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The first time you see a dead body it changes you for ever. You leave a little piece of yourself behind, but what they don’t tell you, what they never tell you, is that in return you carry something new and strange into the rest of your life.


We arrived yesterday. I’ve never been so glad to land anywhere as I was after that flight. Of course, I had the window seat and could see every flash of lightning that sparked and danced across the plane’s wing, the razor-tipped mountains so close below us that I felt as if I could reach out and scoop the snow from their peaks. He didn’t even seem to notice when we started plunging, the air squeezed out from our lungs, masks dangling uselessly, the crew buckled down and pale-faced and silent. Nor when we swerved and shook and rattled. He glanced past me out the window when the first engine failed but didn’t say a word. Of course, he’d been popping pills since Heathrow, God knows what and how much, and so I shouldn’t have been surprised at all.


The town is smaller than I expected. It is hot and dusty and ugly and not at all what I was led to believe. Chain stores and fast-food joints line the main street. Everything is in English. Everything is geared towards us, tourists, adventurers, white folk with money to burn. It makes me sick but he just laughs that cynical laugh of his, the one he thinks makes him out to be cleverer than he is, and gives me that knowing nod, each Starbucks and McDonald’s just further confirmation of what he’d believed all along. I never noticed it back in London but it only took one day in this hellhole for me to see him as he truly is. Maybe that’s why we travel. Maybe we don’t fly and drive and get boats to see new lands but only to see ourselves and our loved ones as they really are and not distorted by the mask and mesh of everyday life. On holiday all your crutches and supports are stripped away and there’s only you and him and the relentless dead heat of midday.


He likes it here, I can tell, and wants to stay. He likes the late-night dive bars and small hole-in-the-wall cafes full of strange alcohol and even stranger food. We argue about this the first night in town. We’re staying in a rundown hostel on the edge of what seems like the red-light district. The photo on the web looked nothing like this. This is the kind of house you cross the street to avoid walking past. The room is small and close so that we share each other’s breath as we pass, our sticky bodies clinging for a second and then sliding off. There is a fan but of course it doesn’t work. Cockroaches scuttle along the bed and floor. They are twice the size of any I’ve ever seen before and they make me constantly uneasy, the way they stop every now and then and seem to turn and face you, antennae twitching, before they decide to scamper off.


I tell him we didn’t come here to be in another city, to sit in bars with Europeans and drink cheap beer all night. He looks at me like I’m crazy, like what else would we be doing here. It was his choice, this holiday, he’d bought and booked it before he even consulted me. It was the first time he’d done something like this and I was surprised, sure, and a little excited that he would do such a thing. He said he’d come into some money and had been dying to travel here since he was a little boy.


And, of course, I believed him. You’re getting used to this, right? You think I should have known better?


At night we sit in the old quarter, under candlelight and mosquito buzz, in one of the identical bars that line the tourist area. He finds it easy to talk to people, to strike up conversations with total strangers and within five minutes they find they have something impossibly obscure in common. That’s what he’s like. It’s not at all what I’m like but I pretend, for him, I do. I laugh when someone says something resembling a joke. I stare wide-eyed and drop-jawed at their tedious tales of near-death experiences and remarkable survivals. I drink the strange clear alcohol as it’s poured into my glass and I get the round when it’s my turn.


But I hate them. I stare at their crooked teeth as they tell me about the time they climbed K2 and had to deal with a kidney stone at twenty-six thousand feet. I watch their eyes as they gush about the ranges in Patagonia or the starving children of Africa and how their lives were fulfilled when they gave their first mouthful of food to a ten-year-old on the verge of death in the upper Gabon.


I hate them because I know who they are. I hate them because I am one of them.


At night you’d see them in the rundown bars on the edge of town. Drunk Germans sitting over steins of beer bigger than their heads as they go through their equipment, item by item, for the fourth time, making sure everything’s packed for tomorrow’s trek. Dead-eyed boys with blond dreadlocks and less than an eighth of their brain matter left, selling pills and talking about how this used to be a great town before all the tourists came. The history freaks with their Thermoses and pinched expressions, clipped beards and rebel neckscarves. The way they look at us. The way they turn to each other and mutter comments and point and aren’t in the least bit ashamed of it.


I tell him I’m leaving town first thing in the morning. He can come with me or he can stay here. He throws a fit and hits the streets and comes back two hours later, apologetic, reeking of booze and easy women, saying he’s sorry and that tomorrow we can start properly.


