.

He took a deep breath, allowing the scent of the lavender and the heady, swaying flames to hypnotise him. Catherine twitched momentarily and his eyes were drawn to the way her pupils flickered against her lids, the rhythm of her heartbeat as it pulsed softly under her clothing. He could wait no more. She’d slept long enough. Gently, he moved closer, breathing in the sweet smell of her skin until his lips grazed her hand.

She was fully awake now, but her body was tense and unresponsive and her eyes wide. He would have to take things slowly. Kneeling over her body, he pulled her upright, unbuttoning the silky fabric of her shirt, his fingers trembling. She whimpered at his touch, turning her face away from his, her reticence reminding him of their first time together, in this same building, timid and shy, reluctant, yet yielding to his dominance. Then just as now.

‘Please, don’t.’ Her voice was thin, hanging on a thread. ‘Please, not now.’

Candlelight reflected in her eyes. He tried to read her expression. Was her pain imagined or real? He didn’t know, but he knew he couldn’t stop.

He pulled her closer, her hair tickling his chest, each wisp magnifying his need. She started to sob, gently at first, the tears tracing a path down her cheeks and neck, lying like tiny pools of coloured water against her cleavage. The sight stirred him further. His emotions were spinning out of control. He took the knives from his waistband and his pocket and placed them to one side, daring to bend and let his mouth make contact with the hot, salty tears. He could feel the heat from her breasts.

‘Catherine, I love you,’ he almost shouted. ‘I love you so much.’

He closed his eyes, his head reeling with desire, his body out of control, tugging urgently at his shirt and trousers to free himself, lost in the heat of the moment.

‘Thomas’. A voice boomed through the white light; calling him over a speaker, loud and authoritative, the shock of hearing his name registering through the haze. A powerful spotlight shone through the window, silhouetting the shape of his chest against the wall, the prominence of each rib, the shrunken emptiness of his abdomen.

Thomas. His name was called out again and he jumped up, his mind in disarray. What was happening? His brain couldn’t make sense of the commotion.

Catherine was pulling her shirt back in place, covering herself with a cushion, everything of which he’d dreamed for so long shrinking from view. He grabbed his knives and tugged her to her feet, standing directly behind her, daring anyone to take her away. His breath caught at the almost inaudible sound of her gasp, as he rested the heavy hunting blade on her neck, his fingers rough against the silky skin of her throat.

He felt his control slipping away. The usual clamour started up inside his head, the laughter, the mockery, the ugly goading. He gripped the knife tighter. Nothing was going to stop them being together. Nothing could be allowed to split them apart. Not now.

The voice boomed out again.

‘Thomas. It’s the police. Stay calm and don’t make any sudden movements. We just want to talk.’

*

Charlie paced around the rendezvous point, the blood pounding in her ears, her feet moving automatically to each beat of her heart. She had been right. Emma had been the key to her father’s location. Baytree House had been swiftly identified and the street in which it was located cordoned off.

To confirm their hunch, the stolen Mondeo was found parked up outside and an area of flickering candlelight highlighted their suspect’s exact position within the building. Armed Trojan police units were setting up round the rear garden, with more officers, laden down under bullet-proof vests, tasers and firearms, arriving with every minute that passed.

But now they had everything to do.

Maryanne was a hostage of Thomas Houghton – again, but this time he too was held captive. There was no knowing how the situation would play out and the stakes were high. Everyone was well aware of the lengths Houghton would go to secure his freedom; the injuries of PC Goddard, especially, bore witness to that. It would be many months before she was up on her feet again, still more before she was chasing after suspects.

No, there was no doubt in any of their minds: Thomas Houghton was dangerous and, with a cocktail of drugs and mental-health issues thrown into the mix, the next few hours were likely to be highly volatile and totally unpredictable. Maryanne might have been unaware of what had happened at the squat, but anyone could see her terror as she was led from her flat. Their victim clearly feared for her life – and she was right to do so.

Charlie peered across their makeshift rendezvous point. Emma was her ward, brought with them to assist with negotiations and now seated on a wooden bench, clutching the small metal box in which her mother’s photos and memorabilia were held. They risked being stolen at the squat, so she’d insisted on bringing them, much like Hunter had insisted on bringing the girl. Family members could sometimes provide calm in hostage situations, but their use could just as easily be incendiary. Circumstances would dictate whether she would be beneficial, but she was another weapon to be used if required – and Charlie had a feeling they would need all the help they could get.

Hunter had charge of the loudspeaker while they waited for a trained hostage negotiator, gripping it between sweaty palms, every now and then pausing to wipe his hands down his trousers as he concentrated on how best to keep Houghton calm. She could see the concern etched in every crease of his brow. He would, no doubt, be hoping to bring the situation to a satisfactory conclusion before the negotiator arrived and it was taken out of their hands.

They heard a shout from within the building and strained to see through the gap in the boarding across the window. In the searchlight, they could see Maryanne still being held round the throat at knifepoint, but did Houghton also have the Beretta? And if he did, was it kept close to hand. This was clearly his hideaway, the den where he kept all his treasured possessions – including Maryanne. If he still had the gun, it would be here too – and that reality had to be factored into their every decision.

‘I don’t want to talk. Go away all of you and leave us alone.’ Houghton’s voice was gruff and angry, edged with menace. His expression was wild.

‘Thomas, keep calm. We need to talk,’ Hunter had already expressed the necessity for a good line of communication. ‘Do you have a phone number I can ring you on? There are important things you need to know.’

‘There’s nothing I need to know. I have my wife, and she is everything I want.’ He pulled Maryanne up higher so that her neck stretched out under his arm. ‘You won’t take her away from me again.’

‘I have his new mobile number,’ Emma’s voice sounded small and distant. She pulled out her own phone and scrolled through it, reading out the saved number marked as ‘Dad’, her expression darkening. ‘I doubt he’ll be bothered with me now he thinks he has my mum back. She was always his priority. He always blamed me for my mother’s illness.’

‘I’m sure he didn’t really?’ Charlie watched as Emma shook her head, smiling sadly. ‘How could he? MS could strike anybody, at any time.’

‘It struck my mum straight after she gave birth to me. There was never any question in his mind that it was my fault.’ The words spilled out from Emma’s mouth without emotion. It was as if she was reading them from a medical journal, a textbook that she too believed to be correct. ‘It was only very recently that he’d begun to come round. He was just starting to trust me and build a life for us both. For the first time, it actually felt as if he cared, that I might become his little girl, that he might even love me.’ She paused and her voice caught. ‘That was why I changed. He was all I had left. His love and acceptance was all I ever wanted.’

Charlie was appalled. No wonder Emma had been so reticent to help, and his last statement would have reinforced her previous belief that he didn’t really care about her, that she would always play second fiddle to her dead mother.

Still, there was no doubting he had been trying to change. He hadn’t just run off and left her. He’d got them a house, new identities. He had a plan, and she was very much part of it. Emma might have been held at arm’s length before, but it was clear that, recently, she had been fully included. They just had to remind him of her presence. But when?

Hunter was redialling the number again, but each time he tried to speak, Houghton would end the call. He put the handset on speakerphone and they listened as this time the ringtone ended and the answerphone kicked in.

‘Please call me back,’ Hunter said. ‘We want to try to help you in the best way we can.’

He picked up the loudspeaker again. ‘Thomas, please answer your phone. We need to talk.’

Charlie watched helplessly as Hunter paced around the confined space. Time was moving on and they were going nowhere. Soon their suspect would need more drugs – and there was no way that could ever be sanctioned. Houghton would get increasingly unstable and who knew what would happen. He was like a bomb primed and ready to explode, but with no way of knowing the time or cause of the detonation.
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Thomas was getting increasingly volatile, padding noiselessly round the room, his footsteps light and springy, his head swivelling from side to side, assessing, and reassessing his options. Maryanne knew that, realistically, he had only two. Come quietly, or go out in a blaze of glory.

It was the question of what he intended to do with her that frightened her the most. He was both predator and prey, the hunter and the hunted, but it was as if he hadn’t made up his mind which role he should assume. Sometimes he would treat her with tenderness, cupping her face in his hands and whispering that everything would be all right. The next minute, he was enraged, shouting out in anger as if the situation was of her making, blaming the voice over the loudspeaker for his predicament.

She could do nothing but watch and wait, and hope that he would eventually see sense and let her go, but as time ticked by, this seemed less and less likely. He refused to enter into any sort of dialogue, either on the phone or shouted across the night sky. In fact, just the sound of the man’s voice was enough to send him into a frenzy.

The spotlight was still aimed directly into the room, its beam and brilliance illuminating the shrine he’d made in her honour. Its presence clearly angered him, but they’d refused to switch it off and it meant she could witness, minute by minute, his growing paranoia. How many times had he come here, planning and obsessing over her?

She shivered involuntarily at the thought, wondering too what her sister would be thinking. Would Danielle be feeling guilt at the events leading up to her capture? She hoped not. There was only one person responsible for the situation and that was the half-demented man who paced incessantly and argued with himself out loud. She despised him, yet she pitied him.

The loudspeaker struck up again. This time, it was a woman’s voice, higher pitched, yet calm, almost velvety to her ears. The man stopped pacing, moving closer, his expression one of rapt concentration.

The voice spoke soothingly, making promises as to his treatment. It was almost melodic, unlike the more staccato, barked tones of the man. The voice was persuasive and Maryanne recognised it to be Charlie’s. Hers had been the last words on her phone, the message of hope that she had been clinging to.

The talking stopped, the last words imploring him to answer his phone, and the room descended into silence. Maryanne held her breath as the phone started to ring, watching as the man’s head swivelled violently from side to side. His breathing became louder, harsher, quicker and he moved towards the window, crouching behind the pillar, ignoring the ringtone, his eyes ablaze.

‘She’s lying,’ he whispered hoarsely across the room. ‘They don’t care about me. She’s the one who promised to get you out.’

He dropped to his knees and crawled across the mishmash of rugs to where she sat, jumping up behind her and hauling her to her feet. Roughly he dragged her across to the window, levering off some of the boarding and placing her body between him and the garden, the skin of her neck stretched out pale against the spotlight.

‘You’re liars,’ he screamed out into the brightness, waving the blade into the light. ‘You’re all liars. You said you were coming to get her, that you’d rescue her – but you won’t take Catherine away from me. You’ll have to kill me first – or else I’ll kill us both.’

Pulling her backwards into the room again, he sank to his knees, his hands running down across her hair, her back, her buttocks, until his shoulders were level with her thighs, his arms encircling her waist and pulling her close.

‘I’ll never let you go again,’ he strained his face upwards, tears coursing down his sunken cheeks. ‘You’re mine… forever.’

*

‘Get Emma briefed.’ Hunter’s expression was serious. The negotiator had still not arrived and things were getting desperate.

Thomas Houghton’s mental state had deteriorated to such an extent that it wasn’t now safe to leave Maryanne in his presence without fearing for her imminent death.

Hunter’s ploy had failed. Charlie, instead of providing a more feminine, less macho tone, had instead lit the touchpaper. Houghton was on the edge. How could they not have entertained the probability he would have heard her answerphone message? That he might recognise her voice. Now, there was no knowing what he was going to do.

She gave precise, uncomplicated instructions to Emma, while listening in to Hunter’s urgent talks with the inspector of the tactical firearms unit – but their options were limited. It was still unknown whether Houghton had the gun, but he had been witnessed with at least one knife… and he stayed in very close proximity to Maryanne. It would be too risky to try and immobilise him, without putting their victim in mortal danger. Moreover, the layout of the room and security boarding afforded them only a limited view. No officer could be expected to accurately take out their suspect in the circumstances.

She squeezed Emma’s hand, as Hunter beckoned her across, speaking in a low, serious voice.

‘Listen to me carefully and don’t say a word without my say-so.’ He stared at the girl intently. ‘Do you understand?’

*

Emma was clinging to the tin of memorabilia as she stepped forward.

‘You have to persuade him that you won’t split them up,’ she took out a photo of her parents together and pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘He really believes that woman is my mother. I don’t think he even realises he’s done anything wrong.’

‘So why has he run away from police so many times?’ Hunter shook his head.

Emma thought for a moment, unsure whether to tell the police inspector what Thomas had admitted, but it was so minor in the scheme of things. It couldn’t make the situation worse. ‘Because he told me he broke into a convenience store in Streatham High Road and he thinks he’s been identified on CCTV. He did it for us, and he doesn’t want to get put inside for it. Not when he thinks he’s found my mum.’

She listened as Charlie got straight on to the phone, asking for a search to be completed on the details.

‘Why didn’t you explain about this when we raided your bedsit?’ Charlie put her hand over the handset while they awaited a reply. ‘Didn’t you think we were being a bit over the top for a shop burglary?’

