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Back Then . . .



















They came more often now





They came more often now, the headaches. Raging storms within his skull, crippling pain, flashes of light. There was nothing to do but shut his eyes and lie back, let the pain and visions take over.


Memories and flashbacks trailed the headaches. Jack would close his eyes and see blue sky, green jungle, red road. He would try to watch the trees outside his window divesting themselves of leaves, the slow spinning fall of September, but instead he saw the leaves of the jungle, leaves so big you could sit inside them and be wholly encased, leaves which vibrated and twitched and reacted to your presence as if sentient beings.


They’d arrived in the middle of a heat wave. David buckled as he exited the plane, feet planted on the stairway, the sun leaching all colour and breath from his face. He stood there and took in the burned yellow country in front of him then turned back into the plane as if the pilot had made a mistake‚ but Jack was right there, taking his arm, leading him back out into the light, whispering in his ear We’re here.


They deplaned onto the gleaming cracked tarmac, the customs hall five hundred feet away, shimmering like a mirage in the heat. The other passengers rushed past them, pushing, elbows out, as if there were a prize for the first to get to the hall.


They walked as slowly as they could, savouring the air, the unfamiliar sky – those first moments when you land in a new country and feel a sudden quickening, a snapcharge rattling through your bones.


Their friends were in India, Peru, Vietnam. They were sitting on beaches, cocktails in hand, watching the surf break against the sand, waiting for the night, the drugs, the screaming music and torrential sex.


‘Everybody goes there,’ Jack had protested after David suggested a trip down the Ganges. ‘We’ll be on a boat in the middle of nowhere and we’ll bump into everyone we know.’


It had been the afternoon of their graduation. They still wore the robes and mortars, still wore the smiles they’d flashed for the cameras, degrees in hand, or parents held close, each trying to outgrin the other. Now the parents were gone, the degrees stuffed into a desk somewhere, the beer and cigarettes flowing.


‘Jack’s right,’ Ben replied, sipping a pint, his fingers playing with an unlit cigarette. Unlike Jack and David, Ben had worn a proper suit underneath the gown and now seemed out of place and out of age in this noisy student pub. ‘We might as well stay here as go to India.’


‘Just because everyone goes there doesn’t mean it’s a bad idea.’ David slumped back into the booth, his hair draped like a shawl around his shoulders, the button-down shirt and drainpipe jeans a strange contrast with those long black locks.


‘Doesn’t mean it’s a good one either,’ Ben replied as he spread out a map of the world in front of them.


Jack moved the glasses away so they could have more room. ‘Uganda.’ He pointed to a bright orange square halfway up the map. ‘Cheap, safe, guaranteed sun, and no chance of bumping into anyone we know.’


They stared at it as if ensnared, the mass of multicoloured land that delineated the African continent, the regimented lines of borders, the names of countries they hadn’t even known existed until they saw them printed on the map.


That was all the decision there was to it. David, as usual, acquiesced. That they would be together was more important than where they went. They all knew this would be the last time. Summer was approaching fast and then would come autumn and jobs and careers and the beginning of something, the end of something else.




  





They went through customs without a hitch. They caught a cab and threaded through sunburned fields, the driver speaking English so fast and fractured he sounded like a man drowning. They nodded their heads, mustered an appropriate yeah every now and then, but their faces were turned away, staring through the grimy windows, watching the plains of East Africa roll by, a landscape of tall grasses and spindly trees, skeletal cattle and dark beckoning mountains punctuating the distant horizon.


Jack rubbed his head and stared out into the London night remembering the tumult of sense and smell and noise as they entered Kampala. His headache began to recede as he let the memories flicker and spin. He remembered David exiting the taxi, bending down and vomiting in the street, his skin pallid as a corpse. Jack had crossed over to a stall, kids instantly surrounding him, their little hands waving and clutching cheap plastic objects he couldn’t make sense of, old boxes of matches and photocopied pictures of Michael Jackson. He bought three warm Cokes and came back to find Ben handing out crumpled banknotes to the bright-eyed and smiling children.


They sat on their backpacks and drank the Coke, warm and sickly sweet, and it was the best Coke they’d ever tasted.


The kids delighted them even though they could see beyond the smiles and welcomes to the grinding poverty which underlay their lives. There were always more kids, more hands outstretched; what they asked for was so little in English money that it seemed mean to deny them, but then you found all your time being taken by handing out money and you forgot to look up at the buildings, the sky, the trees, the surly young men lounging on every street corner.


They all went through it once: tears, jags of self-pity, wanting desperately to go home – even Ben, who’d travelled almost everywhere by the time he’d got to university. ‘Just good ol’ culture shock,’ Jack quipped after Ben had come back from the hostel toilet having found it overflowing, an army of cockroaches big as baby shoes swarming over the bowl. When they lay down on their pillows that evening they could smell other men’s nights, puke and booze and blood.


‘I think we should pick up the car and get out of here,’ Jack suggested on the third day.


They paid twice what they’d agreed for the car back home but it was still cheap – they still thought in English money – and though the car, an old white Honda Civic, looked like it would fall apart at the first kick of the engine, it managed to glide effortlessly through the cracked and teeming streets of the capital.


They took the Masaka–Kampala Road west out of the city. In less than ten minutes the concrete gave way to flat pastureland, dry and cracked, small villages everywhere, circular patterns of daub-and-wattle huts just visible on the side of the highway. The road was empty apart from army vehicles blazing down the fast lane, young soldiers bumping along in the beds of open-backed trucks, their eyes lazily drifting to the three white boys and then back to their cigarettes.


They made a detour down to the shores of Lake Victoria and ate fruit and crackers as the sun flashed along the calm surface of the water and Ben explained the history and naming of the lake, the great foolish Victorians with their hats and pomp and retinue of carriers and servants.


Jack suggested they head for Murchison Falls national park, the name a siren song to him, its grandiloquence and archaic quality like something out of a Sherlock Holmes novel.


‘We could just stay in Masaka and check out the Ruwenzoris.’ Ben was consulting their second-hand guide book. ‘What’s so special about Murchison Falls?’


