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Someone looking up might have seen her hanging in the
tree, but people don’t look up unless something draws their
attention, and she was almost completely hidden by broad
green leaves. Now and then, a breeze caused the smaller
boughs to shift and tremble, throwing on the body of the girl
a dappled light which camouflaged her as effectively as the
leaves.

Late spring in London and much too hot. It was shaping
up to be a summer of drought. Newspapers carried long
feature articles on global warming with artists’ impressions
of the deserts soon to take over the south. If you were in any
doubt about those predictions, you could sniff the air for
the unmistakable, scorchy smell of pollution hanging in the
streets. The girls of London, leggy and stylish, had summer
highlights in their hair; they wore crop-tops and micro-skirts
and gold bangles that showed off their tans. The whores up
on the Strip wore even less.

At eight in the evening it was still light and still hot.
Couples strolled through the dusty streets arm in arm. There
were people going home after a late shift at the office; people
on their way to a bar or a restaurant; people with things on
their minds. Bikers went by, and kids on roller-blades; traffic
went nose to tail.

A boy sat with his girl on the back seat of the top deck of
a bus. They were new as a couple: everything fresh and
exciting and slightly feverish. Even in public, they found it
tough to keep their hands off one another. He kissed her and,
just briefly, put his hand to her breast. The bus was slowing
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down, backed up in a line of vehicles waiting at a junction;
as it came to a stop, its uppermost windows lightly brushed
the leaves of a roadside tree. The girl smiled and touched the
boy’s cheek, then, for no good reason except that they had
stopped, looked beyond him to the tree.

Sunlight glanced off the leaves, throwing jittery fragments
of white light, and the girl saw what she thought, at first, was
a fork in the tree-trunk; the leaves rustled and shuffled, and
the shape became a broken branch twisting gently in the
breeze.

Then, as the breeze quickened, she saw the naked torso as
it turned and, a moment later, the face staring across at her,
dark as a ripe plum.
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Stella Mooney and John Delaney were eating at Machado’s,
a restaurant in a small square just off Notting Hill Gate.
Tables had been set up on the edge of the square, and strings
of white lights sparkled in the branches of ornamental trees.
Candles on the tables shuddered, throwing buttery pools of
yellow light in the near-dusk, and swifts were flying wall-of-
death circuits, shrieking as they skimmed the brickwork.

Stella said, ‘Well, fuck you, Delaney.’
It was the end of a conversation that had gone like this:

‘Are you happy with us?’
‘With us?’ Stella had been eating langoustine and, when

Delaney asked his question, was holding the little creature
between the forefinger and thumb of each hand and picking
at it with her teeth. She wondered if the question had an
edge to it. ‘Why wouldn’t I be happy with us?’

‘No reason.’
‘So . . . Are you happy with us?’
‘Oh, yeah.’ Delaney nodded and smiled at her like a man

with a secret to keep.
‘Just a minute. You’re not about to fetch a ring out of your

pocket, are you?’
‘No.’ And Delaney started to laugh. ‘A ring? Jesus Christ,

no.’
Which is when she said, ‘Well, fuck you, Delaney,’ then

leaned across the table and stifled his laughter with a kiss.
He topped up their wine glasses and they ate in silence,

his eyes on her. She said, ‘Then what – ’ in the same moment
that her mobile phone rang.
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Delaney said, ‘Don’t answer it,’ more suggestion than in-
struction, but she had already taken the call. For the most
part she listened, and when she spoke, spoke softly. Then she
got up, kissed Delaney again and walked across the square
towards the side street where her car was parked.

One or two men at other tables paused to watch her go.
Delaney noticed this and smiled, watching her also, making
an inventory of his own. Stella was thirty-three: still young
enough to use only a touch of make-up. Dark hair, blue eyes,
tall and slim but not skinny; her mouth a little too broad,
perhaps, and her nose a fraction long: little imperfections that
made all the difference. Delaney stayed to finish his meal. He
drank the rest of the wine, then ordered a single malt whisky
with his coffee as the cut of sky above the square darkened
to lilac. He sat back in his chair and looked up, as few people
do, because the swifts had caught his attention. They circled
at madcap speeds, shrieking, shrieking, shrieking.