Emma dropped her head. ‘Well you didn’t tell me what you were there for either.’ She wasn’t going to take all the blame. ‘And I’d told my friend about the gun I saw, and I thought she’d grassed him up. I thought it was all my fault for getting him in trouble. Anyway, I didn’t find out about the break-in until later.’

Charlie lifted the phone to her ear again.

‘Yep, all confirmed,’ she nodded to the inspector. ‘There was a recent burglary at the minimart, with some vague CCTV and the suspect fits Houghton’s description… at least before he shaved his head and grew a beard.’

‘That’s why he changed his appearance,’ Emma said. ‘I helped him do it so that he wouldn’t be recognised.’

Emma felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. As far as she was concerned, the police now knew everything. And she was pleased. She’d always been taught to do the right thing by her mother and these last few weeks and months covering for her father had challenged her very essence. The only bonus had been her new friends, although it was doubtful her mother would have approved of either Ebony or Ivory, never mind Jason, Josef or Rocky.

For a few seconds, the memory of Josef materialised, his unexpected tenderness, his taut, sinewy body, his lopsided smile. She’d liked him, and she thought he liked her, but she knew it would never work, could never work. Her father’s instincts had been right, much as she’d tried to gloss over the reason it had happened. Sex was a commodity. Her body had been purchased and, however sweet Josef had turned out to be, she could never get over that fact.

She swept the memory to the furthest corners of her mind. At least the situation was becoming clearer. Right now, she had to be sure that her father would be dealt with fairly. He was sick and he needed treatment, not just to be locked away.

‘How is my father at the moment?’ She already knew the answer, but she hadn’t been privy to the best view. Maybe there was more that she hadn’t herself witnessed.

‘He’s very agitated.’ The inspector cut straight to the point. ‘We need to end this hostage situation as soon as possible, for both their sakes.’

Emma nodded, suddenly nervous. ‘And you promise that if I help, you’ll get him treatment. He won’t be hurt in any way?’

Hunter passed the loudspeaker to her. ‘If you do exactly what I say and he follows instructions, he won’t be harmed. I promise. Now let’s get on.’

*

Thomas heard Emma’s voice slicing through the light and let his hand drop.

‘Dad,’ she said clearly. ‘It’s me, Emma. Can we talk?’

‘What are you doing here?’ he shouted towards the gap in the boarding. ‘Have they got you too? Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ she replied, but he wasn’t sure whether to believe her.

‘Dad, they want you to come out. They don’t want to split you two up. Catherine can leave with you. I’ve got their word on it.’

‘How can I trust what they say? What if it’s a trap?’

‘In a minute they’re going to switch off the spotlight and you’ll see me. I’ll be standing in the garden on my own. It’ll show you I’m not trying to trick you. I could run away at any time.’

As she spoke, the spotlight was dimmed and the room became atmospheric, lit only by the quaint glow of the candles. He blinked, waiting for his eyes to acclimatise to the gloom before manoeuvring Catherine in front of him towards the window. It was still dark outside, although there was the faint promise of a new day on the horizon. A slight movement in the corner of the garden alerted him to the presence of police, but this was swiftly forgotten as Emma came into view. She walked slowly and deliberately, her dyed mahogany hair and willowy figure lit up in what light there was from the moon. As if to convince him further, she switched on a torch, holding it aloft so that its beam shone down on her face and body. It was her, and for a full minute he luxuriated in the sight of his only daughter, alternatively wishing he could go to her or otherwise bring her back to the safe haven he had created with Catherine.

As quickly as she had appeared though, she left and the spotlight was aimed back into the room.

‘Tell them to turn the light off,’ he screamed, shielding his eyes from the blinding light.

‘They won’t,’ Emma replied calmly over the loudspeaker. ‘They want to be able to see that Mum is OK. Please, Dad come out and stop this now.’

He was momentarily taken back by her use of the word Mum, understanding in that second the exact ramifications of his current predicament.

‘They’ll nick me and we’ll all be separated.’ He was choked with emotion.

There was a pause before Emma spoke again.

‘I told them about the break-in, Dad. They say it’s not a big deal and it can be sorted out easily.’

‘I only did it for us.’

‘I know. I told them that. They understand.’ She paused again. ‘Will you come out for me?’

He sensed her desperation, realising then how much it would mean to his daughter if he did what she asked. Yet, at the same time, it was admitting defeat, all his efforts written off as being of no consequence. And he didn’t know yet whether they could be trusted.

But what if Emma was right? What if the matter could be dealt with quickly and they could stay reunited? Surely that would be better? There would be no need to keep running and hiding. Everything would be out in the open. They would be starting afresh.

He turned to Catherine and looked her straight in the face.

‘If we leave together now, Catherine, will you wait for me while I get things sorted?’

The glimmer of hope that lit up her face was instantaneous and her voice gave him strength. ‘Yes, Thomas, I will wait for you,’ she smiled.

It was all he needed to hear. Quelling the wave of apprehension that threatened to engulf him at the thought of his next few steps, he turned his head to where his daughter had so recently stood and shouted into the silence.

‘OK, we’re coming out, but only if Emma tells me what I must do.’

*

Charlie spun round towards Hunter, her fists clenched in front of her.

‘Yes!’ She couldn’t help herself. Emma was grinning broadly and she turned towards the girl with her thumbs up. ‘Well done,’ she mouthed the words, winking at her and smiling back. At last there might now be an end to Maryanne’s nightmare – but there was still so much that could go wrong.

Hunter was in discussion with the tactical firearms advisor, issuing instructions about when and how the operation might be concluded. It was still unclear whether Houghton had access to the firearm – and they had to err on the side of safety. What was known, without any doubt, was that he had at least one lethal weapon, in the shape of a knife, and he wasn’t afraid to use it. An updated briefing was given over the radio to all the armed officers on their options. Emma too was warned to follow Hunter’s instructions precisely. Using her was a huge risk but, set against the growing volatility of the situation, it was deemed acceptable. Still, everything had to be absolutely transparent. There could be no room for accidents or mistakes.

Charlie gave Emma a pat on the shoulder. The girl had proved to be exceptional. She had been the key. Now she just had to hold her nerve and finish the job.

After the immediate buzz of anticipation, the RVP had quietened, every person in the room now held frozen in a collective deep breath. The next few minutes would determine the success, or failure, of their rape investigation, possibly even the murder hunt. With any luck, they would find evidence within Houghton’s den to point to his guilt for all the crimes. Within a few minutes, they would know.

*

Emma couldn’t believe she’d almost succeeded. Her father had listened to her. He had believed in her, trusted her, and now she was on the brink of getting him out to safety.

With that prospect, however, came mixed feelings. His surrender would almost certainly signal the start of a term in a mental hospital or prison, or perhaps both. But what was the alternative, with so many armed police training firearms in his direction? She dared not think.

All she knew was that she was doing the right thing, and her mother would be proud. The inspector gave her the nod and she returned the signal, holding firmly to the tarnished metal tin, the memories contained within giving her the strength to proceed.

This was it. Inspector Hunter was to tell her what to say, and she was to say it, loud and clear, so there could be no mistakes.

‘Dad, come out on your own,’ she repeated the phrase given by the inspector, speaking clearly through the loudspeaker.

‘I’m not coming out without your mother.’

She swung her head round towards the inspector, who raised his hands in acceptance and whispered the next instructions.

‘OK, Dad,’ she followed his words exactly. ‘But leave your weapons behind in the room and take your top off, so they can see you have nothing concealed. The fire escape door just outside the lounge has been opened ready. When you come out of the door into the garden, walk slowly with your arms up. Don’t stop and don’t lower your arms.’

She watched the movements inside the room as her father made himself ready and shuffled across the room towards the door with his hostage held close. The tension inside the rendezvous point was almost unbearable.

Then they were there, approaching the fire escape, slowly and steadily, and it felt like every breath of air was being sucked from her lungs. Her father held both arms aloft, clutching the hands of a blonde-haired woman who also had her arms held high, her body close against him. They walked in step, along the corridor to the door of the fire exit, their shapes becoming slowly bathed in brilliance as they approached. From where she stood, Emma could see the outline of his emaciated chest and sunken features, in contrast to the woman’s fuller figure.

‘Keep walking, Dad, with your arms raised.’ She repeated the inspector’s words, longing at the same time to run to him and tell him everything was going to be all right; that she was doing this for him, so he could get help. ‘Dad, do not stop for any reason, until I tell you to.’

They came to the door and took two steps outside, into the night air. She willed him forward, desperate to keep up the momentum, but to her dismay, he stopped, his eyes closed, his expression stricken and Emma felt her whole body freeze with trepidation, as she waited for him to take the next step.

*

Thomas was fighting hard to control the panic coursing through his head, as he moved one step at a time towards a solitary world, where he just knew Catherine would be taken from him. Emma was there, and he tried to concentrate on her commands to quell his unease, but he couldn’t avoid the sight of the marksman crouched at the furthest end of the corridor, as they left their special room and turned towards the fire escape. The cop was behind them now, their black submachine gun primed and ready, and his head was screaming for him to run and escape, to try to re-establish the control that was being sucked steadily from him. He needed his knives. He really needed his knives; they calmed him, but he’d left them both in the room.

Now as he stepped out from the safety of the care home lounge, his mind started to fill with bad thoughts and accusations; the sing-song sound of laughter, the mocking voices taunting him. They were confusing him. He couldn’t go on.

‘Dad, keep walking,’ he heard Emma saying. ‘Don’t stop. Walk into the middle of the garden.’

But a small voice inside his head was nagging at him, reminding him of when she’d been born, when all his troubles had started; the slight unease he’d felt as he’d shown off his newborn daughter to the elderly residents all those years ago, the suspicion that she’d brought trouble with her, was the cause of it.

He heard her voice again, slightly more urgent now.

‘Keep walking, Dad. Come on. Come out to me. Don’t stop.’

But he had stopped and his legs wouldn’t move to propel him any further. He felt Catherine’s hands in his and he wanted to hold them forever, never leave her.

Emma had stopped talking and the silence was overwhelming, crowding in on him. He closed his eyes tight, trying to shut out the light, the noise in his head, everything. Then he heard the voice.

‘Thomas. Come on. It’s time. It’s time to go.’

It was a voice he recognised. It sounded like Catherine. It traversed the screaming in his head and cut through the white light as cleanly and brightly as it had always done.

The voice demanded the same reaction as always. He smiled and shrugged, letting go of Catherine’s fingers and thrusting both hands downwards into his trouser pockets.

As five bullets slammed into his body, the last thing he remembered was the sight of blood spurting from his chest and the sound of a gut-wrenching shriek, as Catherine’s body fell to one side away from him.
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The tin fell to the ground with a crash as Emma threw her hands to her mouth, but nothing could stop the hideous scream as the bullets ripped through her father’s body. All around was noise, the echo of the gunfire ricocheting round the nearby buildings, shouted commands, sirens, the metallic clicks of the firearms being made safe, reholstered.

Charlie, too, felt her breath catch in her throat as she watched the police officers, so recently having shot Houghton, now running forward to administer CPR. What the hell had just happened? Houghton had been following instructions. Why had he stopped – and why on earth had he put his hands in his pockets? That small movement had sealed his fate. There was no way the armed police would allow him to pull a weapon from his pocket, with Maryanne being so close, especially not with the possibility it could be a gun.

Maryanne was being led away. Charlie swallowed hard. It wasn’t difficult to see how shocked their victim was, how pale and drawn she looked as a blanket was flung round her shoulders. Thank God she had managed to propel herself out of harm’s way and was unhurt. It might not have ended how they wanted, but at least it had ended.

A loud sob drew Charlie from her thoughts. Emma stood staring out into the garden, held back from running to her father, by Hunter’s strong arms. It wasn’t as yet safe with the ensuing frenetic activity, but as soon as things calmed he’d promised she would be taken out. Around her feet lay the contents of the tin, the Christmas earrings, dolls’ clothes and beads spread out across the floor. A photograph of Emma in the arms of her father lay starkly on the top.

‘It’s all my fault,’ she spluttered, staring down at the photo. ‘I shouldn’t have said those words. I got scared when he stopped and my mum always said that phrase to get him moving. I forgot he always put his hands in his pockets…’ Her voice petered out into more sobs. ‘It’s all my fault.’

Charlie took over from Hunter, putting an arm round Emma. The girl was trembling with shock, so she sat her down, careful to avoid the debris across the floor.

‘You did your best. The situation was complicated. Maybe we shouldn’t have got you involved.’ She felt the weight of guilt on her shoulders too. Thomas Houghton had done evil things. He deserved to have been locked up, but did he deserve to die? Was he mad or bad? She didn’t know, but she felt so very sorry for his daughter. Any initial feelings of dislike had been replaced by respect. Emma had done what was right in the end and she couldn’t really blame the girl for initially wanting to cover for her father. How could she have known what he had done and what he was really like? She was almost as much a victim as Maryanne.

Naz came across, stepping carefully over the contents of the tin and indicating that she’d take care of the girl.

