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Halfway up the front door, where the shit- brown gloss is not 
worn away or flaking, he can see a scattering of handprints. 
He lets out the breath he’s been holding and leans closer. That 
clammy palm he had felt pressed hard against his own the pre-
vious day at the station, the calloused thumb and thick fingers; 
the shapes of them are all marked out perfectly against the 
paintwork, in brick- dust and blood.

He puts his own, far smaller hand inside one of the prints, 
and pushes.

The door swings open and he steps inside as quickly 
as always.

He stands for a few seconds in the semi- dark.
He listens and sniffs.
The music he can hear in one of the rooms further down the 

hall – tinny, like it’s coming from a cheap radio – is the same as 
he’d heard the day before leaking from the station locker room. 
That Eurythmics song about angels and hearts. The smells are 
familiar too, though a little trickier to identify immediately.

Something  . . . burned or boiled dry in the kitchen. Mould 
blooming behind the textured wallpaper or perhaps in the bare 
boards beneath his feet . . . and a far richer stink that drifts down 
from the upper floor, growing stronger as he stands and sweats 
and puts an arm out to steady himself, until he can swear that 
he feels it settling on his face and neck like soft drizzle.

Rotting meat and wet metal.
In contrast to the hallway, the stairs are thickly carpeted and, 
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when he takes his first step up, he feels his foot sink deep into 
the pile. He looks down and sees a viscous, grey- green liquid 
oozing up and into his shoes, then quickly lifts his head and 
fixes his gaze on the top step when he feels something slithering 
against his ankles. By the time he’s reached the landing he’s out 
of breath, his socks are sodden and things are moving beneath 
the soles of his feet. In turn, he pushes each foot hard against 
the floor, feels something flatten, then burst.

The bile rises into his throat and he grabs for the banister. 
Just for a moment it’s as though he’s about to fall backwards and 
tumble down the stairs behind him.

It would be all right to fall, he thinks, to keep falling. The 
pain would be done with quickly enough and blackness would 
be better than this.

Blankness.
He forces himself to take a step, turns right and moves 

towards the door at the far end of a corridor that narrows before 
it curves around the foot of a second set of stairs. There’s a con-
verted attic above him and he knows that the three small beds 
it contains are neatly made, identical. There’s no point looking, 
because he knows too that there’s nobody up there. Time is 
precious, so he can’t afford to waste it.

Three plump and empty pillows, that’s all. Three pairs of 
furry slippers with eyes, and ears and whiskers. Three freshly 
laundered pillowcases, the initials embroidered in red, blue 
and green.

L, S, A- M.
He keeps on walking towards the big room at the front of the 

house, the master. There are several other rooms on this floor, 
plenty of other doors, but he knows exactly which one he’s meant 
to walk through.

He knows where he’s needed.
It’s twenty feet away, more, but it’s as though he reaches the 

door in just a few steps and it opens as he stretches his hand 
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towards the doorknob. A hand that he moves immediately to 
cover his nose and mouth.

The man sitting, legs splayed out across the hearth, looks 
up, as though blithely unaware that much of his face is missing 
and most of his brain is caked like dried porridge on the mirror 
above the mantelpiece. Unaware that, by rights, he should not be 
seeing anything. The man gently shakes what’s left of his head, 
a little miffed to have been kept waiting.

He says, ‘Oh, here you are.’
On the bed opposite, lying side by side, the three small figures 

are perfectly still. Their hair is washed and brushed, their night-
dresses spotless. They’re asleep, that’s all, they must be, though 
it’s strange of course that the gunshot hasn’t woken them.

Wanting attention, the man in the hearth clears his throat and 
it rattles with blood. It’s hard to imagine he has any left, judging 
by the amount that’s dripping down the wall, soaking his vest, 
creeping across the tiles around his legs. He raises his arm and 
proffers the gun. Dangles it.

‘Always better to be sure,’ he says. ‘And I know how much 
you want to.’

There was hesitation the first time, the first few times, but 
now he just steps forward to calmly take what he’s being offered 
and leans down to press the barrel hard against the killer’s fore-
head. He watches it sink into the tattered white flesh, pushing 
through into the hollow where the man’s brain used to be.