Detective Inspector Mike Sorley had called Stella because
he’d worked with her before and reckoned her the best
detective sergeant in Area Major Investigation Pool oper-
ations. He had already second-guessed Stella’s own choices
for the team and had checked the availability of DC Pete
Harriman, DC Maxine Hewitt, DC Andy Greegan and DC
Sue Chapman. Sue wasn’t a street cop; she was a systems
coordinator with a tidy mind and an eagle eye.

- covered murder investigations over an area that
included Notting Hill, Holland Park, the Kensals and part of
Paddington; it took in some multimillion-pound mansions, a
high rise, no-go, badass waste land called the Harefield Estate,
and pretty much everything in between. North of Notting
Hill, as you get to Kensal Green, was the Strip: a blaze of
lime and pink and purple neon, shebeens and shanty-casinos,
hookers working the kerbs, deals going down in alleyways,
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music flooding from doors and windows with a beat so loud
and deep that it shifted your viscera.

Stella drove the length of the Strip, then turned off into
residential streets. The whole population was out, sitting on
doorsteps, lounging in foldaway chairs, drinking beer; the
smell of ganja drifted in through the open windows of Stella’s
car. Bust one, you bust the neighbourhood.

The white glow in the sky four streets away was halogen.

Andy Greegan’s job was to create an uncorrupted approach
to the body, which wasn’t easy when it was hanging sixteen
feet above the ground. Sorley and Stella discussed a game
plan.

‘Portable scaffolding,’ Sorley said, ‘and drape the tree.’
They were staring straight up, like star-gazers. Pete Harriman
joined them. ‘How did he get her up there?’ he wondered.

‘Yes,’ Stella said, ‘and when? There’s traffic up and down
this road all day. People are out and about, especially in this
weather.’

‘He arrives with a body and a rope,’ Harriman said; ‘no
one sees him or, if they do, they notice nothing unusual. He
strings her up . . . How does he do that? Throw her over his
shoulder and shin up the tree?’

‘What makes you think he came with a body?’ Stella asked.
Sorley’s phone rang: a contractor with scaffolding and

net-drape. He wandered off to take the call.
Harriman said, ‘You think he killed her at the scene?’
‘Easier for him in some ways: he hasn’t got a corpse to

deal with – deadweight. If she’s alive, she’s more portable.’
‘Or else, easier if she’s dead. The killing’s done.’ They

were still looking up. Stella’s neck was paining her. Harriman
added, ‘So – alive or dead, it must have been under cover of
darkness, yes?’

‘Seems that way.’
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She wondered what John Delaney had been going to say
before her phone cut him off.

He was asleep when she got back: used to her sudden call-outs
and erratic time-keeping. Sometimes she wouldn’t go back
to his flat but stayed, instead, at the place she had shared for
five years with George Paterson; that was before she had met
Delaney, and George had sniffed the air, getting the scent of
betrayal.

She went to the freezer and took out a bottle of vodka.
From the shelf, a shot glass; from the fridge, a single cube of
ice. When she poured the vodka over the ice, covering it, a
slight meniscus formed at the top of the glass, just this side
of spillage.

Hey, I’m going that way. I could drop you off.
No, she probably knew him better than that. Most murder

victims knew their killers; it was the fiercest type of intimacy.
But how did he hoist her up like that?

And why?

She drank a couple. A couple or three. Then she took her
clothes off in the hallway, so she wouldn’t wake him. The
bedroom was completely dark, the way he liked it, blackout
curtains blanking the London night-time glow. Delaney
stirred as she got into bed and turned towards her; the heat
from his body, and his earthy smell in the deep darkness,
gave her a little erotic charge. Something to do with not
being able to see him; something to do with anonymity. She
let her hand slip across his belly, but he didn’t wake.