‘Hunter wants you with him,’ she nodded to where her boss now waited in the doorway. With medical aid being administered to Houghton and both Maryanne and Emma receiving the appropriate care, it was now important to see to what depths Thomas Houghton had sunk. The next few minutes would determine whether they had shot a murderer, or simply a deranged rapist.

*

Charlie stepped across the threshold and into the lounge and was immediately hit by the pungency of the scented candles. The whole room shimmered in a smoky haze, the combined fragrances mingling into a smog of vanilla, chocolate and citrus. It was a strange combination and one that seeped into her clothing, up her nose and under her skin.

Glancing round, she saw two knives, laid side by side on the seat of a chair by the entrance to the room, clearly placed there with deliberation by Houghton in response to Emma’s instructions. The butt of the hunting knife was grey and metallic, almost certainly the same item as had been held to Maryanne’s neck. There was no obvious sign of a gun.

She continued into the room, noting how ordered it seemed, apart from a small corner to one side. In this spot, clothing lay in untidy piles, heaped on to a mattress which was spread across the floor and partially covered in an open sleeping bag and several cushions. The room was clearly Houghton’s den, used by him to sleep and dwell in, if he needed a place to go. It was also where he kept his most prized possessions and as she looked across to the opposite side of the lounge she shivered involuntarily at the sight of a burgeoning shrine at the centre of the wall. Crammed on to a tabletop was an assortment of photos and memorabilia, all containing references to Catherine, including many handwritten notes and cards from Thomas Houghton himself.

She selected a card, reading the words of love addressed to Catherine, from the stranger who had mistakenly believed Maryanne to be his wife, the man who now lay severely injured in the garden. Hunter was pointing at the large framed photo in the centre of the presentation. She had spotted it immediately, recognising it from the description Maryanne had given as the photograph stolen at the time of her rape.

She nodded her recognition and continued to search, looking for any evidence of the firearm, or anything that might give them reason to believe he was responsible for Op Greystream. After fifteen minutes reading through the cards, checking every dilapidated cupboard, upending every item of furniture, they moved out from the room, joined now by Paul and Sabira. Silently they headed from room to derelict room, their torches scouring every inch of space. The discarded unwanted possessions of the last few residents lay spread across stained carpets and dusty cupboards, leftovers from a time when the corridors had echoed with the sound of orderlies bringing trolley loads of liquidised sustenance and boxes of dressings and pads.

Trolley rails for hoists branched across ceilings, like train tracks over huge grimy baths and cracked handbasins. Dust had settled on everything, a thin film which moved and ebbed with each brush of their clothing or swish of movement. Mouse dropping were everywhere and cobwebs stretched from beds to chairs and back again, every corner of each room displaying the toils of fat, leggy spiders. It appeared as if the exodus of humans had been speedy, leaving only small mammals and insects to inhabit the building.

The blue lights and manoeuvring of the ambulance signalled its imminent departure to the hospital with Houghton. Emma would be with him on what could potentially be her father’s last journey, with Naz accompanying her to provide strength and comfort – and to ensure she didn’t disappear.

The activity in the garden was dying down, the frenetic actions of the police marksmen and paramedics now moving with the casualty on to the emergency vehicle and away.

Maryanne too was to be taken to hospital, where Danielle was waiting, any recovery from her first attack likely to be stunted by the dreadful events of the night. The physical injuries were at least minimal this time, but it was anybody’s guess how the latest trauma would play out in her mind.

Without any particular signal, other than the removal of their suspect, the small search party regrouped in the lounge. Charlie pursed her lips. None of them said a word. There was nothing any of them could say. The facts spoke for themselves. In the absence of a firearm being found, and with the knives left, as instructed, on the chair, it was becoming clear that police had shot an unarmed man.

Worse than that even was the unspoken acknowledgement, that other than the photograph belonging to Maryanne Hepworth, no other items from Operation Greystream had been found. The squat, and any other subsequently identified locations, would be searched for property belonging to their elderly victims and the distinctive Parka jacket and trainers of their suspect, but Charlie now had no doubt these too would yield nothing of note.

As they clustered together in silence, the truth was becoming increasingly obvious.

They still had a murderer at large. Thomas Houghton was guilty only of the final awful crime. They had understandably, but incorrectly linked his offence to the others – and in the last few days they had put all their resources into catching the wrong man.
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Charlie drove straight to Jamie’s graveyard when she was finished at the crime scene. It was almost midday on Wednesday and she was weary to the point of exhaustion. Her feet moved automatically to his grave, following the well-worn path, almost trance-like, before she sank down against the cool tombstone and rested her head against the carving of her brother’s name. Several other people tending graves nodded in her direction, but she was too troubled to respond. All she wanted was to sleep – sleep and forget – safe in the presence of her brother.

She closed her eyes, but the events of the night kept repeating, like a record stuck in the same groove, jumping back to that moment when the shots rang out time and time again and the tin clattered to the floor. Normally, the apprehension of a suspect was a cause for celebration, but this result was not providing any elation. Thomas Houghton had committed awful crimes, most obviously to Maryanne and the two police officers injured during his escape, but just as serious were the emotional scars inflicted on his daughter during a lifetime of neglect and detachment. Even now as he lay on a resuscitation trolley fighting for his pathetic life, she knew that Emma, not he, would be the one wracked with guilt.

It wasn’t fair and she hated injustice. Shifting her position, she laid down, curling her body around the tombstone and pulled a thin coat up round her shoulders and over her face. With the sun blanked out, she immediately had the sensation of falling, spiralling into darkness, alone, just as she had when Jamie had died. This time, though, her brother stayed with her, guiding her upwards through the foaming surf until she burst back out into the fresh air, gasping for oxygen, tossing her head around to find him. But even though he was nowhere to be seen, she could sense him, moulding his body in behind hers, calming and rejuvenating.

‘Are you all right? You’ve been asleep for several hours.’

She woke to the feel of a hand gently jogging her awake, and a face both kind and concerned. She pulled the coat from her face, screwing her eyes up against the light, even though the sky was overcast and dark clouds threatened. Stretching out her limbs, she was surprised to find her spine felt stiff and her hip numb from where she’d lain.

‘Thank you, yes I’m fine. It was a long night.’ She recognised the woman. She was a regular to the graveyard, ageless in her grief, her skin scarred with sleepless nights and care-worn days, the deep creases in her forehead and neck like the map of a vast, empty, water-starved plain. She had seen the woman often, tending to a clean white stone dedicated to the memory of a child. Sometimes she came with a younger woman, but more often, just like her, she came by herself. For a moment, as Charlie processed this fact, her mind turned to her own mother and the way in which Meg chose to deal with her grief alone, never sharing the burden or helping to overcome her pain.

As if reading her mind, the woman bent down and offered her a hand.

‘Don’t stay here for too long,’ the woman said, tugging her upwards gently as Charlie took hold of her hand. ‘It’s not good to spend too much time alone with your past.’

She smiled back at the woman, recognising immediately the sadness in her face. There was nothing obvious, no dried streaks of tears, no red-rimmed eyes, just an emptiness where once there had almost certainly been life, a dullness where once there had been a spark.

‘I’m not alone,’ she replied simply, squeezing the woman’s hand and gazing deep into the emptiness. ‘We’re never alone.’ She watched as the faintest glow lit up in the woman’s eyes.

‘We’re not, are we!’ The woman nodded almost imperceptibly, holding on to her hand for a few seconds longer, before letting it go and smiling one last time. ‘Now, you take care of yourself, and those around you.’

Charlie nodded in return, pulling her jacket around her neck and watching as the woman glided away. She blew a kiss towards her brother’s tombstone, understanding at last she wouldn’t be back. The conversation, short as it had been, had touched on something she’d known for a while but hadn’t as yet been able to verbalise. And the words had come from her own mouth.

She was never alone. Jamie was always with her. His body might be buried under the soil here in the tranquil silence of the graveyard, but his spirit was with her always. It was what provided her fight, the determination to do the right thing, the resolve to always put the victims first.

She turned when she got to the gate, catching a glimpse of the woman kneeling at the side of the white headstone, her head bowed, a tissue held to her face. Maybe she too was saying her goodbyes. Perhaps it was time for her to move on. Who knew, but it was strange how a chance meeting could yield such a startling revelation.

For twenty years, Charlie had been coming each week, but her life was changing. It was time to let go of her past and look to the future. Whether she would feel the same the following Wednesday, she didn’t know, but as she climbed into her car, she could almost imagine the click of the lock as the passenger door swung shut, and the wrinkling of the car seat next to hers with the weight of her unseen guest.

*

Another bunch of flowers lay on her step as she opened her flat door a few hours later to head back into the office. With Houghton eliminated, almost literally, from Op Greystream, the bulk of the investigation would revert to Karl Ferris.

She picked the flowers up and headed off, noticing the same central thistle and a similar type of flowers. This time though there was a small pink card with a creamy-coloured heart clipped to the covering. She flipped it over, but there was no message attached. The sight made her shiver inexplicably. It seemed strange to think of Ben being so close whilst she’d slept. Only a week ago he’d been sharing her bed, now he was creeping about outside.

She started to jog to the bus stop, tucking the flowers under her arm. Bet could arrange them for the office. Having had only three hours to grab some proper sleep in her bed, she’d left getting up until the last possible moment.

Paul was climbing the steps into Lambeth HQ as she arrived. For once, he appeared in as bad a shape as she, his usual blond spiky hair ungelled and his eyes slitty and tired. He screwed them up further on seeing her.

‘Ben again?’ He nodded towards the flowers and gave her a nudge. ‘You absolutely sure it’s not a secret admirer?’ Sidestepping her as she went to hit him, he continued to tease. ‘Are you sure you’ve got the right man?’ He raised his eyebrows, jumping into the revolving doors in front of her. ‘Talking of which. Karl Ferris. Do you reckon he’s our man?’

The question got her thinking as she climbed the stairs to the office. Was Ferris really their man? Or were they missing something? He was certainly repugnant. He made her skin crawl in fact, but was he capable of cold-blooded murder?

A slight doubt had been nagging at her throughout the investigation. It had become stronger that day as she’d walked from the graveyard, the presence of so many dead round her, honing her desire for justice. Maryanne’s burglary had always felt different, even though it had been linked by many similarities. Now that Houghton could almost certainly be ruled out, her thoughts returned to Florence Briarly, her daughter Amy and neighbour George Cosgrove.

Her brain had never dismissed a lead that had already been started. It had provided an interesting link but one that hadn’t been researched to its full potential. Now, as she thought of Ferris and his smarmy gloating words, the urge to follow it up became ever more pressing.

*

‘Karl Ferris returned to his flat at 03.18 on Tuesday 1st May. We don’t know where he was before that time, or whether he met up with anybody. Or whether he was out recceing his next victim.’

Hunter’s voice sounded loud and authoritative, briefing a small team of surveillance officers when Charlie and Paul walked in together. It was just after 9 p.m., but they were to be out on the plot straight away, just in case.

‘Boss, can I go and make a quick enquiry before joining you?’ Charlie asked, waiting for a pause in the conversation and quickly explaining what she had in mind.

‘If you must, but you’re on your own. I can’t spare Paul?’ Hunter frowned; clearly not happy at losing her, but at the same time not wanting to rein her in. Charlie’s hunches had gained quite a reputation for being correct over the years. ‘Be quick though. I’ve a hunch too, and I think that Ferris will be coming out to play tonight.’

She grinned, never averse to a little competition.

Pulling out her phone, she typed in a number, immediately pleased by confirmation that the woman she needed to meet was on duty all night. They might not have been able to get hold of her for the ID parade with Houghton, but at least she was available now. Things were looking up. Grabbing an album of photos from the shelf, she copied out a photo of Karl Ferris and slotted it in carefully on to a random page.

The surveillance team were already heading out the door as she finished, anxious to get in position and ready well before eleven. They needed to catch Ferris as he left his flat, in order to establish where he was heading – and more importantly, what he was up to.

She checked her watch. With any luck, her enquiry wouldn’t take too long and would add meat to the bones of Hunter’s hunch.

As she started her car, though, she also knew that it had the potential to provide their suspect with a further disclosable point of defence.

*

Glenys Jones was busy sorting out the last few residents at Applewood House when Charlie was ushered through.

‘You’ll have to wait, but I won’t be long,’ she said, holding a clasp of safety pins in gritted teeth while pointing the way to the office. ‘Take a seat. I’ve just got one last resident to get comfortable and then I’ll be back with you.’

She did as she was told, making herself comfortable on a leather armchair and pulling out her radio. She set it on the table in front of her and settled back against the high back of the chair, letting her head relax and feeling immediately dozy. What sleep she’d had in the last twenty-four hours had been broken and sporadic and she was still tired.

Within a minute, her lethargy was forgotten as the radio sparked into life. Karl Ferris had been spotted by lamplight, peering out from the door to his flat and looking around. It seemed that, just as Hunter had mooted, he was indeed coming out to play.