‘I love the way it sounds,’ Jack replied, seduced as always by the poetry of place names, the worlds conjured up by phonetic accident.


‘That’s why you want to go there?’ David had the gift of always sounding flabbergasted, surprised at the world in all its variance, an antidote to their measured and unearned cynicism.


The waters of Lake Victoria glowed like polished glass. ‘Forget the guide book,’ Jack replied, staring out towards the dark shadowed rim of the horizon, ‘let’s just start driving.’


Ben and David exchanged a glance that reflected years of growing up together, sharing hidden jokes, conspiring against parents – and agreed, but Ben kept the guide book safely in his bag just in case.




   *





They backtracked and took the highway north, watching the land change. The fields and crops and empty plains gave way to more rugged terrain; mountains loomed out of the sky and disappeared; the road deteriorated until it was only a narrow lane. The heat became worse, not just sun striking the roof of the car, but a deeper denser heat, a humidity they’d never experienced before, a rottenness in the air that crept into your bones and brain, making your eyes water and the breath die in your throat.


Sweet potato and maize fields stretched out either side of them, dry and willowy in the early-evening heat haze. Termite mounds stood ten feet tall, skyscrapers among the cornstalks and grasses, like totem poles from another race, the tenements of a forgotten people.


The town of Masindi appeared out of nowhere. One minute they were driving the dirt road, yellow fields bordering them on both sides, and the next they were on a dusty corrugated street with white single-storey buildings, women carrying baskets on their heads, kids and more kids, the whole African movie-trailer cliché right before their eyes.


They stopped for beer and food at a tiny stall still bearing the name of the Asian proprietor who’d established it before being expelled by Idi Amin in ’72. The old man, the new owner, served them warm Niles, the slogan ‘The true reward of progress’ making David chuckle as he swigged the sweet beer.


They watched cars go by leaving trails of dust in the air. Far-off volcanoes shimmered on the horizon like things unsubstantial and contingent. Children came and held their palms out, smiled, laughed and danced on the spot as Ben handed them money.


They sat in the rear of the cafe washing the dust and heat from their bodies, glad for the stillness after eight hours of bad road. Murchison wasn’t far, another few hours’ drive north; they’d stay in Masindi for the night, it was decided, and head there tomorrow.


‘I still can’t believe it.’ David was sitting under a palm tree, peeling the label off a bottle of Nile. ‘Being here, I mean.’


‘Remember how much we talked about it?’ Ben leant forward, spilling ash over the table. It had been their only topic of discussion these last few months, cramming for exams, finishing their dissertations, the horizon of the holiday the one bright thing to look forward to, the question of where to go burning in their minds.


David finished off his beer. ‘The three of us here, together.’ He paused so they could all savour this. A shadow briefly crossed his face. He stared at the thin tapering road. ‘Who knows where we’ll be this time next year.’


‘I think Jack’s got a pretty good idea,’ Ben smiled, his teeth shining white in the sun.


Jack looked off into the distance, the volcanoes smoky and out of focus like cheap back-projections in a pre-war movie. ‘I wish I did,’ he replied, thinking back to the day, three weeks ago, when he’d broken the news. At first, he’d wanted to keep it secret, alternately proud and a little ashamed of his good luck, the way you always are with close friends. But they’d got drunk one evening, another in a long line of housemates’ birthday parties, and he told them about the deal: three albums, a decent amount of money, a cool London-based record label.


‘I wish it felt real. I wish it felt like something I could celebrate, but I keep thinking I’ll come back and find a letter apologising for the mistake they’ve made.’ Jack focused on the table, the empty green bottles like soldiers standing silent sentry.


Ben clapped him on the back, gave him one of those Ben smiles they all knew, the smile that had got them girls, entry to parties, whatever they’d desired. ‘Nonsense. Too late for that, it’s coming out next month.’


‘September,’ Jack corrected him, his legs shivering despite the humidity. Only a couple of months to go until the album was in the shops, on the radio. It felt too surreal, too weird, to accept as fact. It had been only a dream for so long that its reality seemed conjured from nothing but wish and desire. He’d made the album, just like he’d made the ones which preceded it, in his room on a four-track. He’d laid down the guitars, vocals and drum machine himself. He’d sent it out like he’d sent the countless tapes before, but this time the record company had got back to him; a man with a silly accent raving and ranting about how Jack was going to be the next big thing. He’d travelled down to London, signed the deal in a Soho restaurant and was back in Manchester in time to finish his exams.


‘To Top of the Pops!’ David held his bottle up, Jack and Ben crashed theirs against it, the clink and scrape amplified in the still air.


‘Yeah, as if . . .’ Jack finished off his beer. He got up and went to get the next round. He thought about his songs on the radio, tentacles reaching out of the speakers and into the ears of listeners – and then he shut the thought down, knowing the dangers that lurked in daydreams. It was just a small release on a tiny label, nothing to get excited about, the first rung of many. Still, as he took the beers, the cool glass sweet against his palms, he couldn’t help but feel that things were coming together for the first time, that his life was at last taking some kind of shape and that he was here doing exactly what he wanted to be doing with exactly the two people he wanted to be doing it with.




  





He noticed that something had changed when he came back out with the drinks. Ben and David were sitting silently, their eyes fixed on the opposite side of the road. He sat next to them, doled out the beers, was about to say something when Ben’s expression stopped him, made him look across the street.


Two policemen were leaning over something. They were tall, young, dressed in dark blue. They held black sticks in their hands, like truncheons but longer and skinnier. Jack squinted, trying to focus through the heat haze, and noticed the heap of clothes lying on the ground between them. He watched as the heap moved, gradually revealing a face, eyes, hair. The soldiers swung in long deliberate arcs. The crunch of truncheon against bone echoed all the way across to where they sat, a thick heavy stuttering splitting the air. They watched silently as the policemen started kicking the man, passing around a bottle of clear liquid, wiping their mouths, then wiping the blood from their shoes on the crumpled man’s clothes.