The girl came to her in a dream. She was walking the Strip
in lime-green Lycra and long diamanté earrings. A car drew
up, and she went across, bending low to the window, showing
the client the goods. They struck a deal, and she opened
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the car door. Stella could see, on the back seat, his killing
apparatus: rope, winch, a metal ladder. She moved forward,
wanting to stop the girl, but it was like wading through heavy
surf. She called out, and her voice distorted, the words
jumbling and shuffling.

The girl turned her head to look at Stella. Her mouth was
open, almost a smile; her eye-sockets were pools of darkness.
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The constants in the - squad room were cigarettes,
chocolate, crisps, coffee and mild cynicism. The crisps were
always salt-and-vinegar: squad-room rules. As for chocolate,
Mars bars were making a comeback. Stella had quit smoking
a while ago, though her secondary intake was the equivalent
of a pack a week. DI Sorley was the squad’s most dedicated
smoker: his office, just down the hall from the main room,
was under fog a lot of the time; the walls seemed to sweat
nicotine. Sorley wasn’t just a heavy smoker, he was world
class, one of the all-time greats.

The squad white-board was decorated with a clutch of
SOC photos: Tree Girl taken from the ground and from the
scaffolding; all-angle shots of her as she lay on the green plastic
sheet; images taken, later, at the morgue before she was put in
a refrigerated unit and filed under ‘Female U-ID’. Stella had
brought her coffee in from Starbucks, an early-morning treat
to herself: the squad-room coffee doubled as stain-remover.
The team listened as she ticked off a few facts and guesses.

‘A dead Caucasian female, age uncertain at this point but
young, found hanging from a roadside tree in the Kensals.
Significant predator damage to the corpse. We think she
died sometime between nightfall on Sunday and dawn on
Monday. We think she died of strangulation. We think she
was killed by a man, because hauling her up into the tree
took strength. We think we don’t know what else to think.’

Maxine Hewitt said, ‘Dirty girl . . .’
Stella nodded acknowledgement. ‘Yes . . . Which makes

you think what?’
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‘Woman-hater.’
‘Women, or just prostitutes?’
‘It’s an excuse. Remember the Yorkshire Ripper? ‘‘I was

cleaning up the streets.’’ ’ Maxine gave a sour laugh. ‘They’re
filth, so it’s okay to kill them.’

Harriman said, ‘Some guy who caught a dose, maybe.
Classic Ripper motivation.’

Sue Chapman asked, ‘Is there any reason to think she was
on the game?’

‘We don’t know anything about her,’ Stella said. ‘Nothing.
So first move: run a check on all missing-persons reports that
fit her profile. Start with the most recent.’

Mike Sorley was standing at the front of the room with
Stella but a little way off, so that he didn’t appear to be
running the briefing. Like all DIs, he was a paper-pusher, not
a street cop. He glanced over at the white-board photos and
said, ‘Can we do something about her face?’

‘Repair job?’ Stella asked. When Sorley nodded, she looked
over towards Andy Greegan.

‘We can make a guess at the eye colour – brown or green
given the colour of her hair – and we can do some retouching,
sure. The shape of the eyes before the birds got at her . . .
that’s something else.’

‘Can we at least make her look human?’ Sorley asked.
Stella thought the girl looked all too human: human and

disfigured; human and dead. She said, ‘Let’s think about this
for a moment. He kills her; we don’t know why. Maybe he’s
a woman-hater, maybe he feels free to kill prostitutes – ’

‘We’re back to the Ripper,’ Maxine said.
‘Yes, sure, or maybe they were more closely connected

than that, maybe she was a specific victim, and he killed her
for a specific reason.’

‘And his chosen method was to hang her from a tree in a
public place?’ Harriman said. ‘Doesn’t sound much like the
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average domestic murder, does it – bit of a falling-out over
the washing-up?’

‘Dirty girl,’ Maxine said; ‘there’s the clue.’
‘Doesn’t mean she’s a prossie,’ Sue observed. ‘Cheating

wife? Promiscuous daughter?’
‘No,’ Harriman said, ‘the clue’s in the method. It was

premeditated: cold-blooded.’
‘People have been strangled to death in public places

before,’ Andy Greegan said. ‘A guy was strung up to some
park railings, remember that?’