‘Damn it,’ she said the words out loud, straightening and checking the time. It was still only half past eleven and now it seemed like her enquiry would mean she would miss all the action.

‘Positive ID on subject 1, out, out, out. On foot and turning right.’

She walked across to the office door and looked down the corridor, but there was no one in sight.

‘On, on, on,’ the surveillance officer continued. ‘Subject is dressed in a hooded jacket, pulled down over his head and partially shielding his face. He is carrying a dark-coloured rucksack and is walking steadily, with eyes all about. Stand by. He’s stopped and is checking his pockets. Now, on, on, on, again in the same direction.’

Charlie started to pace round the office. Half of her wanted to leave now to join the operation, but she also knew that by the time she got there, it was likely to be over.

‘Damn it,’ she said again, leaving the office to try to find Glenys.

She held the radio to her ear, its volume switched down so as not to disturb the residents as she strode along each quiet corridor. The surveillance eye had switched to a different officer now, but Ferris continued to walk, keeping to the side roads and darkened sides of the street, head down, walking with a purpose. He obviously knew where he was going and he was determined to get there fast.

‘Subject 1 slowing down and now stationary behind a large tree on the South footway. I’m tucking in behind a fence and will keep watch,’ the officer continued. ‘He’s looking around. Now back behind the tree. Stand by, all units.’

Charlie nearly bumped into Glenys Jones, who was backing out of a doorway, as she raced along.

‘Ooh, you made me jump,’ Glenys exclaimed, holding her hand to her heart.

‘I need you to look at some photos now.’ Charlie didn’t hold back. If she could get the answer she wanted, it might well help Hunter better decide the action that might soon be required.

‘OK, OK, I’m coming.’ Glenys puffed and panted, pushing her trolley as fast as she was able, given that she was short in stature and short of breath. By the time they got back to the office she was wheezing hard.

‘Subject 1 now across the road and in, in, in to the front garden of number forty-seven. Looking up at the first-floor front window.’

‘What does the house look like?’ Hunter’s voice piped up over the radio.

‘It’s semi-detached, with a garage to one side. It looks like it could use a lick of paint and a bit of TLC, but otherwise it’s pretty standard.’

Charlie knew exactly what Hunter was getting at. Did it look as if the house belonged to an elderly resident?

Glenys Jones had pulled out a nebuliser from her cardigan pocket and was sucking hard on it. She was red-faced and appeared to be having trouble catching her breath.

Charlie put the photo album in front of her and opened the first page.

‘I need a voter’s check on the occupant of number 47 and any intel on the occupants ASAP,’ she heard Hunter bark down the radio.

‘Yes boss,’ Bet’s voice came across in answer. ‘Stand by.’

‘Subject is in the porch, but it’s all in darkness. He’s crouching down now. I can’t see exactly what he’s doing, but it looks like he’s checking his bag.’

‘Voters’ register shows a single female by the name of Anne Gledhorn.’ Bet spoke calmly. ‘No other person is shown living at the address and there are no crimes reported in the last five years. Just one intel report, stand by. I’m just reading it.’ There was a short pause. ‘It looks like a call to suspects in the rear garden, about a month ago. The result is shown as No Trace, but the officer thought it could possibly be a group of kids stopped further down the road.’

‘The front door is opening and subject 1 is in, in, in to the venue. No lights on, but it looks like he may be using a torch or phone light. Door closed.’

The radio lapsed into silence. The tension was unbearable. Charlie knew that Hunter’s mind would be racing. She could almost sense his conflict in every throbbing second of quiet across the airwaves even from where she was, several miles away. There appeared to be a single female occupant at their location. Her age was unknown – but there was a recent report of a prowler. Should they hold back and wait and see what happened or should they go in now? In her opinion they didn’t dare wait.

Glenys Jones was turning the pages of the album.

‘See if you recognise any of the faces,’ Charlie prompted. ‘In particular let me know if you recognise the man you thought was called Ray, or Roy, who helped out at the Christmas Party here. But bear in mind he won’t be wearing a hat or glasses in these photos. None of the faces will be.’

She held her breath. With any luck, the manager would point out Ferris and she could phone the identification through to Hunter. If Ferris was picked out as the man known to have been acting suspiciously with the elderly residents, it would add weight to his guilt – and that might help Hunter to make his decision. But even without a positive identification, could Hunter risk waiting? Anne Gledhorn could be in serious danger right this second – and they didn’t know whether this slightly unsavoury volunteer had anything to do with the burglaries anyway. Her hunch could be wrong.

It appeared that a decision had already been made. Hunter was mobilising the surveillance units, quickly and quietly, ensuring the house was surrounded on all sides. An entry team, previously on standby, were being brought forward in readiness, with Paul, Naz and Sabira in the first wave of officers to enter. They could not afford to delay any longer.

She watched as Glenys Jones turned over to the page showing Karl Ferris. His face stared out, his eyes dark and soulless.

‘Go, go, go,’ Hunter’s voice boomed across the airwaves.

Charlie could barely breathe as she waited for news.

‘He looks evil,’ Glenys Jones commented, pointing towards Karl Ferris’ image with his birthmark standing out, stained dark red and brooding against his pale skin. She flipped over the page and looked up. ‘But I don’t recognise him.’

*

It didn’t take long for Glenys to finish the album. As the manager leafed through the final pages, Charlie mused on the fact that not only had she drawn a blank, but she had also missed out on the operation to save a potential victim and help to put Karl Ferris away. If she tried not to look disappointed then she clearly failed. It was written right across her face.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help,’ Glenys Jones tried to cheer her up. ‘I did spread the word though, like you asked me to.’ She turned away and pulled out the top drawer of a filing cabinet, delving down into one of the spaces and pulling out a brown envelope. ‘One of the relatives visiting for the Christmas party gave me some copies of photographs that they took that day. I was going to phone, but I didn’t want to bother you. There might be something of use on them.’

She passed the envelope across to Charlie, who slipped it into the front of the photo album. She couldn’t help being disappointed that she’d failed. Thanking Glenys Jones for her help, she returned rather despondently to her car. Hunter, Paul and the others looked to have saved the day, but she’d make her way to see what, belatedly, she could do. It wasn’t often her hunches were wrong, but this time she’d blown it quite dramatically.

Firing up the engine, she shifted the car into gear and started making her way. At least Hunter’s suspicion had proved to be right.
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The first sight she saw on pulling up in the sea of revolving blue lights was Karl Ferris standing in handcuffs by the rear of a police van. His head was down and Paul stood guard at his side.

‘Nice work,’ Charlie said as she approached.

‘I’m not so sure,’ Paul raised his eyebrows and put one finger to his lips.

‘Nice work?’ Karl Ferris raised his head and spat out an imitation. ‘Nice work?’ His voice sounded high and petulant. ‘You must be joking. You’re all shit. I was just visiting one of my birds, like I do regularly when my missus is asleep. She needs a good seeing-to, if you know what I mean.’ He eyed her up and down. ‘Looks like you could do with one too.’

She was about to reply when she saw Paul tweaking the handcuffs higher up Ferris’s back. Ferris jerked forward suddenly, his speech now pitched even higher in complaint.

‘Be quiet and don’t talk to a female officer like that,’ Paul muttered in his ear, keeping the cuffs in the same position. ‘In fact, don’t talk to any woman like that, you lowlife.’

Ferris opened his mouth and was about to spit out a retort when Hunter came marching towards him.

Hunter’s cheeks glowed bright red, but the frown he was wearing darkened his whole face. ‘Let him go,’ he ordered Paul, indicating the handcuffs, his expression venomous. He stared up at Karl Ferris. ‘And you’d better be home in your bed and asleep in the next half an hour or I’ll be knocking on your door to arrest you for breaching your bail.’

‘You can try,’ Ferris grinned malevolently in return. ‘But my conditions only say I must live and sleep at that address. They don’t say when I must sleep.’ He pulled his arm free from an unlocked cuff and shook it out in his face. ‘And it also doesn’t say I can’t sleep at any other address, or with any other person.’ He leant in towards Hunter, dropping his voice. ‘And if you want to know, that’s where I was going on the bus those two times when you saw me on CCTV. I go there every Monday. To my other bird.’ He licked his lips and exhaled loudly. ‘I wasn’t interested in that old woman. Why would I be? Not when I’m so popular with the younger ones.’ He leered openly towards Charlie. ‘But I like to check I’m not being followed, if you know what I mean. Wouldn’t want them finding out about the others. Got to keep them all happy.’ He pulled his other hand free and shook it out.

Charlie swallowed at a lump in her throat. The man made her feel physically sick. How any woman could find him in the least bit appealing was totally beyond her.

Paul put the handcuffs into his jacket pocket, rattling them towards Ferris as he did so. ‘You might think you’re clever, but you’re still on bail,’ he whispered. ‘So until the next time.’

‘There won’t be a next time. You’ve got nothin’ on me,’ Ferris took a few steps away, before turning round and looking towards the front door of the house. ‘Same time tomorrow night, darlin’,’ he shouted across to a middle-aged woman standing in the doorway with a dirty cream dressing gown wrapped tightly around her and hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a comb for many months.

‘All right darlin’. Same time tomorrow,’ she screamed back at him, their voices perfectly harmonised.

‘They deserve each other,’ Hunter mumbled angrily. ‘When I said I thought he was coming out to play, I didn’t mean like this.’

And with that he stomped away, leaving Paul to explain what she’d already gathered from the conversation. Karl Ferris had been conducting night-time visits to this particular lady friend for some months, or so she had confirmed. Tonight, he had left his home with a small rucksack containing a change of clothing and some rather grubby sex toys to continue his liaison. On the way, he realised he had forgotten his key to her address, hence the stop to check his pockets and the surreptitious glance to her window and phone call on his arrival, imploring her to open the door. The minute or two waiting in the gloom of the porch led the surveillance officers to come to the wrong conclusion that he was forcing entry, as opposed to waiting to be allowed in by his beau, who was hidden from view behind the door.

All in all, it had been a prize cock-up.

They watched as the sea of blue gradually disappeared, each vehicle heading off to patrol the streets and airwaves.

‘And Glenys Jones, the manager of Applewood House Nursing Home, didn’t pick Ferris out from our witness album either.’ Charlie filled Paul in on her wasted trip as they dawdled back towards their own car. ‘I was hoping he might be the volunteer who disappeared when asked for a CRB check. It might not have assisted hugely, but at least it might have provided some useful background evidence, and confirmed we were on the right track.’

‘Rather than back to square one.’ Paul kicked a fallen conker, sending it scudding across the pavement. ‘Shit. Both Houghton and Ferris are almost off the hook.’

Charlie climbed into the car, slamming the door shut hard. As Paul jumped in beside her, he lifted the photo album up off the passenger seat to make room, tipping it over so far that that the brown envelope Glenys had given her fell out against the gearstick.

She sighed, picking it up and ripping open the top. She may as well have a look, but it really was scraping the barrel, staring at a load of strangers dressed up in party hats singing Christmas carols to a group of lovely but half-senile care home residents. It was going back way further than square one, but she supposed, as she pulled out a raft of about ten photos, that it wouldn’t do any harm to look?

The first one showed nothing of interest: an old woman sitting in a wheelchair with a garland made from tinsel hanging round her neck. The second was no better – a nurse spoon-feeding the same woman what appeared to be a liquidised mixture of roast turkey and some sort of green vegetable.

She switched the interior light on as she turned to the third, holding the photo under its beam and tilting it towards her to better see the image. The old woman was in the background on this one, her hand being held by a male in the foreground. The male was slightly rotund and white. He wore a trilby hat and a small pair of round spectacles and as Charlie stared at the sharply focused image of the overfamiliar stranger, she realised with a shock that she had seen his face before.

*

‘Quick, Paul, put the monitor on and I’ll show you.’

They were back at Lambeth HQ within minutes, with the image lodged squarely in her mind – and with Bet now leaning in to see, and Naz, Sabira and Hunter on the way. She was determined to have her identification confirmed and staring out at them all from the screen by the time they arrived. She wasn’t a super recogniser for nothing, and this time, with any luck, she was one hundred per cent accurate.

She placed the photograph of the volunteer on the desk in front of her computer and glanced at the image again.

Paul dug out the CCTV footage and slotted it into the hard drive and they watched as the recording started to run. The date was 9 April 2018 at 11.51. Florence Briarly climbed on to the route 249 bus and sat down on the lower deck, waiting for it to pull away. Karl Ferris could be seen entering the bus and sitting down at the rear, head down.

Charlie paused the footage as Hunter pushed through the door, closely followed by Naz and Sabira.

‘What have we got then?’ Hunter frowned at the screenshot of Karl Ferris as they huddled up behind her. ‘Not just him again, I hope?’