By then I don’t care. By then fourteen cockroaches, or forty, or four hundred, have crawled across my legs and face as I lie back in bed and try to will sleep and then give up and ask him for some of his Valiums and chew them, the bitter chalky taste delicious, and chase it down with some tapwater which will probably make me sick but that’s all there is in this room and, anyway, by then, as I said, I’m past caring.


 


We catch a bus out of town and leave in a haze of dust and chickens, the gaudy streets quickly fading behind us as we begin to climb a steep escarpment carved into the mountainside. The bus is beyond hot and the windows are jammed and there are all kinds of animals – dogs and pigs and pigeons and God knows what else – and everyone is sitting on each other’s lap every time the driver hits a switchback and I am sick into my bag within ten minutes. He looks at me, pats my shoulder and goes back to his zoned-out state. I wish I could be like that but instead I’m the crying puking white woman who can’t even take a damn bus ride let alone what these people have to endure for every day of their lives in this place, and wasn’t that why I came here anyway?


The landscape rescues me. The blue steely peaks in the distance. The jagged precipices of black rock and broken teeth. This track, barely wide enough for the bus, curling and swirling around the side of the mountain like jewellery. Soon, there is nothing but rock and sky and thin wisps of straggly cloud. The temperature in the bus begins to cool and people are asleep, their heads rolling and nodding on their neighbours’ shoulders, and he too is asleep and I want to scream and shake him awake and tell him look what you’re missing! Look at how beautiful it all is! But I know that, even if I did, he would just take one brief perfunctory glance and mumble something and be back asleep within a couple of minutes.


So I look at the swooping landscape as it falls away beneath the wheels of the bus and it feels as if I’m the only passenger left, ascending into the sky, just me and the driver so far in front that I can’t tell what colour his hair is or even if he has any.


He wakes up and says are we there yet? It is night and all around is a rushing blackness lit only by the smear of stars and whirled galaxies above. Soon, I say, and do not know why I say this because I have no idea when we’ll get to the village, the village that he so wanted to go to in the first place, no idea when we’ll get there and no reason to placate him, yet I do, which is something I don’t understand at this moment and don’t care to.


Something in the air changes as we round the rim of the mountain and drive through a high desolate plateau. The smell comes first. Sulphurous and hot, instantly filling the bus, everyone coughing or tying handkerchiefs around their mouths and noses. I press my face to my sleeve and look out the window but there’s only the grudging slice of sky and the flat endless plain ahead. Eventually, the smell decreases, or maybe we’ve just got used to it, and the night lulls me into broken haunted sleep and the next thing I know he’s shaking me awake and grabbing my sleeve.


We get off at what I presume is the bus station but there is nothing to mark it as such. He tells me the village is fifteen minutes’ walk over the next ridge. There’s a wide animal track that winds through the rocky ground and we start walking, our rucksacks poking into kidneys and livers and backs, mouths cracked from too little water and the way this land can suck all the moisture from your body in two hours flat.


It’s more like forty minutes but we finally reach the top of the ridge and stop to get our breath back. The village lies below us at the bottom of a ravine. There are no lights on in the houses and no movement discernible from where we stand. I look at him but can’t tell if he’s disappointed or if this is what he expected. He takes a torch out of his backpack and I carefully follow him down the scree slope, just wanting to get into my sleeping bag now, not caring where, just tired and sick and hungry and pissed off.


We come to the entrance to the village, just a couple of splintered stakes plunged into the stony soil. He’s calling out in broken Spanish but there’s no reply, no sound at all apart from the wind susurrating through the peaks. I begin to laugh – his awful Spanish accent, the long hours and dehydration, this whole situation.


I see him go into one of the houses. He’s in there barely a minute and comes straight out and his body is folded in on itself like he’s trying to hide from the sky. There’s nothing there, he says, but a muscle twitch below his left eye gives him away. It’s the first time I’ve seen him show this kind of concern towards me and this scares me more than anything else.


He points to a far rise and says we can camp there, it’ll shield us from the weather at least, and I’m too tired to argue, don’t want to sleep here anyway, that eerie sound the wind makes, the crunch of our feet on the pebbled ground, the pale dead sky.


 


We round a small hill and that’s when we first see it.


Two dead trees, three hundred yards away, hidden in the shadow of a narrow defile. He’s standing next to me, breathing heavily, saying shit shit shit over and over again. I strain my eyes, all fuzz and sleep-dragged, and try to focus.