‘That was a race killing. They used his shoelaces. Idea was
to make it look like suicide. Our killer went prepared: he had
a rope, for Christ’s sake.’

‘He also had a method.’ Stella turned to the white-board
and indicated some of the shots taken of the rope where it
was secured to a branch some way beneath the hanging girl’s
feet. ‘Once he’d hauled her up, he tied the rope off to this
branch – ’

‘Belayed,’ Sorley said.
Stella turned to him. ‘What?’
‘When you tie something off like that: it’s called belaying.

Nautical term.’ He looked oddly pleased with himself.
‘Okay . . . So he knew he was going to be able to do that.’
‘He’d selected a tree,’ Maxine suggested.
‘Pre-selected, yes. DC Harriman’s right: it looks as if he’d

prepared his ground.’
Furls of smoke rolled low in the room like wave-break, or

hung in mid-air streamers. Stella took a deep breath: why
fight it? She said, ‘I’d be very surprised to discover this was a
domestic, but let’s not rule anything out.’

The last time she had seen a hanging it was of two children
who were dangling from a banister, four little white feet
treading air. It was a revenge killing. Stella had kept the
children’s father in the lock-up all night, believing he had
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murdered his wife. He hadn’t. His sister had. His sister had
also murdered the children.

Stella had found them, and the sight had stayed with her,
awake and – worse – asleep, until it seemed to be permanently
in her sight, like a projected image. A week or so later she
got into her car and drove until driving became impossible,
then holed up in a cheap hotel, not really knowing where
she was, or how she got there, or what she might do next.
George found her: the tirelessly patient, tirelessly loyal
George Paterson. Very soon after that, she miscarried her
own child. She sometimes wondered if that had been the real
beginning of the end between herself and George.

‘So forget the girl for a moment,’ Stella said, ‘and think
about the man. Think about her killer.’ She sipped her coffee.
‘He kills her and takes her clothes off, and writes on her
and – ’

‘Or takes her clothes off and writes on her and then kills
her,’ said Maxine.

‘Okay. We’ll know more about that after the p-m. It’s the
stripping and writing . . . that, and stringing her up. Why?
What makes him do that?’

‘A warning to others,’ Sue suggested.
Harriman said, ‘You mean . . . what . . . he’s a pimp?’
‘It did happen near the Strip,’ Maxine reminded him. ‘Some

of those girls are slave-imports.’
‘They run away,’ Harriman agreed, ‘or try to, and they

get beaten, but a pimp wouldn’t kill one of his girls – waste
of resources.’

‘Not always true,’ Sue said. ‘Remember Trolley-Dolly?’
The lower half of a torso had been found in a supermarket

trolley on the muddy foreshore of the Thames: a girl who
had tried to run once too often. That sawn-off body, legs and
pubis and butchered trunk, had been a plain message to the
Bosnian and Romanian and African girls who were lured to
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London with the promise of jobs but found themselves raped
and terrorized and put to work in massage parlours and
suburban brothels. The message was keep your head down
and your ass up and don’t think tricky thoughts.

Maxine said, ‘If he killed her just because she was a hooker,
there’ll be more.’

Sorley was lighting one cigarette from the butt of another.
He said, ‘It’s too early for that kind of thinking. Run a
description through missing persons, take fingerprints, blood
type, see if the p-m gives us anything. Let’s get an ID on her
and take it from there.’

Easily said, Stella thought. Her body naked, her face dis-
figured . . . She was anonymous but, thanks to the first
editions of the tabloids, also famous. She was Body in Tree;
she was Hanging Girl; she was Lynch Victim; she was
Gruesome Find.

To the guys in the forensics team, who had been every-
where, seen everything, she was Dope on a Rope.

Stella stood at Tom Davison’s desk in the forensics depart-
ment and leafed through his report, while Davison looked
over her shoulder. ‘Just the initial findings,’ he said. ‘To get
more, we need to tie up with the pathologist, cross-reference,
stack up some facts. It’s a fair bet that there’ll be a bewildering
amount of DNA on the ground. On the tree: who knows?
Difficult surfaces. The rope is likely to be our best bet. One
thing we do know: he hauled her up from the ground; there
was a lot of scarring on the branch caused by the rope running
over.’