‘No!’ Ben grabbed David the moment he stood up, held him firmly by the arm. ‘It’s not our business.’


David swayed and shuddered in his grip. The soldiers had regained their momentum and were swinging on the man as if breaking rocks. Jack shook his head. ‘Sit down before they notice us.’


David pulled away. ‘They’re going to kill him,’ he said, his voice pinched. ‘Of course it’s our business.’


‘David!’ A thin line of sweat broke out on Ben’s forehead and his voice caught in the sticky air.


Jack sat and watched the soldiers beat the man. His legs felt like they were on fire, as though the only thing that would make them better would be to get up, cross the road and stop this terrible thing, but he couldn’t move. The heat and dread sealed him to the spot. With every blow he felt something inside him rip. He gripped the rough splintered edges of the chair until he felt a warm trickle of blood covering his fingers.


Suddenly the policemen stopped, noticing their audience for the first time. They turned towards the three white boys drinking at the bar and started clapping their hands as if they were the ones watching and not the other way round. Jack stood up.


‘No!’ Ben was almost shouting. ‘What the fuck do you think will happen to us if we interfere?’


Jack looked at David, saw his own thoughts and fears wheeling through his friend’s eyes, the space between them, the time it would take to cross the road. He sat down. ‘Christ!’ he ground his feet into the dirt below him, beetles cracking like eggshells under his heels.


David stood for a few seconds staring at the policemen, then shook his head and sat down too. They opened their beers and drank them without saying anything. The policemen eventually stopped and walked off. A woman came and knelt by the bleeding man, crying and shouting at the empty road. They finished their beers and headed upstairs to their rooms.




  





The next day they drove across dusty dirt roads, bumpy and bone-rattling, the tall weeds bordering them on both sides, trees rising out of the sea of grass like the masts of sinking ships. The land was flat, the mountains always shimmering on the horizon. Their heads raged with pain, last night’s beer barrelling through their skulls. Trucks laden with people and clusters of jerry-cans passed them every hour or so, men and women strapped to the roofs like wayward luggage. The passengers waved and they waved weakly back, smiling though the locals weren’t. Every now and then an army truck screamed by laden with scowling soldiers, whipping up dust and rocks, heading north. They passed small villages, all identical, a circle of mud huts by a stream and nothing more. They ate peanuts and crackers and cheese squeezed out of a tube like toothpaste. The sun sank somewhere in the west, blazing the mountains red like a caul stretched over the rim of the world.


The landscape began to close its arms around them. They found themselves climbing through high valleys and twisting ravines, the jungle almost imperceptible in its embrace until, all at once, they noticed it was there, right above and to all sides of them and they couldn’t remember how the land had changed so quickly or when.


They passed a village of burning huts just before the light finally died, thick black plumes of smoke emerging like serpents from their roofs. An eerie stillness in the air. They drove a little faster and didn’t say a word to one another.


Dark came suddenly, not like back home with its languorous twilight, but like a switch being flicked – one minute they could see the mountains and fields, the next only the tunnel of white illuminated by the car’s headlights as if they were carving out the road from the darkness itself.


They stopped at a place where the road widened and switched on the in-car light, spreading the map out across elbows and knees.


‘We won’t make it,’ Jack said, looking at the multicoloured squiggles, the distance they still had to cover before reaching the park.


David sighed, turning his face away.


‘What’s up with you?’ Jack snapped, the tension of the day making itself felt in his voice.


‘I just wish you’d stop being so negative. Just for once.’


Jack stared out into the night. ‘You want to try driving another six hours in this?’ He felt bad as soon as he said it and saw the hurt look on David’s face.


‘What are our options?’ Ben asked, diplomatic as ever, though Jack could sense a tremor of unease in his voice.


‘We can camp here,’ Jack replied, looking around at the dark bush, then back down at the map. He lit a cigarette and traced the small lines like capillaries branching out from the main road. ‘Or there’s what looks like a short cut.’ He pointed to a thin ribbon of red that veered out towards the left. ‘We passed the turn-off about fifteen minutes ago.’


Ben stared at the dark bush surrounding the car, the rustling of the grasses like old women whispering to each other, the scary smear of galaxies above. ‘Fuck camping out here.’




 





They backtracked and found the turning. There were no signs marking which direction the road headed or even what its name was and they had to take it on faith and an old map that this was indeed the Jango road. They drove slowly over the dark surface of the land. The grasses hissed in the wind, a flickering chatter that made them roll up their windows.


‘It sounds so human,’ David said, his face pressed up against the glass.


Ben looked at him strangely, then turned back to the road and braked suddenly, the car’s wheels spinning out from under him. Jack flew forward, arms crashing hard against the dash.


Ahead of them the road forked. There were no signs and each branch seemed of equal width, both disappearing into blackness at the edge of the headlights’ domain.


‘Shit,’ Ben said, pulling out the map, spreading it on his knees, his hands shaking. ‘There’s no fork marked on the fucking map.’


‘Africa,’ David replied with a sigh. It had become their code word for anything that defied logic, that did the opposite of what it said it did.


Jack unbuckled his seat belt and got out of the car, the ground crunching and squirming under his feet like something living. He walked up to the fork, trying to see whether one side was more used than the other, looking for tell-tale tyre tracks, but there was nothing to distinguish between them. Something flickered across his vision – an antelope? Gazelle? – and just as quickly disappeared, bounding up the left fork, its white hoofs illuminated by their headlights. He stared into the black distance where both roads disappeared then walked back to the car.


‘There’s nothing to tell them apart. We’ll have to guess.’


David looked at him, his eyes sagging with sleep and frustration. ‘You liked the way it sounded; shit, you choose.’


Jack stared at the place where the road divided, thinking: left or right? Trying to work out which direction they were facing, looking for a sign, a hunch, a spasm of intimation, but there were only the odds. Fifty-fifty.


The others were waiting for him to make the choice. The hours on the road were weighing on them and they just wanted to keep moving. He thought of the ghostly gazelle he saw, the small circle of hoofs flashing in the black night. ‘We’re taking the left,’ he finally said, trying to sound authoritative.