‘No, ignore him.’ She pressed play and the recording started up again, showing the journey of the bus until it reached Florence’s stop, where she stood up ready to leave. The doors swung open and Florence began to dismount, stopping briefly to wave a cheery goodbye to the driver. ‘Wait for it,’ she gasped, holding her breath as the bus driver’s head appeared at the foot of the camera. For a few seconds, his head remained lowered, his features hidden, but then he swivelled round, turning his head upwards so that he was in full sight of the camera lens.

Charlie freeze-framed the footage, stopping as the man’s face came into full view, a small pair of round spectacles cementing her identification. Picking up the photograph, she placed it alongside and they all stared open-mouthed at the sight before them.

‘Bloody hell.’ Paul said what they were all thinking. ‘It’s the same bloke. The bus driver is the volunteer.’

Hunter clapped her on the back. ‘That’s brilliant. Charlie. Well done. Now, we just need to find out who he is.’

*

It didn’t take long. Enquiries at the bus garage were quick to reveal that Roy, not Ray, Skinner, date of birth 1/9/1960, was the man who regularly drove the Route 249. He was known to police, but his convictions were ‘spent’, enabling him to easily obtain employment with Transport for London. He had therefore been driving buses for over twelve years.

A quick scan of the second raft of footage on the day of Florence Briarly’s murder showed that on that occasion it had not been Skinner driving the bus. Nor was he driving on the days of many of the other break-ins, perhaps preferring to spend those days preparing for his forthcoming night-time excursions.

The most damning piece of information, though, was his reputation with the elderly. He was clearly a popular driver, with letters of commendation regularly received from many older passengers who had been welcomed with a cheery smile, or assisted on or off buses with heavy bags of shopping. He certainly seemed to make a point of chatting to the old folks on his route. The question was, was he obsessed enough to break into their homes, under cover of darkness; and had this rather strange perversion led ultimately to the murder of Florence Briarly?

Charlie had no hesitation in believing that to be the case and Hunter, too, had already forgotten the failure of their last mission on Karl Ferris, delegating Naz and Sabira immediately with the unpopular job of waking the local magistrate from their bed for a signature on a warrant. He was now concentrating fully on gathering as many troops as was possible, to deliver the second door-knock of the night.

Charlie stared at the photo of Skinner on the screen. It was the most up-to-date image taken from his Public Service Vehicle licence and also appeared on the ID card he wore when he was on duty on the buses.

Roy Skinner was the type of man you would walk past in the street and not even realise you’d walked past. In other words, he was forgettable. He was your everyday middle-aged man, of medium to portly build, balding, with grey hair at the sides and a hangdog expression. He sported a moustache, a dimple on the chin, deep frown marks and a larger than average bottom lip, with a wisp of hair right in the centre, partially masking yellowing teeth. He was in his late fifties and wore round-rimmed spectacles that made him appear invisible, a latter-day Harry Potter, but with none of the power or invincibility.

Maybe it was this that had allowed him to operate for so long under the radar. Nobody would believe that this innocuous-looking man could be capable of carrying out the crimes of which he was suspected. But Charlie did. Staring at his image, she could well imagine the frustration and anger simmering below the surface of the outwardly respectable bus driver.

His record told the tale. Twice, he had been arrested in his mid-twenties for outraging public decency in public toilets around South London, and five times in fairly quick succession soon afterwards he had been arrested for unprovoked attacks on members of the public. It seemed that under the mild exterior was a young man who was bubbling with uncontrolled violence. Cast out from the army he loved for being a gay man, at a time when homosexuality was frowned upon in the forces, he had turned his anger towards any person who he considered to have ‘stared at him in the wrong way’.

No wonder he hadn’t wanted the care home to see his criminal record, however many years had elapsed. In Charlie’s experience, that sort of violence never truly went away.

And no surprise either that he was able to use the skills he’d learnt during his short service to carefully recce his victims, carrying out advanced surveillance and orchestrating well-honed attacks.

To Charlie, it also explained why most of his victims were old. Only the elderly would have recollections of war, and with the loss of the military career that he had loved, perhaps his only recompense was to seek out ex-soldiers or other folks connected to the military – and the older, the easier. Maybe at first he had wanted just to talk, to hear their experiences and share some of his, a bygone time when he had been happy, before his sexuality had meant expulsion from his chosen career. Maybe with each break-in, his frustration had grown until, bang, just like the unprovoked attacks of his youth, one wrong word or look had caused his tightly controlled temper to erupt. Now, with his rage again holding court, they needed to intervene before the single known murder became a succession.

The room was filling with officers and anticipation of the impending operation was growing. Naz kicked through the door and her eyes sought out Hunter, waving the warrant in the air towards him.

‘Got it,’ she shouted over the animated buzz of conversation.

With a nod, Hunter collected the paperwork and strode to where Charlie waited, pointing towards the image of Roy Skinner. ‘Right, troops, quieten down and take a good look at your target. He might look like a bit of a loser, the man-next-door who wouldn’t hurt a fly, but he’s not. He is a well-organised, devious predator with military experience, who is out of control and has targeted the weakest and most vulnerable in society. You all know what you have to do, so let’s get out there and do it. Tonight it is our job to bring this failed soldier to book, before he can strike again.’

Charlie watched her boss as he lifted the warrant overhead and waved it in the air. For a second, it almost reminded her of a call to war, a motivational Churchillian shout that wouldn’t have gone amiss in The Darkest Hour. She jumped to her feet, his last words forbidding any dissent, echoing the warning resounding through her head.

‘And this time we can’t afford to fail.’
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The door was flimsy and succumbed to the first blow from the heavy, red enforcer. Charlie followed the first wave of helmeted officers through the entrance, waiting eagerly for the anticipated shout that Roy Skinner had been located. As each room yielded no trace of him, her heart sank. Where the hell was he? It was just gone two-thirty in the morning and there was no trace of the only occupant living at the premises.

‘Clear,’ the last shout came from the officer entering the final room.

Charlie ran up to the master bedroom, desperately rechecking for signs of the occupier but there could be no doubt. Roy Skinner was not there.

Hunter puffed up the stairs to join her and they stood staring at the contents of the room. The bedding lay untouched, its pillow smooth and the sheets and blankets tucked in precisely at each corner, almost as if laid out ready for inspection. Polished shoes stood side by side on shoe racks, and jackets and shirts were crisply pressed and hanging, perfectly spaced out, along clothes rails in several fitted wardrobes. A trouser press stood in the corner, with a pair of work trousers slotted into place and its leather belt coiled to one side.

‘Where the fuck is he?’ Hunter exhaled noisily, stepping across the lino borders and onto a slightly faded but freshly hoovered old-fashioned, patterned rug.

Charlie moved to where he stood, staring at a line of military photographs hung symmetrically along the wall, all showing a young Roy Skinner dressed in military outfits: a brown serge army uniform, camouflage gear, posing with a beret pulled down over his head and carrying an assault rifle. In one, his face was almost completely covered by green netting as he crouched amongst bushes and shrubs on a military exercise.

‘I don’t know where he is, but he’s a master of camouflage,’ she commented.

She moved across to the window staring out through open curtains at the roofs and gardens of the houses opposite in the dark, residential street, wondering what the neighbours would have to say about their suspect. Would they think he was a gentle man, caring towards the elderly, eager to do his bit for the community? Or would they recognise the darkness within? Clouds scudded across the black night sky, their grey, billowing shapes the only thing that moved amongst the abandoned police vehicles spaced out along the road, lights off and radios turned to mute, the silent approach exercised with exact timing and precision.

‘Do you think he might have heard us coming?’ she asked, turning towards Hunter.

Hunter shook his head in denial, but she already knew the answer. Skinner had not heard them coming – because he was already out.

The question was, where was he and what was he doing?

And if he was doing what they dared not articulate, were they already too late to stop him in his tracks?

*

The man got up and stretched, rubbing his back against the bark of a tree like a huge brown bear just emerging from hibernation. It felt like he had crouched dormant in his spot on the common for far too long.

Lazily, he gathered together his belongings. There was not much – a flask of water and some empty energy bar wrappers, just a few snacks to stave off any hunger while he waited. The wait had been slightly longer than usual, the occupants of a nearby house having been entertaining guests until late. It was quiet now though. The old man would be in his deepest period of sleep.

He grinned to himself. He was going to enjoy this one. The old fool had unashamedly put his head over the parapet and it remained to be seen how he would pay. Florence had been a bit of an accident – more of an admonishment for speaking her mind – which had gone too far. She’d been dead even before he’d released the pressure. Sometimes he didn’t realise his own strength.

And, well, Violet had deserved everything she got. She’d had a nasty tongue on her which needed silencing.

He smirked to himself again. Keeping control always had been one of his issues and that withering look of hers had brought all his insecurities back to the fore.

With two under his belt and no sign that the cops were any closer, he was wondering whether, in hindsight, he should have killed a few of the others. They were interesting to chat to and he loved their stories – but now he loved killing them even more.

He checked his watch. It was time to get started. Carefully, he removed any obvious signs that he’d been there and pulled out his gloves and mask. The feel of the latex lit the touchpaper in his head. Every sense in his body was heightened and he revelled in the euphoria. He would enjoy this very much. The old man had issued an invitation.

Who was he to turn him down?

*

‘Boss,’ Charlie shouted over the noise of the search. ‘Come and see what’s in here.’

The room was almost the last to be searched, the box room that in most cases contained the junk that people had no use for.

She waited until Hunter joined her, recoiling once again at the sight before her eyes. So focused had the officers of the entry team been on looking for the man himself, they’d failed to see the writing, literally, on the walls. This was it, the room where Roy Skinner obviously planned all his night-time excursions, the place where he displayed all his trophies. It was like a wartime operations room.

A large desk dominated the space along one wall, with writing implements laid out precisely to one side, along with compasses, set squares, pencils and an iPad. Dark teak bookcases stood guard on either side of the desk, with an assortment of photos, books, diaries and memorabilia positioned along each shelf.

As Hunter entered, she pointed to an old painting of a Spitfire, which stood on the top shelf, positioned high as if still in flight. ‘That looks like the oil painting Len Boswell had stolen. I remember his description of it emerging through the clouds.’

‘And here’s the model steam train from one of the other burglaries, and the Tonka toys.’ Hunter leant forward peering at each item up close. A miniature milk-float caught his eye and he shook his head. ‘I had one of those as a child. It belonged to my father, but he passed it on to me. I still have it now.’

‘It’s all the sentimental things the old people treasured, the bastard. They’re irreplaceable.’ Charlie couldn’t help herself as she glanced at a range of faded black and white photos propped up against books on the shelves. ‘As are all these photos.’

She turned away, for a moment lost in thought, before a large map, pinned across the wall between the book shelves, caught her interest. She took a few steps forward, switching on two spotlights on the wall just above the map and staring appalled as the beams illuminated a magnified version of the area. It looked like the sort of campaign map she’d seen in war films, pinned on walls to show the positions of small battalions of tanks and artillery. Small fluorescent circles marked specific addresses, with thin threads leading out to the side of the paper, where an explanation of the significance of each circle was printed in black capital letters. She leant in to better see what was written.

‘Shit!’ she exclaimed out loud. She couldn’t believe what she was looking at. ‘Boss, look, it’s only a map of his burglaries. Look, here’re the five we know about from last month.’ She pointed towards five clustered around the SW16, SE19 and SE27 areas, each address circled and given a number, with details of each venue, occupant and the date of entry. The numbers ranged from twenty-nine to thirty-seven and weren’t all completely sequential.

She pointed to a few others with lower numbers. ‘And these are some of the addresses that we had down as possibles in the linked series; obviously some were from his earlier tries.’ She paused, flicking across from one address to another before leaning in even closer. ‘Look though, guv. Some of the circles are scored through with a single red line. I wonder why?’

‘Maybe some weren’t successful?’ Hunter queried.

She thought about the theory as Paul sauntered in, staring at the map before bending forward to pick up the iPad in gloved hands. She waited for him to move to one side and then followed her finger to an address they all knew.

‘You’re right, look. It’s Sunny Meadows Nursing Home, where we got that CCTV of the intruder looking through the windows. He failed there, didn’t he? It appears to be the only care home he tried. He must have decided after that to concentrate on private houses. Maybe they’re not so well secured.’

‘But there are a lot of addresses that aren’t scored through.’ Hunter grimaced. ‘It looks like he’s done a lot more that we weren’t even aware of.’

She was about to say the same thing, when she came to number thirty-eight, recognising it immediately as Florence Briarly’s address. It too had a circle round the house with Florence’s name and address in tiny legible capitals, but this time it had an upright, heavy black cross scored across it, like the symbol for a church on an Ordnance Survey map.

‘His first killing.’ She shuddered visibly as a cold chill rippled up her spine on seeing another address marked as number thirty-nine, with an identical black cross some distance away. It had the name Violet Nicholson scribed by its side and a date of 28/03/18 next to the address. The name had no relevance to her, but in the back of her mind she knew exactly what it meant – and it was exactly what they had feared. Skinner had struck again. He had claimed another victim while they had been otherwise occupied chasing after Thomas Houghton and Karl Ferris.