‘Which tells you what?’
‘Strong guy. Also tells you she was probably dead when

he did it.’
‘Go on.’
‘He dumps her by the tree, then climbs up to loop the
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rope over a branch, then climbs down and does the business.
She was either dead or unconscious. Think about it: her
hands weren’t tied.’

‘Weren’t tied when we got there,’ Stella said.
‘Ask the pathologist – ’
‘Sam Burgess.’
‘Right, ask him, but I don’t think there was any sign of a

ligature on the wrists.’
‘What about the writing?’
‘Dirty girl?’ Stella nodded. ‘Black marker pen, so far as we

can tell. We lifted a sample: soaked it, you know. It’s gone
to a specialist unit, but I think you’ll find it’s the kind of thing
you can buy in any newsagent’s or stationer’s.’ He paused.
‘You’ll be showing it to a handwriting expert? It’s block
capitals and written on a yielding surface, but there might be
something.’

‘Okay,’ Stella said. Then: ‘How old was she?’
‘Not very. Teens, early twenties. I can’t be more accurate

until we’ve had some material back from the autopsy.’
‘Material?’
‘Hair samples; bone samples.’
His office was little more than a cubicle, and he had been

standing close to her as she read. Now she moved back a
pace, though not just because he had invaded her body space;
the uneasiness she felt went deeper than that. Stella had
slept with Davison: a one-nighter, an impulse, a mistake;
she had been angry with John Delaney, not sure about the
relationship, and had given in to a whim.

Since then it hadn’t been necessary for Stella to talk to
Davison; nor had she answered his little flurry of emails.
Now he stood close enough to kiss, and she remembered
that he had been a good lover. The air was thick with things
unsaid.

‘Full report when?’ Stella asked.
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‘We’re backed up.’
‘You’re always backed up.’
‘The world is full of nasty people doing nasty things, DS

Mooney. Our workload is a sad reflection of a society in
crisis.’

She knew that addressing her by rank and surname was
his method for pointing up the tension between them; calling
her Stella would have been friendly and undemanding. Forget
it, she thought; it was something and nothing.

‘As soon as you can . . .’
He smiled. ‘Goes without saying.’
She turned to leave, but he didn’t step back. Her arm

brushed his as she passed. She felt him watching her out of
the room and wondered whether she could have avoided
that tiny contact if she’d really wanted to. She had promised
herself that she would tell Delaney about that night, that one
night, but she’d tell him when the time was right. Four
months had passed, nearly five, and she hadn’t found the
moment.

She never would, and she knew it.







Up above the Strip, on the crest of the rise that looks down
on the neon blaze, the whoring and the hustling, stood a
long terrace of three-storey houses. They were faced in dark
red brick and had little stone porticoes over the windows; a
hundred years ago they would have been the town houses of
respectable merchants. Now they were apartments – mostly
rentals, mostly short let – with shopfronts at street level.

The house at the centre of the terrace had caught fire a
year back. The owner had made some basic repairs and sold
it on to a company who needed a store for their product,
which was safes of all strengths and sizes. The ground-floor
window carried a display of their basic models. You could
buy a safe that bolted to the cellar floor, thereby making it
impossible for criminals to remove it. Instead, they would
wait until you got home, then hold a knife to your child’s
eye to encourage you to reveal the combination. Or you
could buy a small safe that looked exactly like a power socket.
In this you could store your most precious items: jewellery,
for instance, or the combination to the big safe in the cellar.
This item was generally referred to by criminals as the ‘crap
power-socket safe’.

The first and second floors of the building were storage
space, but the uppermost floor had been let through an
agency. It wasn’t much: a room with a living space, a sleeping
space, a kitchen space and a bathroom the size of a phone
box. After the fire, the new owner had done little more than
replace unsafe floorboards. Since the room was at the top of
the house, it had four exposed rafter-beams, and these showed





the rough edges and fissures of fire damage. The walls had
been stripped back to the bare plaster, which still bore scorch
marks, and there was a persistent smell of charring that
nothing could mask.