At first I don’t see anything wrong. At first I think it’s just a particularity of the tree or the light or the long bumpy hours rushing through my veins. But then I look at the other tree, a few feet away, and see that it is the same.


A slim black-haired woman is hanging from the branches of the first tree, her eyes staring down at the ground and she is spinning slowly in the breeze as if she were an unwilling participant in some lost childhood game. The second tree is smaller, its branches more slender, but they are barely bent at all by the weight of the child hanging from them.
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‘London is a world by itself. We daily discover in it more new countries, and surprising singularities, than in all the universe besides.’





Tom Brown (1702)
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‘Who are you?’ the old woman said, pushing his hand away, her eyes wrinkled in confusion. She looked up at the nurse. ‘Who is this man? Why did you bring him here?’ Her voice was thin and wheezy and she lay swaddled in bedding, her skin as rumpled and folded as the blankets covering her. A single tear fell from her left eye and when Carrigan reached over to wipe it away the old woman flinched, shrinking back and pulling the sheets up over her head.


‘It’s okay,’ the nurse said, and it took Carrigan a moment to realise she was addressing him and not the old woman. ‘Probably better if you don’t crowd her, she’s very upset at the moment.’


He took a step back and then another. He listened to the machines that surrounded the bed beeping away, a slow rhythmic pulse that mimicked a heartbeat. He could hear relatives weeping in the room next door, the anguished cries and stifled sobs of other people’s grief.


‘Keep him away from me. Keep him away . . .’ the old woman kept repeating in a dry rasp, her bony fingers clutching the bedposts. ‘I know why he’s here. I know what he wants to do to me.’


Carrigan stepped back as the nurse tried to calm her with soft reassurances. She gently loosened the old woman’s fingers from the bedposts and patted her head as if she were a newborn. The heat in the room was overwhelming, the windows barred, the radiators turned up high. The phone in his pocket was vibrating but he ignored it.


‘I’m sorry you had to see her like this,’ the nurse smiled awkwardly, exposing teeth straight and white, the faintest hint of gum. Her black hair caught the light and, for a brief moment, she reminded him of someone else and years ago.


He approached the bed cautiously, studying the old woman. How she’d changed. It was almost as if he were the one incapable of recognising her rather than the other way around. She seemed unravelled and trapped, lost in runaway memories, bone-pain and boredom; all the things that eventually catch up to you. He leaned over the bed and whispered in her ear.


She blinked twice and it was like she’d suddenly awoken from a deep and vivid dream. ‘Why didn’t you bring Louise?’ she said, grabbing his wrist.


Carrigan tried to extricate his arm from her grip but it was surprisingly strong. He could feel the sharp drag of her nails against his skin, the press of flesh he knew so well, the simple entreaty communicated by this familiar gesture. These were the worst moments, when lucidity peeked through the fog of drugs and dying brain cells, when she remembered briefly who she was and who she’d been.


‘Loui—’ The words died in his throat and he leaned over and squeezed his mother’s hand. ‘She’s at home with the kids. I’ll tell her you asked after her.’


‘Why doesn’t she come to visit me any more?’ his mother asked, and Carrigan had to turn away, not knowing what he could say or quite how to say it.


 


 


They stood outside the door to his mother’s room, the nurse apologising for the old woman’s behaviour, Carrigan nodding and shrugging, barely taking any of it in. His phone kept buzzing but it was his day off and he wasn’t going to answer it. There were four messages from his superior, DSI Branch, three from Geneva, and several unidentified numbers. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to know.


‘Unfortunately, we see this quite often,’ the nurse said, interrupting his thoughts. ‘They start imagining things, almost always bad things. It’s as if all the darkness they’ve successfully suppressed throughout their lives suddenly finds a way out.’


He turned towards her and shrugged and said, ‘The brain can be a wonderful thing.’


The nurse gave him a strained smile and he could see that under the patina of back-to-back shifts and bedside dramas there was something beguiling about her face, some slight flaw in symmetry. ‘She thought the attendants were sexually assaulting her. She tried to escape and fell from the bed. It’s lucky she only broke her hip.’


He nodded because there was nothing to say to this, no easy answer that would make sense of why his mother’s final years should be a drawn-out agony of fear and forgetting. She’d been in the nursing home four years now and it had been the most difficult decision he’d ever had to make. But, lately, she’d been getting worse – the broken hip was only the most recent in a long line of ailments and minor injuries, each taking her one step further away from the woman he remembered.