She stared across at Paul, as the date provoked an even more distressing revelation. While they had been fighting through the bars and clubs of Soho, Violet Nicholson had been fighting for her life.

‘Bloody hell, guv! What do you think he’s got this for?’ Paul’s stunned question broke into her thoughts, as she skipped to a last circle, marked number forty. The circle was round a house just two doors away from the heavy black cross at number thirty-eight.

Charlie stopped dead in her tracks as her head processed what was before her eyes. There, staring out from a news bulletin, freeze-framed on the iPad held tightly in Paul’s hands, were the faces of two people she knew only too well; a proud old man and a smartly dressed woman, staring directly towards a camera as they appealed for assistance to catch a killer.
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George Cosgrove was not a heavy sleeper. In fact, since his great friend and neighbour Flo had been murdered, he’d barely slept at all.

It was just as well because his ears were now straining to pick up every sound, since that first unexpected clatter in the garden. It had only been a small noise, probably just the scuffing of a plant pot against the concrete as a foot caught against it, but now he was wide awake and listening for anything that would alert him to the presence of an intruder.

The next sound had confirmed what he already knew. He pressed the receiver to his ear, but the house phone line had gone dead just as the sound of the snip had carried up from the garden below. Flo’s killer was there. He was outside and very soon he would be making his way up the stairs and into his very own bedroom.

He pulled out the Nokia phone that Amy had bought him and checked it was working before slotting it back in his top drawer. She’d shown him how to work the new little gadget and, when he was ready, he would pull it out and make use of it, but it was not the right time. The man was still outside. He had not yet gained entry to his house.

He heard another scuffling, this time from round the side, where the louvre windows in the kitchen were situated. For years they hadn’t quite closed. For years he’d meant to do something about them. They were a weak point in the otherwise solid exterior. He’d watched programmes warning against keeping them, advising homeowners to switch to a solid pane of glass. Burglars could remove them one by one. Right this second, a burglar was doing just that. He could hear the muffled scraping as each length of glass was pulled out from its casing, laid out next to the window on the grass below. One, two, three, then a click and a slightly louder scrape as the larger window below the louvres was pulled open. The man’s arm would be in his house now. Very soon, the man would be too. It would be a tight fit, but the man would be able to squeeze through. George had done so once or twice himself when the door had slammed shut, locking him out. There was little left on the inside windowsill these days for just that eventuality.

The grandfather clock in the hallway struck up the three quarters. Soon it would be three o’clock.

George folded the collar of his pyjama top round his neck and lay back on his bed, closing his eyes, practising the pretence of sleep. He could feel the hairs on his arms prickling and his heart beating harder against his chest wall.

Below him, the noise had stopped. Was the man now in? Could he be walking round the kitchen, perhaps selecting a knife? Or was he still outside, unable to fit through the window, pacing around looking for another point of entry. He wasn’t sure.

The air felt cool. Was it his imagination or was it cooler than it had been? His mouth was bone dry. He could feel his heart thudding even harder against his ribcage as he reached out again for the Nokia phone. He had to keep his nerve. Wasn’t he an old soldier who had been in far worse situations during the course of his lifetime?

Recalling his instructions on what to do when in danger, he took several long, slow breaths, filling his lungs with oxygen, maintaining control of his diaphragm, trying to stop his whole body from starting to shake. But as his hand reached towards the phone in the drawer, it was trembling so hard that he didn’t know whether, when the time came, he would be able to use it.

*

The man slid to the tiled floor and brushed himself down, reaching back through the window to locate his Parka coat. It had been too tight a fit wearing the heavy jacket. He pulled it back on, lifting the hood until it met the top of his mask, no part of his face and head on display. The kitchen smelled of that night’s cooking. What was it? Stewed lamb and boiled vegetables. There was still a saucepan on the hob containing the remnants. Gingerly, he lifted the lid with his gloved hands, smiling ruefully at the large bone sticking from the broth. Old people were so frugal; every part of every ingredient was used. Nothing ever went to waste.

Placing the lid back down carefully, he tiptoed towards the door to the hallway and stopped, listening. The mask muffled the outside noises slightly, but he could still hear the rhythmic ticking of the full-length grandfather clock in the hallway. His breath was coming fast, the inside of the latex now warm and slightly wet. It was how he liked it. The warmth made him strong. It reminded him of the hours spent on manoeuvres, his face hidden behind netting, his hair damp with sweat under the helmet. Those were the days.

The door to the front room was open. He’d take a look before he made his way upstairs; see if there was anything worth taking. Once again, the fragrances of the room hit him: Brylcreem, leather, polish, the smell of testosterone, of the military, sending his senses reeling. His eyes ranged across the furniture, taking in the glass inlayed cabinet and the photos, before coming to rest on the military medals. He knew immediately that before he left the house he would have them. He was owed them. They should be his. He had earned the right to recognition, fighting in the Falklands before he’d been unceremoniously dispatched, given a dishonourable discharge, and all because he had dared to fall in love with a man. It wasn’t right and it wasn’t fair.

Reaching forward, he turned the key to the cabinet, watching as the glass door swung ajar, hanging open on its hinges, its catch against the wall. The medals were within his reach. He leant forward, moving the boxes to the edge of the shelf, ready for collection on his way out, before standing and bringing his heels together as if standing to attention.

His mouth curled up into a grin as he swivelled on his feet and walked slowly towards the stairs. Yes, tonight he would claim exactly what he was owed. This time he would not be dissuaded from taking them. He might still sit and talk, because this was what the old man had offered, but, on the other hand, he might not talk at all.

*

Hunter was shouting out commands on the radio as Charlie made for the front door. A gap on the coat hooks in the hallway showed where the Parka was likely to have hung, and a space in the shoe rack below showed where the men’s size nine Nike Downshifter trainers were likely to have stood. Everything fitted with Skinner being responsible for the series of burglaries – and everything now pointed to his next venue.

With any luck, Skinner would still be conducting reconnaissance. No one dared voice the other conceivable option. It was unthinkable.

Charlie jumped into the car, revving the engine and slewing it as close to the front garden of Skinner’s address as possible. Paul jumped into the back seat, closely followed by Hunter, the ease of access to the rear making their getaway quicker than if he’d gone for the front. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard as Hunter slammed the door and confirmed they were on their way. It was two minutes to three.

Naz and Sabira were sprinting for their car too, as were other officers, the need for everyone to attend the new venue overriding the interest in Skinner’s den. With the exception of two designated officers to stay with the crime scene, absolutely everybody was now hurtling towards George Cosgrove’s address.

As Charlie watched the neon blue lights peel away from Skinner’s house and move as one behind her, she hoped against hope that they wouldn’t be too late.

*

The man was in the house. George knew as much from feeling it in his bones than actually hearing him. Goose bumps were prickling all over his body. He had the phone now, ready. It was tucked under his pillow, with his finger on the button and the emergency number 999 keyed in ready. All he had to do was press enter, when he was sure it was the right man, and the call would go through.

A floorboard creaked on the stairs. The man was getting closer. A second floorboard squeaked right outside his bedroom door. He could almost hear the man’s breath. The handle on the bedroom door moved slightly, taking the tension from the man’s hand. Then it was turning, slowly, silently to its fullest extent, the catch being held inside its housing. The door opened and a dark shape stepped into the gap.

The shape was grotesque, its face hidden behind a skeleton mask, grinning dementedly towards him.

George opened his eyes fully, all pretence at sleep now gone.

‘Hello, George,’ a voice said from behind the mask. ‘I believe you wanted to speak to me.’

George stared up at the man as he stood to his full height. The intruder was tall, or at least a fair bit taller than he, and looked stocky in his thick coat. Florence must have been petrified at his sight. He was without doubt the enemy who had taken his friend’s life.

‘I wanted you to do the right thing,’ he replied, trying to keep his voice steady while also pressing the button on the phone. He might not be able to explain right then to the switchboard what was happening, but he had been assured by Amy that, having especially had the phone registered to him, the police would trace his call and come. ‘I wanted you to hand yourself in, like a man.’

‘Only cowards surrender,’ the man sneered, his voice cold. ‘And I am not a coward.’

‘Yet you prey on old people?’ George pulled himself up to a sitting position, one hand out, the other still held under the covers where the phone now lay.

The accusation hung in the air between them. ‘I do not prey on old people. I talk to them. They deserve respect. I try to help them. I have always tried to help them, especially those with histories in the military.’

‘You show them no respect.’ George spat out the words, suddenly enraged at the man’s lies. ‘You break into their houses and you take away the last scraps of dignity that they possess.’ He tried to be calm, but the thought of Florence facing this man – this monster – on her own sucked all the composure from his body. ‘You murdered my best friend.’ He could feel his voice breaking at the memory. ‘You took away her peace and tranquillity; you stole the last few years of her life from her and her daughter – and her friends. You are a disgrace.’

He turned away from the man, swallowing hard, waiting for the man’s retort, but when he glanced back, he was surprised to see the man removing his mask.

‘I’m not a disgrace,’ the man said, stepping towards him. ‘I’m not a disgrace. Tell me I am not a disgrace.’ With each repetition, the volume of his voice was raised, until he was almost shouting. ‘I am an honourable man. I am not dishonourable. They told me I was dishonourable once, but I wasn’t. They threw me out of the army when all I wanted to do was serve.’ The man took another step towards him, his eyes now starting to glaze over, his bulky form towering over him.

George could hear sirens now, sounding from afar. Help was on its way – but he didn’t want help. The intruder was an old soldier and as such they were equals. They could fight man to man. And now he wanted retribution. This huge bear of a man, in his house, was an enemy. He had broken through the safety of his home tonight and he had killed his old, vulnerable friend in the most barbaric way. The man deserved to be punished for what he had done. A man’s home was his castle, wasn’t it? He was fully entitled to protect himself from intruders. Didn’t Tony Martin, the farmer, have the right to protect himself all those years ago, and more recently the pensioner who killed Henry Vincent in the dead of the night?

This man deserved everything he got. Hadn’t Amy Briarly said as much in their discussions, this past week? Self-defence was a valid criminal defence. And prison was not a punishment. These days it was not even a deterrent.

Blue lights were tainting the night sky now and the sound of cars screeching to a halt, men and women’ shouts were getting louder. The world had descended into noise, gunfire from the trenches, explosions ringing in his ears, life and death decisions. The man was still standing towering over him. The front door was being breeched. It was now or never.

Tugging back the bedcover, he pulled out the bayonet that had stayed with him since his army days and lurched forward, plunging it straight towards the man’s heart. With a thud, the sharpened blade tore through the man’s coat, entering his chest and sending him reeling backwards against the wardrobe, before sinking down to the floor, his expression, one of shocked surprise.

The man opened his mouth as if to speak, but no sound came out, save for the gurgling of bright red frothy blood. His eyes stared straight ahead past him, glassy and unseeing.

The sight brought George Cosgrove to his senses, along with the sound of heavy boots pounding up the stairs. There was one last thing that needed to be done before the police crashed through the door.

Reaching beneath the covers for a second time, he pulled out the ceremonial dagger he’d removed from the front room cabinet earlier, unsheathed it and threw the deadly blade, and sheath, towards the man’s open hand.

*

Charlie was the first up the stairs, closely followed by Paul and then Hunter. The only thought running through her brain was whether they would be in time.

The call from George’s phone had only served to confirm the location of where they were needed and made every second of their journey that much more desperate. George had been unable to speak, but muffled shouting and a disturbance could be heard in the background, therefore an ambulance was also now on its way. He was clearly fighting for his life.

Throwing open the bedroom door, the sight that met them was one of carnage. Roy Skinner, a skeleton mask perched precariously on his head, lay bleeding on the floor, with a large bayonet sticking out from his chest and a dagger lying loosely across his hand, its sheath nearby on the floor. George Cosgrove sat hunched up in his bed, the covers pulled up round his chest, staring down at his bleeding attacker. It didn’t take much to work out what had happened.

She went straight to George, while Paul tended to Skinner. The old man appeared uninjured, but his whole body was shaking with emotion.

‘I thought he was going to kill me before you could get here.’ George Cosgrove stared up at her, wide-eyed. ‘He must have taken one of my knives from the cabinet downstairs. He was leaning over me. I thought I was going to die.’

Paramedics were running into the room now, setting to work on Skinner, but it was obvious there was little they could do. Blood still trickled from his mouth, but his heart had stopped pumping so that the amount now coming from his lips was not much more than a dribble.

‘Are you injured at all, George?’ she asked, wrapping a blanket from a nearby chair round his shoulders and urging him to his feet as he shook his head in answer to her question. They’d go to a different room so that the paramedics could continue to work on his attacker out of his sight.