Unsurprisingly, the rent on the place was pretty low. It
wouldn’t have suited many people, but it suited Gideon
Woolf. He hadn’t signed the rental agreement in his own
name, but he paid cash and he paid on time, so he could have
signed Mickey Mouse and no one would have cared. As a
child, ‘Gideon’ wasn’t a name that had done him many
favours, but he knew that Gideon meant ‘great warrior’, and
it was a name that suited him now.

Gideon had been renting the burned room in the burned
house for a few months. He lived alone, and he liked it that
way. He liked being up high, being able to look down. He
liked the simple life he led: fast food, canned food, packet
food; a good supply of whisky; his laptop and his computer
games. He was crazy about his computer games. There was
one called Silent Wolf ; initially, he had bought it for the name
– his name – but now he played it all the time.

Silent Wolf was a man with a narrow face, heavy sideburns
and a mane of coarse yellow hair that fell to his neck. The
pupils of his eyes were yellow; his incisors were thick and
took a slight curve. He wore a cloak like a pelt, beneath
which he was all muscle and sinew. He wore a single glove
to let people know that he carried a weapon; its fingers were
cut short to just above the knuckle. He had a small arsenal
at his disposal, but his weapon of choice was the knife.

Silent Wolf ’s history was what you might expect: aban-
doned as a child, brought up by canis lupus, lived in the wild
until hunters spotted him, and his entire pack was killed in
order that he might be rescued. That slaughter broke him,
though he healed quickly, as an animal does. The problem
was that he healed crooked. Attempts to tame him failed.
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Now Silent Wolf lived in the no-go areas of an unnamed city,
the badlands and borderlands, where he stood for swift
justice. His body, like his mind, bore scars, but he walked the
city streets at night, alone and unafraid, ready to kill if there
was killing to be done.

The game was aimed primarily at pre-teen boys, but -
year-old Gideon was both addict and aficionado. Like Silent
Wolf, Gideon Woolf was on a mission.
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In the post-mortem room of the morgue, there was music in
the air along with ethanol and a faint underlying whiff of
decay. Sam Burgess liked easy listening in the autopsy room,
because looking was often far from easy.

Steel tables, steel drains, steel instruments, blood on the
slab, Grieg on the CD player. Sam had a monkish fringe of
hair turning mottled grey, deft hands and a soft voice with
which to describe death in all its forms.

‘People think that your neck breaks and you’re gone,’ he
said. ‘That’s what the drop was for, or so they imagine. Those
stories about the hangman secretly sizing up his victim,
calculating height and weight, making the calculation . . .
Truth is, no matter how you hang someone, they strangle.
Death by strangulation. The effect of the drop is to sever
the spinal cord and make things a bit more humane, that’s
all: breaking the neck renders the person unconscious, so
the strangulation takes place without a lot of jerking and
writhing. It’s painless.’

‘Did her neck break?’ Stella was looking at the body of
Tree Girl lying on the dissecting table. There was a stillness
about her that was unlike any other: not the stillness of
something inert – a rock, a piece of furniture, something that
had never moved – no, this was an unnatural stillness, a kind
of absence.

‘No.’
‘Was she dead when he hung her up there?’
Sam shook his head; his voice grew a little quieter. ‘No,

she died of asphyxia. Clear evidence of that: facial congestion,
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swollen tongue, cyanosis as a result of constriction of the
large blood vessels in the neck. The brain is gradually starved
of oxygen; the technical term is anoxia.’

‘How long would she have taken to die?’
‘Brain death or whole body death?’
It was a distinction that hadn’t occurred to Stella. She said,

‘Both. Either . . .’
‘A conscious person might take, say, two or three minutes

before they start to close down. They’ll struggle during that
time: kick, squirm, you know . . .’ Sam paused. ‘Is this need
to know?’

‘Well, it’s not want to know.’
‘From that point to brain death . . . three minutes? Four?

