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If snow hadn’t fallen, I might never have seen the woman in black. She might have remained
hidden amidst the ink-black of a London December, like a mystery whose time has yet to come
around. But the sky grew heavy and turned yellow, it sank some thousands of miles closer to earth,
until we could almost feel the weight of it pressing down on us. And then it opened, and crisp,
white flakes began to fall. They fell about the woman in black, skimming past her swirling robes,
and covered the world around her. Like a negative photograph, like the converse of the popular
image of a ghost, the slim figure stood silent and alone. But most undeniably there.
The night it began, I’d just arrived home from work, was seconds away from locking my car and
going indoors. I fully expected it to be a perfectly ordinary Thursday evening and I’d had few
enough of those lately.
Just weeks earlier, so recently the taste of it still hung, bitter and cloying, at the back of my
throat, a serial killer had hit London like a demolition ball. For a while, we thought we had a killer
who was copycatting the most notorious and vicious murderer the world has ever known – the
infamous Jack the Ripper. And then we realized it was a whole lot worse than that. Slick, quick,
brutally imaginative, the killer ran rings around the police, rings that grew ever tighter, until it
seemed that the only person left in the ever-decreasing circle was me.
It was over: the killer was caught and brought to justice; but those of us who’d worked the
case were learning that when blood flows long and fast enough, the stains it leaves behind aren’t
easily washed away. We were all, I think, more than a little shell-shocked. Above all, we were
craving normality, and for a few short weeks we had it. Too few, too short.
Any cars in the vicinity of Larkhill Park, Kennington – reports of disturbance in progress.
Urgent assistance requested. Proceed with extreme caution.
I wasn’t in a marked vehicle – detectives drive their own cars – and, strictly speaking, it
was a call for uniform presence, but Larkhill Park is yards away from where I live. Footballs
kicked hard in its vicinity have been known to land in my garden and this didn’t feel like
something I could ignore.
I gave my name (or what passes for it these days). Detective Constable Lacey Flint, and
told Control I was seconds away and could go and take a look. She told me to be careful, in fact she

said it twice – maybe my reputation had gone before me – and that uniform would be with me in
approximately five minutes.
It was late November, but mid-winter cold. The artificial heat that normally clings like mud
to London’s buildings was powerless in the face of the cold front that had settled over the city. The
air was crisp on faces and dry in mouths. It was cold that discouraged lingering. People spent as
little time as possible outdoors, hurrying instead from office to bus, from shop to car, and then
home if they were lucky enough to have one.
At half past six in the evening it was also mid-winter dark. London is never really without
light, but the backstreets and alleyways of its southern districts can get pretty close to Stygian
blackness.
As I jogged down the alley that took me to the park entrance, I could smell gunpowder in
the air. It was only a couple of weeks after November the fifth, the day when Britain, for reasons no
one fully understands, celebrates a failed attempt to blow up the Houses of Parliament by lighting
bonfires and setting off fireworks. As customs go, it would be daft enough were it confined to just
one day, but firework season spreads like butter across a hot-plate, starting in mid October and
going on to New Year’s Eve.
My hope, as I turned the corner and saw the entrance to the park, was that this was an
impromptu firework party: that a gang of local teenagers had set fire to a waste-paper bin and were
letting off a few fireworks. Maybe there’d be cigarettes and cider. Cannabis if I were unlucky. I’d
show my warrant card, tell them the arrival of grumpy uniformed policemen was imminent, and
advise them to make themselves scarce. I wasn’t remotely intimidated by gobby teenagers. It
wasn’t so very long ago that I’d been one myself.
Getting closer, I could hear scuffling and low-pitched shouts. Then the sound of footsteps
running fast. I turned in their direction and thought I saw a dark figure disappearing in the distance,
but couldn’t be sure. I slowed down, telling myself I couldn’t appear in the park out of breath. I’m
not that old, that big or that intimidating. I needed to look in control and I needed my breath to
shout loud. That’s what I told myself.
The truth was I didn’t like this park. It reminded me of a period I’d prefer to forget, when
every mistake I’d ever made had decided it was payback time. I’d come here in the small hours to
meet a killer – who hadn’t showed – but even so I think I left a part of myself behind that night. I
hadn’t been back since, and I certainly wasn’t thrilled at the idea of doing so now. On the other