The old man looked more vulnerable than ever, with his hair dishevelled from sleep and a pair of glasses low on his nose. His head was cast down and he turned away from Skinner as he shuffled past in an ageing pair of slippers, pulling his pyjamas and blanket more tightly round his thin body.

As they got to the door, she looked towards Paul questioningly. Paul moved his hand in a cutting motion across his neck and shook his head. Skinner was dead. There was nothing they could do to save him. His murderous spree had been put to an end, not by them, but by an old man lined up to be his next potential victim.

‘Can I speak to Amy?’ George asked as they moved down the stairs and into the lounge. ‘I need to explain what happened and tell her that her mother’s murderer is dead and she can sleep soundly from now on.’

Charlie pulled out her phone and dialled Amy Briarly’s number. Although it was still the early hours of the morning, the woman answered it promptly, almost as if she was expecting a call.

‘I’ll come straight over,’ she said after Charlie explained what had happened. She paused briefly before ending the call. ‘I take it George hasn’t been arrested?’

The thought had entered Charlie’s head fleetingly, but she had discounted it straight away. The old man had been through enough, even though he appeared strangely satisfied with the outcome. Now, looking across at the glass inlayed cabinet, she could see that everything appeared to have happened as George had surmised. The glass door had been unlocked and left hanging open. Several boxes containing his medals had been moved forward as if to be stolen subsequently. But the most damning evidence, confirming George Cosgrove’s account, was the removal of a ceremonial dagger from the lower shelf. She could still see the gap from where it had been taken and the slight outline of dust that had surrounded its prior placement. Roy Skinner had clearly armed himself before going upstairs to confront his elderly prey. Given Skinner’s size, history of violence and the fact that he was armed with a deadly weapon, George Cosgrove would be quite within his rights to defend himself, with whatever means he could. And she had no doubt that Hunter would think the same.

‘No,’ he hasn’t been arrested,’ she replied. ‘And I would be very surprised if he was.’
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Violet Nicholson’s bungalow gave up its grisly secret quickly and easily. By the time her killer’s body was being removed from George Cosgrove’s house, police were already inside, combing over the scene, establishing that she too had been a victim of Roy Skinner.

Her body bore all the same signs of violence as had Florence Briarly, but unlike Florence, there had been no relatives or kindly neighbours to find her. She had lain, just as her murderer had left her, pale and stiff in her bed, surrounded only by her memories. It was heart-breaking, but there was no time to be sentimental. Naz and Sabira had been dispatched to oversee what the initial officers had found. Evidence had to be sought, forensics established and the cause of death confirmed. Violet Nicholson might not have had a large family, but there were a few distant relatives to be contacted and informed.

To the team, her murder was as important as Florence Briarly’s and they would be pulling out all the stops to ensure her death was suitably remembered and avenged. Roy Skinner might not now do time for her murder, but they were adamant they would prove his culpability. They could not allow this monster carte blanche to break into her home, terrorise the old woman and strangle her in her own bed, without affording what family she had justice.

To this end, they would be providing both the Crown Prosecution Service and the Coroner sufficient evidence to record a verdict of unlawful killing, and to have Roy Skinner named and convicted of her murder. It was the last thing they could do, but they all knew that they owed it to her.

*

It was mid-morning by the time George Cosgrove left the police station. Tired and weary though he was, he had been adamant that he wished to get his memory of the events of that night set down on paper straight away.

Amy Briarly stayed with him throughout the whole process, both as his friend and advocate, requesting breaks whenever George seemed overwrought and encouraging him gently to continue when his strength returned.

In her role as a criminal defence lawyer, she would allow the police no room to make suggestions that he may have overstepped the mark. Not that Charlie or Hunter, conducting the interview under caution, thought he had. While Charlie was disappointed that they had not arrived a few minutes earlier and been able to affect the arrest of Skinner themselves, she was satisfied that, in this case, justice had been done.

There was no case to answer.

Roy Skinner had been killed in self-defence by a weak and frightened pensioner. He was apparently bayonetted, within a minute or two of entering the bedroom, masked, and in darkness, whilst standing over his victim, with the dagger held in his outstretched hand. Little had been said. The time for talking at length with his victims was over. Even staying hidden behind his mask was no longer a requirement. He wore it only to inflict the greatest possible terror on entry and had lifted it on getting to the bed. He no longer cared that his victims saw him, because he would allow them no chance at identification.

No, it was simple. George, worryingly, but lawfully had with him a bayonet. Skinner had a dagger – and the law allowed a similar level of force to be used against that offered. Skinner had been there to perform an execution – but he had been stabbed, before he himself had the opportunity to kill.

Added to the scene in the bedroom were two other pieces of evidence crucial in confirming the old man’s statement. Firstly, George Cosgrove had tried to summons help before things had got out of hand. He had made the silent 999 call as soon as he’d heard the man in his house, seconds before he entered his bedroom, with no time to explain what was happening. No protracted conversation could be heard on the recording of the call, just muffled shouting, the bedding making the exact words impossible to hear. But it was enough – and both the sounds of the disturbance and its timing were on record. Police had simply not got there quick enough to help.

Secondly, a sample of fur from Skinner’s Parka hood had been found on the polished floor underneath the glass cabinet. Even though he’d worn gloves at all times, leaving no possibility of DNA or fingerprints on the dagger itself, the presence of the fur showed, without doubt, that Skinner had opened the cabinet, and almost certainly extracted it from its position on the lower shelf.

Charlie was satisfied that George Cosgrove had done only as much as anyone else would have done in his place. Hunter was satisfied that the series of burglaries and murders had been effectively halted, though there was much work yet to be done in identifying every intended, or actual victim. And the general public were satisfied that, on this occasion at least, the murderer had, in effect, been handed a well-deserved death penalty and the vulnerable victim had not been hung out to dry.

When the time came to leave, Amy Briarly had also appeared pleased, smiling as she shook Charlie’s hand and led George away. He would be staying with her family; at least while his own house was still a crime scene, though whether he would ever find any semblance of peace there again was another question.

No, as Charlie bid goodbye to Amy Briarly and George Cosgrove and wandered in to watch the TV screen in the canteen at Lambeth HQ, the mood on the news stations that lunchtime was of a job well done. Roy Skinner’s body would be taken to a nearby pathology lab to await confirmation of the cause of death. Nobody would visit, or cry over him, because the man had no real friends and no living relatives. He would be buried without a headstone, anonymous and despised, and with no kind words or hastily erected shrines of mourning to his memory.

The lunchtime news bulletin also brought with it the update that Thomas Houghton had died in hospital. Charlie watched as a stony-faced presenter, reading from an autocue outside the hospital, reported that he had never regained consciousness after being shot by police two nights before. His daughter, Emma, aged eighteen, had remained at his bedside throughout.

The scene changed to the frontage of Baytree House. The derelict care home was still cordoned off with incident tape, and a lone policewoman stood guard. The report went on to describe how he had been shot five times and that that the IPCC had been informed and would be monitoring the investigation. Houghton was said to have been unarmed and suffering from a mental illness at the time of the shooting. The unnamed woman he had allegedly been keeping hostage had escaped uninjured.

As she watched the report, Charlie had mixed feelings. Maryanne was a strong woman, but she was still highly traumatised, as was to be expected. She would be offered counselling and, in time, hopefully, the memories would become less vivid and more manageable. Houghton, it seemed, had been mentally ill, his drug addiction further complicating his condition, but would he ever truly have stopped believing she was his wife? With him dead, at least Maryanne would have no fear of his return. The shadow of her rapist had been removed. Perhaps their failures to apprehend him alive would ultimately give her peace.

There were, however, a lot of questions to be answered, and, having had dealings with the IPCC in the past, Charlie was in no rush to start the process again. They would look into every detail: each time that he’d slipped through their fingers, their use of Emma in the final negotiations and whether less lethal force could have been used. She was under no illusions that the team would not come out of the investigation smelling of roses, but could it have been managed in a better way? She didn’t know.

As if reading her mind, she turned to see Hunter walking towards her.

‘Houghton’s dead,’ she said, dully.

‘I know.’

‘Are you glad?’

Hunter pursed his lips. ‘I’m not sure if that’s the right word for it – but I don’t necessarily think it was the wrong conclusion, and I’m sure Maryanne will, in time, agree. Houghton might have been suffering from delusions, but he still had enough mental capacity to execute the burglary and rape, armed with a knife and with a fair amount of planning and skill.’ She watched as Hunter stared, red-eyed and without focusing, up at the TV screen, which was now showing a weather map of Europe. ‘Not to mention how he changed his identity, GBH’d two police officers and took a hostage. He might have appeared insane when he was raving about Catherine, but he was quite clearly sane when he wanted to avoid capture.’

Charlie yawned. The weatherman was concentrating on Portugal and she was beyond feeling tired. ‘And the gun? Do you think he ever had it?’ There had been no trace of the actual firearm anywhere at the care home or his squat, despite police dogs, equipped to sniff out firearms and firearm residue, indicating a trace several times.

‘Yep, I’m sure he did. You could see Emma was telling the truth. She was scared stiff. And anyway, the dogs confirmed it had, in all probability, been there. We’ll be doing some warrants in the next few days at addresses frequented by Javon Stone. Hopefully we’ll find our man Rocky with it.’

She reached forward and picked up the remote control, clicking the screen off and watching as the picture shrank to a tiny dot, leaving only a blank screen. ‘I do feel sorry for Emma though.’ She would never forget the look of horror on the girl’s face as the shots rang out. ‘She’s lost both her parents – and she’s always going to blame herself for her father’s death.’

‘It was no more her fault than anyone around him. It was a just a set of circumstances that came together. A perfect storm, as it were. Paranoia mixed with drugs, guns, dealers and sexual fantasies. It was never going to end well.’ Hunter swung round and started to walk towards the canteen door.

‘Maybe she’s better off without him.’ Charlie turned to follow, waving as Hunter ducked away in the direction of his office. She headed instead for the exit to the building, and a dose of her own reality. It was time to go home and pick up the pieces of her life, without Ben.
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Three weeks later

Amy Briarly finished the report and set it down on her lap. It made difficult reading, being the interim coroner’s report on her mother’s murder. The cause of death had been given as strangulation and this knowledge meant that her passing would forever be a source of nightmares. Seeing it in black and white brought back her loss and the fact that she would never again speak to her mother, and her children would never get to properly know their grandmother.

Florence Briarly had been upright, warm, determined and an inspiration to her as a mother. It was unbelievable that she would not be alive, for at least a few more years, to point her and her grandchildren in the right direction.

‘Are you ready to take me home?’ George’s voice sounded tremulous, but, just like Florence, he was determined that nothing would faze him and he would not be hounded from his own home by bad memories and the residual taint of evil. Roy Skinner was not going to be victorious, but just to be on the safe side, the house had been scrubbed from top to bottom.

‘Just coming.’ She slotted the report into the top of a drawer and stood up.

It would be their first time back in the house since the break-in and she had no idea how either of them would feel. Still, it had to be done at some point, and now was as good a time as any.

The journey to George’s passed quickly. Amy knew the way like the back of her hand, her mother having lived only two doors away from George over the course of many years. Her parents’ house had been a home that she had loved, the family abode that she had been brought up in and which had been put up for sale just yesterday. With her mother’s funeral having taken place in the last few days, life was slowly getting back to normal, and selling her house would be the final step in bidding her farewell. Time would tell whether anybody would want to buy it now though, with a murder having been committed there so recently. Perhaps Roy Skinner’s shadow would fall across their lives in more ways than she realised.

The road was quiet and she drove straight to George’s house, pulling up outside. As she set the handbrake, she looked across to the common. In the foreground were the remnants of some cordon tape, marking a small area where the grass had been trampled down – the spot police believed to have been used by Skinner to gain an insight into the routines of his two targets. As she peered across the road now, the sight set her whole body on edge. She wanted the tape gone – and only the memories of her mother, surrounded by flowers and love to remain.

She would remove it herself, if necessary, but for now though, she needed to support George. Their old friend and neighbour was pulling his suitcase from the boot of her car and was about to set foot up the path to his house. Quickly, she jumped out of the car and pulled the boot down, keeping pace with George as he headed towards the door.

A new phone line was in place and the old louvre windows in the kitchen exchanged for a solid glass panel. All the physical repairs had been made. It would remain to be seen what psychological scars lingered.

The house smelt of fresh polish and lemon soap. George went straight to the bedroom, anxious to see that everything had been returned to its proper place. Amy followed close behind, the floorboards squeaking as she climbed the stairs.

‘We were lucky he came,’ George remarked, as Amy looked round the little bedroom. ‘How did you know he would?’ They had discussed the possible run of events before they had actually played out, but little had been said since the old man had made his witness statement. Now the time seemed right.