‘You sure?’


He turned to Ben, about to answer, then saw that Ben was joking and for a moment all the fear and nervousness was gone and they were three friends in a car again, hurtling towards the next adventure.


Ben turned the engine back on and shifted into first. The road felt crinkled and folded beneath them as if loathe to let them go. They swung onto the left fork and disappeared into the night.




  





They had driven for an hour on the fork when they saw the first flicker of the fires.


Ben slowed the car instinctively, the wild raging light making them blind to the darkness. When their eyes adjusted they saw the roadblock, the logs stretched across the dirt track, the blazing fires crackling wildly in the breeze, and then they saw the eyes of the soldiers glaring at them, guns drawn and pointed. Ben brought the car to a stop and they began to make out voices, barking orders, shouting Get out!, shouting Mzungu!, the soldiers’ guns flickering in the firelight, the black barrels staring at them like the gouged-out eyes of some implacable god.
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The coffee machine wasn’t working. It burbled, hissed and spluttered to a stop. Jack Carrigan stared at it in disbelief. He’d bought it only three months ago and it was supposed to last a lifetime. He turned it on and off, jiggled and gently shook it, and when that didn’t work he hit it twice with the side of his fist. The machine coughed, hummed, and then, miraculously, started pouring what looked like a passable cup of espresso.


The sound of the coffee slowly oozing through the steel and silver pipes always made him feel better. He began to notice the morning, the thin streamers of sunlight leaking through the gap in the curtains he’d never got round to fixing, the sound of cars being put through their morning shuffles, coughs of cold engine and shriek of gears, the doors of houses closing, the patter of tiny feet on the pavement, the clatter of human voices arising from the early-morning air.


The machine groaned once and stopped. He reached for the cup, the smell making his mouth tingle, and was just about to take his first sip when the phone rang.


London came back with a rush of clanging decibels. His left ear began its metronomic buzzing. He staggered over to the table, his fingers brushing lightly over Louise’s photo, picked up the receiver and held his breath.




  





Carrigan walked through the park trying to shake off the previous night. He’d arrived back from the coast late, scraped the mud from David’s grave off his shoes and fell heavily onto the sofa where he’d awoken crumpled and cramped this morning. It had been a last-minute decision; he’d be down there with Ben in a couple of weeks but something yesterday had called him, a pulse beating behind his blood.


He spent a few minutes staring at the trees, soaking in the heat, trying to ignore what lay waiting for him on the other side of the fence. Late September in Hyde Park was his favourite season, the grass still scorched by summer’s sun, the trees heavy, the first leaves fluttering down to the waiting ground. He closed his eyes and Louise’s face rose out of the dark, this park her favourite place, holding hands in snowstorms, watching kids playing by the pond, both of them thinking this life would last for ever.


Carrigan exited the park and walked on the road to avoid the clots of tourists emerging from Queensway station. He watched them huddling in tight packs, wearing the same clothes, staring up at the same things. He envied them their innocence, seeing London for the first time, a city with such history yet without personal ghosts. When you’d lived here all your life you stopped seeing the city and saw only the footsteps you’d carved through it, a palimpsest traced in alleyways and shop windows, bus stations and bends of the river.


He reached the building and looked around for DS Karlson, whose call had interrupted his morning coffee, but he was nowhere to be seen. He took out his phone and made sure he had the right address. Two PCs had been called to a flat in King’s Court earlier. When they saw what they were dealing with they immediately called in CID.


Carrigan looked up at the towering facade and pressed the porter’s buzzer. He knew the building well. They received a call every week about something, mainly waste-of-time stuff, noise complaints, funny smells, burglar alarms going off for no explicable reason in the middle of the night, but, like any building with over five hundred residents, it had its share of domestic abuse, suicide and small-time drug dealing. He tried the buzzer again. He could hear voices crackling faintly through the intercom, conversations in languages he didn’t recognise, floating in and out of hearing, criss-crossing each other until they dissolved into static and white noise.


A woman with a pram was wrestling the door from inside. Carrigan held it open for her and, as she thanked him, slipped past into the marbled lobby, its cool mirrored surfaces and swirling carpets making him feel instantly dizzy. He knocked on the door to the porter’s booth but there was no answer. He peered through the frosted glass, squinting his headache away, and saw the slumped shape of a man inside. This time he gave it his four-in-the-morning police knock.


When the door opened the stink hit him like a fist. Body odour, cigarettes and despair. The porter was a small withered man with three-day stubble and eyes that looked as if they never stopped crying. His face twitched intermittently, revealing dark gums and missing teeth as he struggled to pull himself back together. Jack knew exactly how he felt.


‘Detective Inspector Carrigan.’ He showed the man his warrant card but the porter only nodded, not looking at it or at him, and shuffled back into his room, collapsing onto a chair whose stuffing poked out like mad-professor hair.


The porter’s cubicle looked as if it had once been a luggage locker. There were no windows, no room for anything but a table, a chair and four small TV monitors with a constantly running video feed of the building’s entrance. The porter was breathing heavily, lost in the screen, watching the unpeopled doorway with such riveting poise it could have been the last minutes of a cup final he was witnessing.


Carrigan shuffled a few steps forward, bending his head to avoid the low ceiling. He took small, shallow gulps of the stale air. ‘You keep spare keys to individual flats?’


The porter barely acknowledged him, a faint turn of the head, nothing more. He eventually looked up from the screen and scratched his stubble. ‘Not no more. Used to be everyone left them with me, but things change.’ He didn’t elaborate how.


‘Flat 87’s the one directly above 67, right?’


The porter nodded. ‘I thought you guys were in 67?’


‘We are,’ Carrigan replied tersely, wishing he’d had time to get breakfast. ‘Do you have keys for flat 87 or not?’


The porter opened a drawer and pulled out an old ledger. He rapidly flicked through the pages. Sweat poured down his face as he squinted at the shaky handwriting. He ran one yellowed finger down a list of numbers, then stopped. ‘Uh-huh. Flat 87. No spare.’ He zoned out in front of the screen again. Carrigan craned his neck but there was only the image of the front door, fish-eyed, black and white, empty. He thanked the man, found out when his shift ended, and left the sweatbox of an office.