hand, I was a serving officer, this was south London, and after sun-down parks remained
playgrounds, but sometimes the games got a whole lot darker.
Smoke in the air, which seemed to confirm the kids-messing-around theory, and something
akin to the smell of summer barbecues or roasting meat. Well, cooking sausages in here was a new
one. I’d chase away the firelighters and call out the Fire and Rescue Service. So long as accelerants
hadn’t been involved, it could be done and dusted in half an hour. I stepped into the park and
smelled petrol. I’m not sure I even bothered with the heavy sigh. After a while, police work gets a
bit predictable.
I braced myself, moved out of the screen of laurel bushes and, for a second, in spite of
everything I’d been through during the Ripper case, honestly thought I might faint. I didn’t –
people rarely faint from shock alone. It was a second or two more, though, before I really took in
what I was seeing.
A circle of dark figures, all but melting into the shadows, only the occasional gleaming eye
or flash of paler-coloured clothing visible. Every eye fixed on the bonfire in their midst.
A bonfire that moved. A blinding column of fire that surged nearly seven feet high and
twisted and jumped and shook. A bonfire that screamed. And then the screams became words.
Words that I didn’t understand, although the agony behind them was unmistakable. Instinct kicked
in. I opened my mouth to yell at the others, to tell them to get him on the ground. I was starting to
take off my coat, meaning to wrap it round the man who was the bonfire, roll him up, get water
from somewhere, and as I did so the realization dawned that this was no band of horrified
onlookers. The figures surrounding the burning man were too still. They watched, their bodies
showing no horror, no panic. Each carried a rough stick, a broken branch, which they held out
before them, as though to ward off the staggering, dying figure if he came too close. Each wore a
grotesque, carnival-style mask.
It was coming at me. The human bonfire had seen me, was running towards me. I could see
eyes, arms reaching out, the screaming was aimed at me now. The others had seen me too. Three,
four, five dark figures had turned my way. I saw wolf’s teeth, a green, bug-eyed alien, the cracked
skin and staring eyes of a zombie, a goblin with a tight leather skullcap, and, strangely, the most
horrifying of all, a tiara-wearing Queen. All coming towards me.
‘Police!’ My warrant card was held high. Not that any of them could see; it was far too dark.
‘Stay where you are!’

They didn’t, of course. Thank God. They ran. I’d like to think it was the authority in my
voice that drove them away, but far more likely they heard the approaching siren before I did. One
yelled a command and turned. The others followed. There was only one way into the park and I
was standing there, but they pushed their way through bushes and I could hear them scrabbling
over the railings. On the other side were football pitches edged in a narrow strip of woodland, a
large area of open space.
They say that people commended for acts of courage talk afterwards about not thinking,
just acting. I certainly didn’t think that night, although there was no talk of courage afterwards. I
ran towards the burning figure, by this stage prone on the ground. He was still burning and the
acrid smell of petrol, smoke and scorched meat was sickening.
I say ‘he’ and ‘him’. At this stage I had no idea.
I pulled off my coat and flung it over him, covering his head, dropping to the ground,
picking the coat up, putting it down again. The coat was long – nearly ankle-length on me – and
made from heavy red wool, but the flames weren’t giving up easily.
They told me later that he didn’t burn for too long. That it was lucky I lived so close and
was familiar with the layout of the park. Someone else might not have known where the Parks
Department kept their water-hose, or how to bypass the locking device that prevents unauthorized
use.
Nothing about it felt lucky at the time.
My coat was starting to smoulder. I gave up on it and ran instead for the hose as the sirens
drew closer. It took much longer than I’d have liked to unravel it and turn it on, and when I got
back he was still on fire. The flames gave way quickly to the water, though, and were out in
seconds. I carried on hosing him down, knowing that cold water is the best immediate treatment
for burns, until it occurred to me that I might actually be drowning him.
‘DC Flint in Larkhill Park, Kennington, requesting urgent assistance. One casualty.
Possible fatality. Ambulance needed. Very serious burns.’
The last was an assumption on my part. A reasonable one, in the circumstances, but I could
see very little.
‘Five suspects running in a westerly direction across the park towards the Wandsworth
Road,’ I went on. ‘Casualty believed to be male.’ I’d seen the size of the feet sticking out from
beneath my coat, the masculine-looking shoes. And he was tall. Not far short of six foot.