‘I didn’t know for definite that he would, but we had to try, didn’t we?’ She pulled the curtains open and stared out towards the gardens, her eyes alighting on her mother’s bank of rose bushes, just a couple of doors down, and recalling instantly how her mum had so loved to sit within their fragrant shade. ‘He didn’t seem averse to returning to the same road and he preferred old folks with some connection to the armed forces. You were a perfect target.’

‘We did well,’ George agreed. ‘He’d obviously seen me on TV, because the first thing he said was that he’d heard I wanted to talk. I gather he was an ex-soldier. That explains a lot.’ He pointed to a spot on the floor in front of an oak wardrobe. ‘That’s where he fell.’

Amy squatted down to check all around that the floor was clean.

‘Will I get my bayonet and dagger back?’ George looked behind the bedstead. ‘I usually keep the bayonet there, but that night I had it in the bed with me, ready, just like you suggested.’

‘I doubt you’ll get either back. They’ll be needed for evidence at the inquests.’ She stood up, staring at the neatly smoothed duvet. ‘And you had the dagger in your bed too?’

‘Yes, it was a good idea of yours to bring it up from the cabinet. I wouldn’t have had time to get it otherwise, because the police were there far quicker than I thought they’d be.’

‘They’d just worked out it was Skinner, apparently, and that you were to be his next target. They were already on their way, but it was lucky you phoned for help when you did. There might have been questions asked if you hadn’t, and it added weight to your assertion that you were fighting for your life… even if you weren’t.’ She reached across, smoothing the bedcovers still further. ‘You did well to get the dagger so close to his hand though, George.’

‘I barely had time, to be honest. I knew it was important because I remember us discussing the fact that he needed to be armed, especially if I was to use my bayonet.’ He frowned, the lines on his forehead slashed deeper than ever into his waxy skin. ‘We were also fortunate that he found my medals in the same cabinet as I keep my ceremonial knives before he came up.’

She shook her head, suddenly angry. ‘It wouldn’t have changed things that much if he hadn’t, but it shows what a lowlife thieving bastard he was. How could he think it was right to steal from someone like you? Or Mum. He deserved everything he got – but it was still perfect the way that he damned himself by leaving some of the fibres from his coat right by where you’d taken the dagger.’

She watched as George walked across to the window and stared out in exactly the same direction as she had just a few minutes before. ‘I just wish I’d been able to save your mum though.’ He pulled a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and blew his nose.

‘You did the next best thing. You got her – and his other victims – justice. I know how the system works, don’t forget.’ She put her fingers to her mouth and shushed. ‘The exact way it all played out will be our little secret. It might not have been legally right, but I’ve got no doubt that it was morally right.’

‘I’m not really quite sure whether we did the right thing or not.’ George shoved his handkerchief into his pocket and straightened. ‘But it’s a shame that Roy Skinner didn’t. If he’d given himself in, like I suggested, things would never have come to this.’ He turned and walked away from the bedroom, down the stairs and into the lounge, where he bent over and selected one of his medals from the cabinet.

Amy followed, watching as her friend lifted a circular, silver military medal up to the light, dangling it on its blue, red and white striped ribbon.

‘At least, your mother and the others can rest in peace,’ he said quietly. ‘Roy Skinner got summary justice.’

She slipped in behind him, reaching around his frail, old body to hold the medal up to his chest and reading aloud the words of commendation on the front. ‘For bravery in the field.’

Gently, she kissed him on the back of his head, her lips warm against his scalp, the waft of Brylcreem from his sparse, grey hair, still having the power to send tears of pride and nostalgia slipping down her cheeks.

‘You were brave, George. You did us proud, but remember, it wasn’t summary justice. It was self-defence. We just needed to persuade the police and CPS to come to the right conclusion.’
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The sun was shining as Emma Houghton walked into the graveyard. Spring was giving way to summer and the flowers in the gardens had changed to brightly coloured wallflowers and sweet peas, lifting the eye from the dull greys of the headstones. A raft of late-flowering crocuses still peeped up in the shadows, with the last few six-packed torsos of bluebells sprinkled intermittently between them.

For the first time in years, she felt excited for the future.

She stopped as she passed a wooden bench, breathing in the fragrances and reading the words of a small oval plaque screwed to its back, commemorating the lives of an elderly couple who had died just two months apart. The sentiment was perfect.

After a moment, she strolled across to her mother’s grave. In her hands, she held a gold-coloured urn containing the ashes of her father. For a few minutes she stayed still, in silent contemplation, then she knelt on the grass and sprinkled them out across where her mother lay buried. Just like the couple named on the plaque, Thomas and Catherine Houghton were now destined to be together forever, their remains intertwined, as their lives had been.

The sound of footsteps broke her reverie and she looked up to see the figure of DC Charlie Stafford walking towards her. They might have got off on the wrong footing initially, but the detective had helped her through the last few weeks, and for that she was grateful.

‘Hi Emma,’ Charlie said. ‘How are you?’ She motioned towards the empty urn. ‘They’re both together now then?’

Emma nodded and stood up. She started to saunter along the pathway, Charlie falling in step as she walked. She was in no rush to leave the serenity of the place.

‘I’m feeling much better, thanks. The council have found me a nice flat and it’s been decorated in my choice of colours. It’s only small, but it’s my own.’

‘That’s good.’ They continued in silence for a minute before Charlie spoke again. ‘They’ve started the investigation into your father’s death. Are they keeping you updated?’

For a second, her anger flared. ‘Yes they are, but what’s the point? At the end of the day, you lot killed an unarmed man. Whatever the rights and wrongs of what happened, it won’t bring him back.’ She shoved her hands in her pockets, her fingers coming to rest on an old photograph of her parents when they’d first met, retrieved from her tin box. She pulled it out, concentrating instead on the clarity of joy on their faces, before turning it to show Charlie. ‘Actually, I’m not sure that he would have wanted to carry on as he was, without my mum, though. He’d changed so much over the years.’ She swallowed back the thought. ‘He could never accept her illness, or her death. It finished him. There was nothing I could do to make it better for him.’

‘At least he could see that you tried though. That must have made a difference.’

‘It did. For a few days at least I think we actually had a connection. He was my dad. I was his daughter. It almost felt like he loved me, without blaming me for my mother’s…’ Her voice petered out and she kicked at a small stone, sending it scudding across the concrete onto the grass. ‘But it was all wrong. He was ill. I should have got him help, not just covered for him. I should never have done what I did. I don’t know what on earth got into me.’ She looked over her shoulder at the small wooden name plaque at her mother’s grave. ‘Mum would have turned in her grave if she’d known what Dad had got into, and what I had too. I’ve left all that behind now. Jason and the girls might have been friendly, but they weren’t worth it. It felt wrong and Mum always taught me to do the right thing, however difficult.’

For a second, an image of Josef sprung into her mind, but, just as quickly, she shut it out. She hadn’t looked to make contact with him since. He was different from her – and he was part of that life. She was stronger now. She had to move on.

‘Well you certainly did that, Emma. We would never have tracked your dad down without your help. Who knows what would have happened if we hadn’t found him.’

‘Well, he would still be alive, for a start, wouldn’t he?’ She blinked back a tear, closing her eyes momentarily, but opening them within seconds, as the flash of searchlights and rattle of gunfire seared into her head. However much she rationalised Thomas was better off dead with Catherine than alive without his wife, the fact that she was now an orphan still gnawed away at her innards. She concentrated instead on the flower bed they were passing, ‘But at what cost? That poor woman…’

They continued to walk, lapsing into silence again. Emma twisted the empty urn around in her hands, tapping on its roughened surface with her fingers.

‘Did I tell you that I’ve signed up for a college course?’ she said after a while. ‘I’m going to become a nanny. I always loved looking after Yasmin, my friend’s little girl. I’ve been back in touch with Kelly. She was nice really and I know now she was just trying to help. She said I should do a childcare diploma.’

‘That’s excellent, Emma.’ Charlie was smiling at her. ‘Your mum would be proud.’ She leant across and patted her on her shoulder. ‘And I think your dad would be too.’

They walked on a little further, Emma’s mind returning to the happy days of her childhood. They rounded a bend and the gates to the graveyard came into view. All of a sudden, she wanted to get away.

‘I did do the right thing though, didn’t I?’ She needed affirmation. ‘Whatever the outcome. I just didn’t remember that he would shove his hands in his pockets at those words.’

‘Yes, you did do the right thing, Emma. At any other time, those words would have worked. They were what mattered to him – three small words that brought his love for your mother to the forefront of his mind.’

The detective was holding out her hand to shake. Emma shoved the urn under one arm and took hold of Charlie’s hand, understanding immediately the sentiment. She would say her goodbyes and she would make her own way in life. It was ‘time to go’.

‘Good luck, Emma,’ the officer smiled towards her. ‘You’ll be all right. I know you will.’

‘Thank you, Charlie. I know I will too.’

*

Charlie stood watching Emma until she was of sight.

The girl was young. Perhaps she’d been foolish. She’d certainly made some mistakes, but had she done much more than any other teenager in her position would have done? Emma had watched her mother die. How could she watch her father incarcerated and do nothing to help? She’d had nothing left to lose – except her innate sense of right and wrong. And it had been this, programmed into her from birth, that had risen to the fore and saved her.

Charlie had meant everything she’d said. There was no doubt in her mind that Thomas and Catherine Houghton would be proud. Emma’s courage in the end had been inspirational – even though it had cost her dear.

She started to jog, her mind turning with each footfall to Maryanne. The whole experience had also cost her dear. Her confidence was gone, her independence stolen from her – but she was strong, she was resilient. In the last few days, she had even returned to work. Everything had changed, but in time, she would adjust, heal, possibly forgive – but she would never forget.

Some things could never be forgotten.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. It was a text from her mother.

Phone me as soon as you get this

She was just passing Clapham Common tube station now. She was nearly home. Slowing down to a walk, she keyed in her mother’s number and waited for the ringtone to sound. It was picked up immediately.

‘Charlie?’ Her mother sounded breathless, panicky.

‘What’s up, Mum?’ Her mother never normally sounded like this.

‘Are you home?’

‘No, why?’

‘Are you still getting flowers left on your doorstep?’

‘Yes, I am, Mum.’

She heard her mother gasp and she couldn’t understand why. They both knew it was just Ben, playing silly buggers. The regularity of the flowers had dropped slightly, but they were still turning up at her flat, and at her Mum’s. He was obviously coming to terms with things, but he was taking his time.

‘It’s just Ben.’ The words tripped easily from her lips. ‘Why?’

‘They’re not from Ben.’ She’d never heard her mother talking so weirdly. Her voice seemed an octave higher than usual and wavered alarmingly. What the fuck was going on?

‘What do you mean, they’re not from Ben? Mum?’ The volume of her speech had risen too. She was almost shouting down the phone, the tension in her mother’s voice carrying across the miles. ‘Who else could they be from?’

‘I thought when you told us about splitting with Ben, that they were from him. Or at least I hoped they were. But it didn’t feel right.’ Meg was babbling now. ‘Why would he send them to me? And with no message or name. I think I guessed then. It was the thistle. And they kept coming. And there were other little things. Some washing disappeared off the line. The shed door was open one morning. Silly little things. And then I knew for certain.’

‘You knew what? Mum, you’re not making any sense.’

‘That they were from your father.’ Her mother’s tone went flat, almost monotone.

‘They can’t be.’ Now it was Charlie’s turn to babble. She was shaking her head. Her mother must be wrong. ‘My father’s in prison, for life, for stabbing someone to death. You told me that ages ago.’ She paused, thinking. ‘But then you spoke about him the other day, for the first time in years. Why did you mention him?’ It had been the same day as the first flowers. She remembered how surprised she’d been at the comments. Her mother must have suspected then. She’d always had a sixth sense, just as she herself did. ‘You did know, didn’t you?’

She was turning into her flat now, opening the gate. A man was standing on the steps by her front door. He was thin, with straggly brown hair and piercing green eyes. He had a tattoo of an anchor on the side of his neck and a large ugly scar on his cheek.

Meg was still speaking down the phone line as she closed the gate and turned to face the man. ‘I didn’t know for definite and I hoped I was wrong,’ her mother was saying. ‘Then some more came, this morning. A really big bunch with a huge Scottish thistle in the centre. And I knew I couldn’t be wrong. Iain always liked Scottish things. I’ve just got off the phone to the authorities and they’ve confirmed that he’s been released. On licence. Somebody was supposed to have told us. Charlie. It’s him sending the flowers. I know it’s him. I don’t know how he’s found us, but he has. He always does. And he’s dangerous, Charlie. You have no idea how dangerous he is.’

The man was smiling now. From behind his back, he produced a bunch of flowers, holding them out towards her. They were wrapped in pink paper and in the centre was a large mauve thistle.

‘Hello, Charlie,’ the man said. ‘I’m your daddy, but you won’t remember me. You were only young when you were taken from me.’ He took a step towards her and grinned again through broken, yellowing teeth. ‘How’s my little girl?’
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