‘Belt and braces, Tom,’ the dead man says. ‘Belt and 
braces . . . ’

He closes his eyes and happily squeezes the trigger.
As he recoils from the explosion, he feels the warm spatter 

across his cheek and his ears are singing when he turns to look 
towards those six white feet in a line at the end of the bed. It’s 
odd, of course, because he can barely hear anything, but that 
voice grows louder suddenly; the music that’s still coming 
from the kitchen below, the song about angels. No odder than 
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anything else, all things considered, but still, he’s always aware 
how strange it is and how perfect.

He’s come to suppose that it’s simply because the song pro-
vides the perfect soundtrack for that moment when the youngest 
of the girls moans softly, then opens her eyes. When, one by one, 
the three of them sit up and look at him, wide- eyed, blinking 
and confused.

Thorne did not wake suddenly on mornings like this. There was 
no longer any gasping or crying out. Rather, it had become like 
surfacing slowly towards the light from deep under dark water, and 
everything stayed silent until his stubble rasped against the pillow, 
when he turned his head sharply to see if his wife was next to him.

Of course, she wasn’t.
Better, he thought, that Jan was no longer there, his wife in 

name only. He was well aware of what she’d have been likely to 
say, the tone of voice when she said it. He’d have heard concern, 
obviously, but something else that would have let him know she 
was weary of it and starting to run out of patience. With all 
sorts of things.

Same dream?
Not exactly the same.
Ten years, Tom.
It’s hardly my fault—
More than that . . .
He got dressed quickly and went downstairs. He turned on 

the kettle then the radio and stuck a couple of slices of bread in 
the toaster. Grabbing butter and Marmite from the fridge he 
found himself humming ‘There Must Be An Angel’, though by 
the time he was pouring milk into his tea he was singing along 
tunelessly with those two comedians from Fantasy Football 
League whose song seemed to be on the radio every five minutes. 
It was starting to get on his nerves to be honest and it didn’t 
help that one of them was a bloody Chelsea fan. Thorne wasn’t 
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altogether sure that football was coming home or that thirty 
years of hurt was likely to end any time soon, but he was un -
deniably excited about the three weeks ahead.

Provided other things didn’t get in the way, of course.
Jan, and the wanker she was shacked up with.
Murder.
He’d talked to a couple of the lads at work, tried to switch 

his shifts around so he could watch England v Switzerland 
in the opening match of the tournament that afternoon, but 
his DI was having none of it. Thorne had done his best not 
to look too annoyed, but was sure it was because the man was 
Scottish. He guessed the miserable arsehole would be rooting 
for Switzerland, anyway. If things were miraculously quiet, 
there was always the possibility of nipping round the corner 
to the Oak, watching the game in there. He could find a radio, 
worst came to the worst.

By then, he might have stopped touching a hand to his cheek 
to wipe away spatter that wasn’t there, and the smell he imagined 
was clinging to him might have faded a little.

Not that it mattered much.
He wasn’t kidding himself.
The memory of what had actually gone on in that house was 

always there, of course, and, however stubbornly it might linger, 
the dream was very different. The wife rarely featured for rea-
sons he couldn’t fathom, strangled downstairs in the kitchen 
he never ventured into. The girls had actually been found in 
a small bedroom at the back, side by side on the floor between 
bunk beds and a mattress. And crucially, of course, people did 
not die more than once.

Thorne carried his dirty plate, mug and knife across to the 
draining board. He turned off the radio. He picked up his bag 
and leather jacket from the chair he’d dumped them on the night 
before, then stepped out into the hallway.

He raised a hand, placed it flat against his front door and 

Cry Baby.indd   5Cry Baby.indd   5 29/04/2020   10:0929/04/2020   10:09



6

thought how small it looked. Those prints on that front door 
had been a new addition, the slimy stuff on the stairs, too. All 
as unpleasant as ever, but nothing he couldn’t live with, would 
not prefer to live with. He opened the door, squinted against the 
sunshine and watched for a minute as the man who lived oppo-
site struggled to attach a flag of St George to the aerial of his car.

The man looked up and waved. ‘Easy win today, you reckon?’
Thorne said, ‘Hope so.’
Thinking: Belt and braces . . .
The dream was always so much better than the memory.
Because, in the dream, he saved them.
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PA RT ONE

Hide and Seek
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