People were coming. I could hear voices, running footsteps. A uniformed female constable
appeared at the gates, followed by an older, heavier male. They took in the figure at my feet and
stopped dead.
I don’t remember much about the next half-hour – just more and more people arriving. Onlookers
and rubberneckers at first, driven by macabre curiosity and easy to contain. But more and more
came, outnumbering the police, giving me no choice but to pitch in and help. One quick-thinking
copper gave me his high-vis jacket so it was a bit clearer which side I was on.
The railings around the park should have helped, and for a while they did. We kept the
crowd on the other side of the gate and they were content to watch from a distance. But as the
crowd got bigger, those at the back couldn’t see, and those with a little more courage (or a little less
human decency) started to scale the railings and creep closer. We had to spread out, forming a
circle around the figure. The female constable who’d arrived first and her partner were kneeling by
the body, trying to administer some immediate first aid, and I was massively grateful. I couldn’t
have done it.
Curiosity inevitably gave way to unrest. Few people like being told what to do by the
police, and soon the crowd started to shout angrily. Accusations flew like sparks. A middle-aged
man in traditional Muslim clothes, with black hair and dark skin, pushed his way to the front of the
crowd, yelling about his son. Where was his son? Someone had hurt his son, let him through, he
had to get to his son. More men appeared, some the same age as the first, some younger, then a few
hijab-clad women, their brown eyes bewildered and scared.
Arguments began to break out. Everyone wanted to get closer to the body. No one wanted
to go home. Someone stood on my foot, someone else elbowed me hard in the face, and all the
while, heavily accented voices were shouting about someone’s son, someone’s brother and why
couldn’t the fuckin’ pigs let them through.
While they did so, the man lay on the ground, horribly injured, possibly dead.
The uniformed sergeant in charge did his best, but it was an impossible situation. The
ambulance arrived and the crowd, to give them their due, allowed the paramedics through
unscathed, but then surged forward again as the police barrier began to weaken.
The sergeant went down. A constable who stooped to help him was knocked off his feet.
We’d lost control. It happens so quickly in crowds: one second everything’s in hand, the next all

hell is breaking loose and all you can really do is run for it and regroup. People often ask the police,
are you ever afraid? I was afraid that night, in the midst of a crowd that was quickly becoming a
mob.
As the police cordon broke, the man who’d been yelling for his son ran forward. Others
followed – there was a small woman, with a long scarf over her head, and one of the men put an
arm around her as they hurried forward. The sergeant, back on his feet and with one arm raised
high in a surrender gesture, held on to the first man’s shoulder. ‘Stand back, sir,’ he tried. ‘Let the
paramedics do their job.’ He was pushed away. The man knelt down by the injured body. I didn’t
see what he saw. I imagine few people did. We were mostly too far away and the light was too poor.
It made no difference. What we heard told us everything.
Screaming. Keening. Yelling. I honestly hadn’t known human beings could make such a
sound. It was the sound of agony.
‘OK, come on, get ’em back. Everybody back.’
Someone was trying to take charge again. We forced ourselves to muster, to link arms, to
face the furious crowd and do the ‘Step back, sir … Everybody back now … Give us some room’
thing. A police van arrived and from its rear doors spewed officers in riot gear. The pictures in
front of me began to merge. Sharp torch-beams, the lurid Day-Glo of police uniforms, shouting
faces, accusing fists, a crowd still angry but growing colder and calmer. I saw very little of it. The
only clear image in my head was that of an elderly Muslim woman on her knees in the mud, tearing
her scarf and her hair as she howled at the moon.