‘She keeps asking for Louise, though,’ the nurse continued. ‘That’s a good sign – a sign that some part of her is still interacting with the real world.’


He looked down at the cracked linoleum patterned with shoe scuffs and the snaky smears of trolley wheels. ‘Louise was my wife. She passed away three years ago.’


The nurse gently placed her hand on his arm. ‘I didn’t realise.’


He could feel the heat of her body filling the cold spaces inside him and he shivered involuntarily and took a step back, glad that the nurse didn’t try to console him with platitudes or empty phrases meant to make him feel better. He looked into her stark black eyes and saw storms and rages and everything she’d ever tried to forget, and he held her stare until they both looked away, slightly embarrassed.


‘Thank you for taking care of her.’


‘It’s what I do,’ she replied, her smile tempered by what had passed between them. ‘My name’s Karen . . . if you ever need anything . . .’


He reached out and shook her hand, feeling the warm blanketing of her palm against his cold flesh. ‘Jack Carrigan.’




*





The phone in his pocket kept buzzing but he didn’t want to look at it, let alone answer it. The walls were peppered with signs telling visitors to turn off their mobiles and he cursed himself for not having done so when he got here. His mother had been transferred from the nursing home to the hospital in the early hours of the morning and he felt lost and confused in these blank tunnelled spaces. He walked past rooms screened off where he heard relatives talking, arguing, sobbing behind blue curtains. Orderlies brushed past him pushing shrunken figures drowning in their wheelchairs. Wall-mounted TVs scrolled silent scenes of dusty revolution, earthquake and endless war. He looked in vain for the exit but the colour-coded signs only pointed towards the gloom of radiology units, oncology departments and the recurrent miscarriage clinic. All he wanted to do was get out of there and sink several espressos somewhere dark and empty where his thoughts wouldn’t be crowded by the noise of other people’s lives. He turned into another corridor identical to the one he’d just left. A wave of dizziness overtook him and he had to stop and steady himself against the wall. He took several deep breaths. The smell of fresh raisin cake filled his nostrils and he looked around, unsettled, but he could not see its source.


And then he remembered. An autumn day, the sun arcing through the windows of the house, splashing the kitchen with golden spray, each dust mote suddenly visible. His mother standing beside him, putting the last touches on his school uniform, and the smell of raisin bread as it cooked in the oven. The way you could almost taste certain smells, and the rough warm feel of her fingers as she pushed a stray lick of hair from his forehead. And, God, how she’d laughed, one of the only times he ever remembered her laughing, as he sank to his knees and knelt in front of the oven as if before some strange altar, his eyes glued to the miracles occurring within.


He tried to shut down the flashing rush of images, to focus on the next few moments, the next few hours, the slow sipped coffee the minute he got out of there, the double bill at his local cinema tonight, but it was no use.


He started back down the winding corridor, wondering if he would ever find his way out, when he turned a corner and saw the main exit, a group of people lined up in front of the admissions desk, doctors, nurses and the harried relatives of patients, and then he glanced to the front of the queue and saw Geneva arguing with the duty nurse, earplugs dangling from her neck and a can of Coke in her hand.


 


 


‘I tried calling you. Several times.’ She stepped away from the desk and he saw something in her expression and knew this wasn’t going to be good.


‘My day off,’ he replied, annoyed but, he had to admit, also a little intrigued by what would bring her here. He was about to ask when he felt someone’s hand alighting on the back of his jacket and his name being called. He turned round to see Karen detaching herself from a group of nurses clustered around the drinks machine.


They looked at each other mutely, a couple of feet apart, and Carrigan thought it felt like holding your breath.


‘Lucky I caught you,’ Karen said, breaking the silence, reaching into her jacket and pulling out a small white business card. ‘I forgot to give you this.’ She looked at it once then handed it to him. ‘She’ll probably be here a couple of weeks. If there’s anything you want to discuss, just give me a call.’


He took the card and, without reading it, put it in his pocket. ‘Thank you.’


She placed her hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. It gets better, you just have to—’


‘I hate to interrupt.’ Geneva stepped into the space between Carrigan and the nurse. She stared at Karen, her eyes flat and cold. ‘But we really have to go.’


‘Of course you do,’ Karen replied softly, her shoulders dropping as she turned and melted back into the swirling crowd of giddy nurses.


 


 


‘What the hell was that all about?’ Carrigan snapped the seatbelt into its holder, catching the skin between thumb and forefinger, and cursed under his breath.