  





He saw the two constables nervously chatting outside the door to 67. The look in their eyes told him this wasn’t just a prank, something they could all laugh about on their way back to the station. He nodded, walked past them and knocked on the door. He waited as a series of locks tumbled and unclenched until the door finally opened and an old woman stared at him as if she’d never seen a man before. It took him a few seconds to realise she was or had been a nun, the habit faded and worn, the crucifix dangling like a medallion from her thin wattled neck.


‘I’m Detective Inspector Carrigan.’ He showed her his warrant card. The old nun didn’t acknowledge, just turned and walked back into her flat.


He was never surprised at how people lived and yet he was always surprised. Fifteen years on the job, how many flats, houses, mansions had he been into? How many lives marked out by the geography of walls? He told all his young constables that the key to a person was in how they lived their lives – study their surroundings, how they chose to arrange themselves in this world – you’ll learn much more from that than from listening to them talk or staring deeply into their eyes.


He walked through the small hallway and into the living room. The furniture was mismatched, as if collected over time from disparate sources. Chipped and cracked paint everywhere. Pieces of drawers and light fittings missing, replaced if at all by masking tape. The carpet was worn and thin, showing through to the floorboards. Stains described maps across the floor like countries never visited, dark and sticky spots where tea or ketchup or custard had landed. The old nun coughed, hacking into her hand. She lit a cigarette, the smell instantly filling the room.


The mantelpiece and bookshelves held no books, only a staggering variety of porcelain dogs. Carrigan stepped closer and saw they were all West Highland terriers, produced in a variety of finishes and styles. A few looked almost real while others were the product of some kind of artistic myopia, resembling sheep or clouds more than they did dogs.


But it was the two pieces at the far end of the mantelpiece he couldn’t keep his eyes off. It was these two that the old lady was silently pointing to with the end of her cigarette. These dogs weren’t white like the rest. They were red. A crimson caul covered their bodies.


The old nun was gesturing at them, speechless, as if such a thing had no referent in language. Her eyes had receded deep into their sockets and when she pulled on the cigarette she looked like a Halloween skull. Carrigan inched forward. He looked at the dogs and then he looked up.


A patch of red, in the shape of a teardrop, was slowly spreading from one corner of the ceiling. The constables followed his gaze and, as they watched, a single red drop fell, exploding against the white mantelpiece like an exotic flower.
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Carrigan walked up the stairs to the next landing, his heart sinking, his feet dragging behind him. He couldn’t see where the hallway ended. The mangy carpet disappeared into a funnel of darkness a few flats down. It reminded him of those long nightmare corridors in The Shining, a film he wished he’d never seen; its images promiscuous and relentless long after the watching was over.


The hallway was lit from above by twitching fluorescents recessed under a metal grille that rained down the light in black spears against the walls and carpet. The air seemed packed tighter here than on the floor below, filled with heavy, textured smells, the various scents commingling and forming new alliances in the corridor. All around buzzed the noise and hum of lives lived behind closed doors. Muffled announcers on blaring TV sets, broken conversations, pounding drum and bass. The rotten reek of cooked cabbage and garlic. Arguments and shouting. A faint whiff of weed.


He heard the two constables come up behind him, their faces pale with what they’d seen and what they were about to see. He stopped in front of number 87 and knocked. Two old ladies wrapped in thick muslin that made them look mummified walked past, their eyes lingering on Carrigan, unspoken suspicion in every muscle twitch. He ignored them, knocked once more, then got to his knees.


There was no letter box, but he could see a half-inch gap between the front door and the hallway’s filthy carpet. He pressed his face against the floor, feeling the sticky shag-pile grab at his beard, but he couldn’t see any light coming from inside the flat. He moved, pressing his face closer, took a deep breath and immediately started coughing. He took one more to be sure, then got up, brushed the dirt off his clothes, and called it in.




  





He sent the constables back downstairs and waited for the SOCOs to arrive. He spent the time watching the flow of bodies in and out of flats, a constant shuffle of lives enacted in this dim and dank hallway. He knocked on adjacent doors. There was no answer from the flats either side of 87. He knocked on the flat directly opposite. The door opened and an unshaven man with a cigarette that seemed moulded to his lips looked at Carrigan and said, ‘Huh?’


Carrigan showed him his warrant card, asked if he knew who lived opposite. The man wouldn’t make eye contact with him. Somewhere inside the flat Carrigan heard a woman shouting in Greek, Romanian, he didn’t know, the man’s eyes narrowing as if each word were a splinter driven into his flesh. ‘No police,’ he said. ‘I done nothing wrong.’


Carrigan wedged his foot in the door as the old man tried to close it. The old man looked up at him, a rabbity fear in his eyes. ‘I’m not interested in you.’ Carrigan pointed to the flat across the hall. ‘I want to know who lives there.’


The man looked down at his slippers, torn grey things exposing yellowed and cracked toenails. He shook his head but the action seemed to be commenting on something bigger than Carrigan’s question. ‘I seen nothing and I don’t want to see nothing.’


This time Carrigan let him shut the door. People in these blocks never heard or saw anything; he knew that from experience. It wasn’t that they had anything to hide, not like trying to canvass witnesses in a hostile estate, but in the countries they’d fled from a knock on the door could mean imprisonment, torture and often worse. How were they to know that police all over the world weren’t the same?


The SOCOs and DS Karlson arrived a few minutes later. They suited up in the stairwell and gave Carrigan his oversuit, latex gloves, and foot protectors. The starchy chemical smell filled his nostrils as he unsnapped the gloves and slipped them on.


‘Any idea what’s in there?’ Karlson was filling the sign-in sheets, smiling that thin begrudging smile of his. He’d never liked Carrigan‚ couldn’t understand why someone with a university degree would want to be a policeman. Didn’t like the fact that Carrigan hated sports, wouldn’t drink the station’s Nescafé and rarely joined the others for after-work drinks down the pub.