It depends. After that it’s just a slow, natural process: asphyx-
iation or maybe cardiac arrest. Anything between five to
fifteen minutes.’

‘Fifteen?’
‘Could be. The person’s deeply unconscious, though.’
‘Oh, well . . .’ Stella looked again at Tree Girl’s dark,

distorted face. ‘Oh, well . . . that’s okay, then.’
‘If it makes you feel any better,’ Sam said, ‘she probably

didn’t know a thing about it. Look.’
He moved to the top of the table, and Stella followed.

A patch of hair, close to the crown on the right side, had
been shaved from Tree Girl’s skull. Stella could see a cut,
surrounded by a dark contusion.

‘The head wound caused a hairline fracture of the skull;
the bone is slightly depressed; I’m pretty sure we’re going to
find a subdural haematoma.’

Sam worked with an assistant called Giovanni, a man of
smiles and little speech. He brought to the table a trepanning
saw and a bone saw and set them down with a conscientious
deftness: tools of the trade. He and Sam had already exam-
ined Tree Girl’s body, had combed her and swabbed her
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and touched her in places where even a lover would have
hesitated to go. Now they would get to the heart of her –
literally. As Sam prepared to make the great ‘Y’ incision that
would lay her body open from clavicle to pubis, Stella turned
away.

Sam worked swiftly and surely as Giovanni sprung the
ribcage to let him in among the delicate wet tubers and
strange blooms: the lung-tree, the rich red pod of the heart
which might, at some stage, have held all manner of secrets
but now was empty and still. It was this that Stella turned
from: the first long cut that made flesh meat and exposed the
inner workings, the moving parts, the cogs and wheels, the
plumbing. The human body as mere machine.

‘There’ll be some handwriting experts along; sometime
this afternoon,’ Stella said.

‘Yes,’ Sam nodded. ‘I saw the writing on her back. It’s in
capitals. Will they get much from that?’

Stella shrugged. ‘Who knows? Can you tell how old she is?’
‘Forensics,’ Sam said. ‘Bone – ’
‘Sample, hair sample, I know. Take a guess?’
‘From the musculature, physical development, elasticity

of skin and so on – ’
‘I won’t hold you to it.’
‘Twenty or younger.’

After that, Sam didn’t speak for a while: too absorbed in his
work. He handed Giovanni the liver, which Giovanni took
to a scales to be weighed, carrying the organ carefully, as if
it were something rare. Finally, he said, ‘Okay. We’ll have
her looking presentable by the time the graphologists arrive.’

Stella said, ‘A couple of questions.’ Sam waited. ‘Evidence
of recent sexual activity?’

‘Not sure; not unprotected, anyway.’
‘So, no semen.’
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‘No semen.’
‘But she could have had sex – ’
‘The swabs might tell us. I’ll get back to you.’
‘Okay,’ Stella said. Then: ‘The head wound . . . and how

long before she died?’
‘Not sure yet. More to do on that.’ Sam was bent over

Tree Girl’s body like a mechanic over a faulty engine. He
paused and looked up. ‘You want to know whether he took
her there conscious or unconscious.’

‘Might make a difference: potential witnesses, what they
saw, what they didn’t see. If she was conscious, people might
have noticed a struggle, something of that sort.’

‘Someone seeing a struggle would have intervened, surely,’
Sam observed. ‘Gone to help.’

Stella smiled. ‘Would you?’
Sam said nothing. Giovanni positioned a body block to

elevate the head, and Sam made an incision at the back of
the head and took the cut from behind the right ear across
the forehead to the left ear; then he peeled back the scalp.
Giovanni switched on the bone saw. A high, thin whine filled
the room. He handed the implement to Sam, who made a
cut line just where Tree Girl’s hair line would have been.

Stella hadn’t expected an answer. There was no aggression
in Sam’s world, no fear, no sudden cries for help, no moral
dilemmas. When he cut the connection with the spinal cord
and eased out the brain, Stella took a step forward, as if half
expecting the face of Tree Girl’s killer to be found there, like
an image on a screen, her last sight of any living thing.