‘Something’s come up,’ Geneva replied as she swung the car out of the parking space, through the main gate and back into the rush and glare of the city.


He nodded impatiently and stared up at the bleached sky, realising that while he’d been inside the hospital it had started to snow. Small white clumps fell lazily, spinning and dancing against the streetlights as the radio crackled news about a shooting in Peckham, a multiple vehicle collision on the M4, a rape in Richmond. ‘How the hell did you know where to find me?’


‘You told me.’ Geneva almost hit a cyclist, swore and turned up the radio. ‘Don’t you remember?’


He couldn’t but he nodded anyway, not wanting an argument, noticing how she’d closed herself down as soon as they’d entered the car. ‘When did the snow start?’


‘About an hour ago.’ She took the Westway and they glided above the city, shrugging off the pink and brown houses, the dark wet streets and streaked parade of blurry lights. The sky turned steely and white as the snow bounced and starred on the windshield. ‘Who was that you were talking to?’ Geneva asked, her eyes squinted on the road ahead. ‘She seemed very pretty . . .’


‘It’s nothing.’


‘Were you visiting someone you know?’


‘What the hell does it matter? Why am I even here?’ He leaned forward and felt the seatbelt bite into his shoulder as Geneva pumped the brakes and swerved behind a lorry.


‘Don’t shout at me. Please. I’m trying to drive. This wasn’t my decision.’


He took a deep breath, looked down, saw the coffee she’d bought for him going cold in the drinks holder. ‘Sorry . . . Christ . . . it’s been a long day.’


‘It’s going to get longer, I’m afraid,’ she said, and this time he thought he could detect a note of sympathy in her tone. She reached for her lighter, the car starting to swerve across lanes. He took the cigarette from her mouth and lit it, the sudden taste unleashing a deluge of memories, then passed it back to her.


‘Branch came to see me.’ She took several quick drags, screwed up her face and threw the rest out the window. ‘Wasn’t happy.’


‘What’s so damn important he has to ruin my day off?’


She looked at him for the first time since they’d got into the car, her lips pressed tightly together. ‘I don’t know. He just told me to get you. He gave me an address, said there’s been a fire.’


‘A fire?’ Carrigan shook his head, wondering if this was another of the super’s increasingly irritating attempts at winding him up. Branch had never liked him and, after the events of last autumn, he no longer even bothered to hide it, sending Carrigan on wild-goose chases and waste-of-time inquiries whenever he could get away with it. ‘Jesus, why us? We’re not the bloody fire service.’


Geneva stared at the road ahead and said nothing; a year now they’d been working together and she was just learning to read his moods, knowing that when he got like this it was better to keep quiet and let him burn himself out. Being partners on the job was a lot like marriage in that respect, she thought, and then wished she hadn’t, as the memory of Oliver, her ex-husband, came rising up out of the dark.


They descended from the flyover and splashed back into the city and suddenly it was all around them – the shuffle and hum of people, eleven days before Christmas, trying to get their shopping done, chatting and smoking outside pubs, kissing goodbye on street corners and staring up in wonder at the ghostly discs of falling snow.


But inside the car there was only silence. Carrigan closed his eyes, a headache beginning to spread across his skull, and took three deep breaths, his nostrils suddenly puckering. His eyes snapped open. He sniffed the air and checked the back seat.


‘I hope that’s not your cigarette.’


He’d meant it as a joke but somehow it hadn’t come out like that at all. Geneva didn’t answer but she rolled up her window and he knew that she’d smelled it too.


They turned off Queensway and into a narrow residential street, parked cars and spindly trees bordering them on both sides. The smell was stronger now, more acrid, and the day had begun to darken rapidly as if a curtain had been pulled across the sky.


Geneva stopped the car and they both sat there in silence. Through the murk of twisting smoke and smeary haze, they could see a sky lit up in orange and red streaks.


Carrigan stared up, entranced, everything else forgotten for the moment, and it took him a few seconds to realise that something was wrong.


He blinked but it didn’t change a thing. He opened the car door and looked up at the sky unable to believe his own eyes.


Black snow was falling on the streets of Bayswater. 
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A thick column of smoke rose above the tall houses of St Peter’s Square. The far end of the street was blocked by two fire engines, a police patrol vehicle and a gathering crowd.