‘We’ll see when we break down the door, won’t we?’


Carrigan moved back as the two constables took hold of the ram. The door was old, had been painted over so many times it cracked in two like a rotten fingernail. The stench hit them immediately.


‘Jesus Christ.’ One of the constables, Carrigan always forgot his name, pedalled back so quickly he ran right into Carrigan, his body warm and taut like a greyhound’s.


Carrigan stepped past him, taking a deep breath. His nostrils filled with a metallic sweetness and he wished he was in the corridor again with the garlic and cabbage, anything but this.


It was a studio flat. Small and self-contained. A narrow hallway, kitchen to the left and bathroom to the right. The bedroom/living room stretched out in front of them. At the far end a small window opened out onto a rectangle of sun and trees. Carrigan focused on the leaves, golden brown already, as they swayed and trembled on the branches. Then he looked back towards the bed.


Her arms were tied to the ends of the headboard. Her arms looked as if they’d been stretched beyond their capacity, the skin tight against the bone. Translucent plastic ties snagged her wrists to the brass. He could smell the dark heated mulch of blood, ammonia and sweat. He tried breathing through his mouth as he stepped closer.


He could hear the constables cursing behind him, Karlson taking deep swallows of air, the clutter and clump of the SOCOs setting up their equipment, but they all seemed as far away as the detonation of trance music that was coming from an upstairs flat.


He stared at the girl as flashbulbs popped and burst. Her body was sporadically revealed by the light then disappeared back into darkness.


Her nightdress had been cut down the middle so that it hung on either side of her torso like a pair of flimsy wings. The knife had gone deep into her chest, a dark red line running from navel to ribs. He stared at the wide canyon carved into her stomach, the dark brown shadows and glints of white poking from within. He felt last night’s dream rise in his throat and he swallowed hard to keep it down, taking short breaths, keeping his feet evenly spaced. He saw Jennings, one of his young DCs, catch a glimpse of the bed, then rush straight to the bathroom. Outside he could hear doors being slammed, the shuffle of feet and ongoing lives, but in here there was only the stillness of death.


He didn’t want to look at her face so he looked at her legs. It was almost worse. Small puncture wounds ran like bird tracks criss-crossing her skin. He leant closer. Too small to have been made by a knife or blade, grouped in pairs. He moved back and saw that they continued up the torso and along the undersides of her arms. Small pointed punctures, black with blood, evenly spaced, the flesh around them mottled, torn and weeping. They looked like animal bites, he thought with a shudder.


‘Christ, what the . . . ?’ Karlson stared down at the open cavity of her chest, the perforation of her limbs, her cracked front tooth.


Carrigan said nothing, headed for the window, took a deep breath as he watched the laundry flutter in the courtyard. He could see people going about their daily chores oblivious and unconcerned. He turned back, finally ready to look at her face. He stood next to Karlson, smelling the man’s sweat and fear, the reek covering his own. He tried not to look at her chest, the gaping hole, white shards of bone poking out like stalagmites, but the wound had its own terrible gravity. He heard Karlson curse under his breath and turn away.


Behind him, a scene-of-crime officer was setting up his video camera, his colleagues drawing out strange containers of powder and unguent, miraculous dispatches from the frontiers of science. One man was unpeeling a roll of sticky tape, the horrible screaming sound filling the room as he cut it into strips in preparation to ‘tape’ the body; a slow and painstaking job intended to capture any rogue hairs or fibres caught on the skin. The man looked up at Carrigan and shrugged. The SOCOs wanted them out, they had work to do, evidence to collect. They didn’t even see the girl, she was only a surface from which information could be gathered, conclusions drawn.


Carrigan bent down again, ignoring them. He put his mouth to the dead girl’s ear. They heard him whisper something to her but not what he said. They looked at each other uncomfortably. This was hard enough without the senior investigating officer talking to the dead, but Karlson and Jennings only shrugged; they’d learned to ignore the idiosyncrasies of their DI. Carrigan surveyed the girl’s body once more then leant back in and froze.


‘Karlson, over here,’ he said in a dry, raspy voice. He stood over the body as the sergeant looked at the cavity in her chest.


‘What?’ Karlson said. ‘I can’t see anything.’


‘Exactly,’ Carrigan replied, pointing through the ribs at the empty space underneath. ‘It’s not there.’


Karlson stared at him, confused, then looked back down at the body.


‘Her heart,’ Carrigan said. ‘It’s gone.’
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This was it. Her last day. She could feel it in the way people walked past avoiding eye contact. People she knew. It was like being made to wait outside the headmistress’s office while everyone shuffled by, whispered to each other, glanced, giggled, and went on about their business while you sat suspended between your life as it was and whatever awaited you behind the door.


She stared at the posters on the wall opposite her, trying to stop thinking about what was coming. Couched behind glass they seemed like museum exhibits, not bulletins from the inner city. The slashed face of a teenager, the scar like a centipede crawling up his left cheek; below him locations where knives could be handed in. The eyes of a drink-driver watching the stretchered bodies of his victims being taken away from the smouldering wreck. The appeal for vigilance on the Tube.


It wasn’t working. She couldn’t stop looking at the door to the super’s office. Waiting for it to crack open and unleash her fate. She stared down at her shoes, remembering she hadn’t had time to polish them, thinking about last night, coming home after getting the super’s request for this meeting, sitting down on the green cushion, opening a bottle and then what? She woke up fully clothed in her bed, half an hour to make the meeting. She didn’t remember a thing. The bottle was almost empty and her shoes looked terrible. It was acceptable for a man to come in looking dishevelled but for a woman it could only count against you; the higher-ups hadn’t yet managed to divorce the notion of sex from that of capability.


She watched the clock, the slow spin of seconds accruing into minutes and hours. She ran her fingers through her hair, trying to untangle last night’s knots. She wondered if he’d finally decided to press charges. How happy her mother would be at this turn of events.


‘Detective Constable Miller!’


She jerked up and saw Superintendent Branch leaning out of his office, entirely filling the space left by the door, looking exasperated. She must have zoned out. Christ!


Her smile was wasted; he’d already stepped back in by the time she realised he was calling her. She straightened her shirt and followed him in.


This was her second time in his office this year. The last meeting hadn’t gone well. He’d had a stack of files on his table, all with her name on them. He had detailed witness statements and DI reports. He said he had photographs. She’d looked through the window at the empty space left by the recently demolished church and wondered who’d informed on her.


‘You hit a superior officer,’ Branch had said.


‘He was out of line, sir. He would have killed the boy,’ she’d countered breathlessly, unable to meet his eyes.


‘You blew your cover. You could have both been killed.’


‘I couldn’t let him do that, sir, even if it meant blowing the operation.’


‘Yes.’ He sat back down, put one hand to his temple as if aware of a sudden pain there. ‘I’ve read your report. You should have waited until you were both alone. He was your commanding officer, for God’s sake.’


Then he’d told her about the demotion. Detective sergeant to detective constable. Five years of hard work reversed just like that. She’d kept quiet, knowing any argument on her part would only increase their fears, make them even more wary of her. So she shut her mouth, nodded, and took her punishment.


Now, sitting down in the same chair, staring at the same wall, she couldn’t believe how stupid she’d been.


‘Geneva.’ Branch was leaning back, his massive bulk making the chair look like it was about to collapse. His North Riding accent crunched down hard on the vowels, stretching them so that her name no longer sounded as if it belonged to her. ‘You don’t mind if I call you Geneva, do you, Detective?’


She shuffled forward on the seat. It was too low, forcing her to arch her neck uncomfortably. She flashed back to being a girl again, sitting in class, the teachers looking down from their high perches demanding an answer they knew you didn’t have, the rest of the girls just waiting to burst out laughing.


‘It’s my name.’


Branch smiled and pointed to her shoulders. She looked down and saw that her earphones were still slung across her jacket and looped around her neck. She snatched them off but they got caught and she flinched, feeling several strands rip. Her face was hot with blood as she shoved them into her pocket. ‘Sorry, sir.’


Branch nodded, eyes partly closed as if assimilating some vital new piece of information. ‘And how have things been since your reinstatement?’


She knew it was a question but also not a question. She wasn’t sure what was expected of her. Humility? Gratitude? Resentment? ‘It’s a different pace. I’m getting used to it. I was a DS for two years. It’s like going back to school.’


Branch smiled, leant forward in his chair so that she could smell the dark tang of stale cigar smoke on his breath. ‘Very well put. I think we should all go back to school at some point. Good for the soul, you know. I spend a week every year out on the streets in uniform. Sometimes you climb so fast you forget what you leave behind.’


She nodded but wasn’t sure what point he was making. Branch was notorious for his gnomic non sequiturs; it was a clever technique, never quite pinning anything down, letting the other person join the dots, and if they screwed up – well, obviously they’d misinterpreted him.


‘A woman’s body was discovered this morning in King’s Court, Queensway.’


Why was he telling her this? Did he expect her to know the case, only a few hours old, the other side of the Westway from her normal patch? She half-nodded – let him interpret that – and scanned the table in front of her, the boxing gazettes and grey match programmes, the multitude of mobile phones lined up square and precise.


This wasn’t what she’d expected. Waiting outside, she was certain this was going to be the beginning of the dismissal procedure. That he’d finally put in a formal complaint. She’d begun thinking of other jobs, what she would do, the naked horror of being flung back into the world.


One of the phones rang, breaking the silence, but Branch didn’t even glance down at it. ‘This is one of those cases that has the potential of turning into a major fucking headache.’ He leant forward across the desk and a stray bit of tobacco caught onto his blazer cuff and hung there like an ornament. ‘She was African. A student. You remember the murder of the two French students a couple of years ago? Young, good-looking foreign students being tortured to death in their London flats is the last thing we fucking need on the front page of the Standard. We’ve got to keep this small and close. No press releases, no blazing blue-light entrances. You understand?’


She didn’t know where he was going with this, what it had to do with her, but at least he wasn’t dipping into a file with her name scrawled in red on it, pulling out a form waiting only for her signature.


‘It’s DI Carrigan’s case. You know him?’


‘I’ve heard of him,’ she replied neutrally.


Branch nodded, his eyes glistening behind his round-framed glasses. He put his fists together in a gesture almost akin to praying and she noticed the scuffed knuckles, bulbous and round like the skulls of midgets. ‘Yes, I dare say most detectives working out of West London have. Something of an office legend, our Carrigan. Takes files home with him and studies them at night. Cases that aren’t his. Thinks he’ll work out what other men couldn’t. You can see how that would not endear him to his peers,’ Branch darkly confided, ‘but if it was just that . . .’ He pressed something on one of the phones and a red light started blinking. Geneva noticed that his fingers were scored with tiny white lines as if they’d been tied up. He leant forward, his shadow stretching across the table towards her. ‘Frankly, Detective Miller, I’m worried about him being in charge of this case. I don’t know how he got to the scene first, how he always manages to get to the scene first, but I would have been much happier if a DI with a little more discretion was in charge.’


Was he insinuating something? Geneva stared at Branch, trying to gauge the tenor of his comments, but either she was too hungover or she just wasn’t good at reading faces. Instead, she flashed Branch her favourite smile. The smile she liked to give men in bars. It seemed to work; the super was momentarily flustered, resorting to shuffling papers and clearing his throat. ‘This is all between you and me, not your DI, not your husband . . . understand?’


Her skin flushed hot and itchy at the mention of Oliver. Her heart double-timed as she finally understood she wasn’t here to be fired.


‘Carrigan’s been getting sloppy. His cases have begun overlapping and his reports don’t make any sense. He keeps photos of all the murder victims he’s investigated at his house. At first we humoured him, what with what happened and all, but recently he’s been getting worse, more secretive. He’s never been one of us. Never wanted to. His main concern isn’t going to be keeping this out of the press.’


‘I thought our main concern was to catch the killer.’ It tumbled out before she could shut her mouth. She bit the insides of her cheeks until it hurt.


‘Yes, of course, but don’t act so gauche, Detective. You know as well as I do that keeping this out of the public eye will greatly enhance our chances of catching whoever did this.’ He looked up at the wall, lost in silent thought. Photos of boxers lined the perimeter of the room. Bloody and sweat-soaked, caught in a flash of action, their faces grimaced into scowls that made them look like dying dogs. Each of the photos had been signed and dedicated to Branch. ‘I’m going to second you to Carrigan’s team as DS,’ he continued. ‘I want you to work closely with him on this.’


She wasn’t sure she’d understood correctly, or that she liked what he seemed to be saying. ‘And report back to you, sir?’


Branch smiled, his eyes crinkling behind the glasses. ‘Yes, exactly.’ He picked up a stack of files and evened the edges. ‘I’m glad you share my concerns.’


‘You want me to spy on him?’ She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice.


Branch shook his head as if she’d misunderstood something incredibly basic. ‘Don’t be so melodramatic, Miller. All I want is your report every week. No different from the report you’d hand your DI.’ He stopped shuffling papers and met her eyes. ‘I’m offering you a chance to get back to detective sergeant. On probation, of course.’


She looked out of the window but the space created by the demolition of the church was now filled with a gleaming tower of mirrors. All she could see was their own building reflected in the shimmer. She turned away, focused on the still point of the super’s table, breathing her nausea down. ‘Can I take a day to think about it?’


Branch pursed his mouth, his lips smacking silently against each other. ‘I assume at some point you’d like to resume your former position permanently. I’ve read your file; there’s no reason you shouldn’t go as high as you want.’


She took a deep breath. Her chest ached and her head throbbed. This was one of those moments – life before and life after – except this time it was in her hands, her choice. She wanted to say no, to stand up for what she believed in, but when she opened her mouth the opposite came out.


Branch frowned. ‘I thought you’d be more pleased.’


‘I don’t like the idea of spying on my direct superior.’


‘But you don’t mind hitting them.’ A small smile curved the edge of Branch’s top lip.


‘He was out of line, sir. He did things he shouldn’t do.’


‘Why do you think I chose you for this case, Detective?’




  





She walked out into the blazing September sun. Her eyes immediately squished inside their sockets, pulsing. She’d left her sunglasses at home. Alka-Seltzer too. She took the earphones out of her pockets and set about untangling them but her fingers were too clumsy and she ended up putting them in lopsided and looped. She scrolled through the iPod’s playlist, couldn’t make her mind up, put it on shuffle. A scratchy guitar twanged and wailed in her left ear as she jumped onto the bus.


She almost missed her stop. She spent the journey neck craned, trying to see through the condensation and breath-mist, but she only recognised the road after they’d passed it. She ran up to the bus driver, pleaded and cajoled until he let her out. She took a minute to find her bearings, the houses and streets all looking identical to her, then headed down the narrow tree-lined avenue towards her block of flats. She searched through her purse until she found the key that was more like some science-fiction gadget than any key she’d previously used, slid it into the lock and heard it click and tumble. At least locks still do that, she thought as she climbed the stairs to her flat.


Her flat. She needed to get used to saying that even though it was only a rental and she’d probably move when the contract was up. The house would be put on the market when the divorce went through and then she would use her share to buy somewhere else if the prices didn’t go nuts in the interim. But that would take a while. And there had been no question of staying on at the house; they’d tried it for a couple of weeks, sleeping in separate rooms, but even that, seeing him every morning, hearing him every night, had been more than she could bear.


She sat down on one of the large green cushions her sister had given her when she’d moved in. She hadn’t had a chance to buy an armchair or sofa yet, kept meaning to do it but was always busy. Just as she’d promised herself that this weekend she would unpack the boxes lying haphazard across the room like obstacles in a maze. All her life was contained in these boxes. Her clothes, photos, books, memories. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to open them yet and besides they doubled as tables and TV stands and places to throw all her work junk.


In the fridge she found half a pint of milk. She sniffed it and it seemed all right; she couldn’t remember when she’d bought it. There was still some vodka left from last night and enough Kahlua for a couple of drinks.


She sat on the couch savouring the rich smell rising from her glass, picked up the King’s Court file, lit a cigarette, and was about to take her first sip when the landline rang.


‘Yes?’ She put the glass down on one of the boxes and looked around for an ashtray.


‘I’m glad to hear you’re alive.’ Her mother’s voice always sounded more accented over the phone, she could never understand why.


‘I’ve been busy.’ She looked down at her glass and cursed herself for picking up. She’d bought an answering machine with a screening feature to avoid just such ill-timed interruptions. ‘I just got in, Mum.’


‘One phone call? That doesn’t take much time, does it?’


Geneva bit down on her lip, flicked ash on the floor and took a sip of her drink, not really tasting it at all. ‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said, knowing this was the quickest way to end the conversation.


‘What was so important, then?’


‘I was seconded to a new investigation. A murder. You know how long I’ve been waiting for this.’ She couldn’t suppress the hope and excitement in her voice and it made her feel momentarily better, putting it into words like this.


She heard her mother exhale a long plume of breath on the other end of the line. ‘Murder? This is what gets you excited? Blood and suffering and all these horrible things? How do you ever expect to be happy when you spend your days dealing with the worst things that are on offer?’


It was the conversation that skirted the edges of their relationship since she’d taken the job, first year out of university. It was the reason she’d bought the answering machine. ‘I do it for the victims, Mum, you know that. You should be proud after what you went through. That someone wants justice.’


Her mother laughed, surprising her. ‘You have too much of your father in you. I wish it wasn’t so but it is. It made him disappointed all his life and it’ll do the same to you.’


She slammed down the phone, pleased it was an old corded model and still allowed this now-antiquated gesture. She finished the rest of her drink, made another, and picked up the file Branch had handed her. She opened it up, flicked through the three scant photocopied pages, then took out the photos and stared at the ravaged body of the dead girl, feeling a strange quickening in her blood.
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