‘It’s like bloody Bonfire Night,’ Carrigan grumbled as Geneva parked the car on a double yellow line outside the Greek Orthodox cathedral. The black snow was coming down heavy and thick and it was getting hard to see, the lights of the fire engines and patrol vehicles streaked and smeared against the dizzy profusion of snow.


Carrigan was unprepared for the sheer noise of the fire, the crackle and roar filling his ears as they made their way down into the square, past the fire service barricades and the silent trellised homes whose residents were crowded on narrow balconies, their heads craned towards the raging spectacle, eyes wide in mute astonishment.


Carrigan searched for the uniforms but there were so many people, all moving fast, that it was hard to get a sense of the scene. Fire engines edged towards the burning building, their ladders projecting into the night, hoses unfurling, the firemen wiping sweat from their brows and conferring among themselves. A small group of onlookers had managed to get past the initial cordon and were staring up, hypnotised, while others held phones above their heads as if in supplication, pushing one another aside for the best view. And yet, above all this, there was a sense of quiet celebration, of expectancy, perhaps the hope for a sprinkle of seasonal magic to light up everyday life.


‘Christ, it’s a fucking circus,’ Carrigan said, approaching the fire command unit. Geneva tugged his sleeve and pointed out three uniforms, standing and watching the blaze, as transfixed as the public. From somewhere, maybe the next road along, they heard the ghostly voices of carol singers getting louder and then diminishing as the wind changed direction.


‘Who’s in charge here?’


The uniforms turned to see Carrigan standing behind them. They quickly adjusted their postures and looked at the floor. ‘Forget it,’ Carrigan said. ‘We need to set up a perimeter, did no one think of that?’


The three looked at each other as if they’d been caught smoking by a teacher.


Carrigan ordered them to start clearing the area of onlookers and residents. He stared up at the large detached house, now totally engulfed in flames, yellow and red and blue, silently praying that the occupants had been shopping when the fire broke out. If the house had been empty it would mean he could hand the case over to another team. ‘Happy Christmas!’ he told the constables, and headed towards the main fire truck.


He talked to the driver then stood and waited for the fire marshal to emerge from the burning building. They were at the narrow end of one of the elegant garden squares that Notting Hill and Bayswater were so famous for. The houses were tall and white; imposing and austere as Roman temples with their profusion of fluted columns and ornate pedestals. The burning building was two from the end. It was covered in a shawl of flame, the wind whipping it into scattering phantoms and flickering patterns. Black smoke poured into the sky. Residents from the adjacent premises were leaving in a panic, families with bulging backpacks and bewildered looks on their faces, their evening meal suddenly turned into life and death.


Carrigan saw the firemen spraying water from thick grey hoses which kept kicking and bucking in their hands. The snow kept coming down. The crime scene was being destroyed as he watched and there was nothing he could do about it.


He finally saw the fire marshal emerge from the black smoke, covered in soot and dust, his eyes tearing from the fumes, his body crumpling with each sustained burst of coughing.


Carrigan flashed his warrant card and the marshal stopped, took out a handkerchief and wiped his face, leaving it streaked like a soldier on night patrol. Behind them, Geneva was helping the uniforms set up a perimeter, the crime-scene tape screeching and mewling like a hungry infant as it was stretched across the road. Carrigan turned to the marshal. ‘Any idea what we’re looking at?’


‘One hell of an insurance claim,’ the man replied, and when Carrigan gave him a dark look, he laughed. ‘Just kidding.’ His name-tag said Weir above the left pocket and he was short and squat. ‘It looks like the fire’s been going for at least an hour. We’ll be lucky if we can save anything.’


Carrigan wrinkled his nostrils at the smell, an acidic reek of burning plastic and wood that settled at the back of his throat. ‘Is it safe to go inside?’


Weir shook his head. ‘Too dangerous, these houses, too much wood, everything’s collapsing.’ On cue, a tremendous crack split the air and a burning beam sheared off from the front of the house and landed in the garden, exploding in a shower of sparks. Carrigan felt flashes of heat and light behind him and turned to see a news van parking alongside, two cameramen already out and snapping photos. ‘Christ!’


The fire marshal grimaced. ‘Made their day, this has.’


Carrigan liked the man’s understated cynicism and was glad he was in charge. He was about to ask him something else when a muffled cry turned them both in the direction of the burning house.


Initially, Carrigan could see only smoke and fire, and then he made out the faint outline of a couple of bodies emerging from the darkness. At first, he thought these were survivors but then, as the smoke cleared, he recognised their yellow helmets and dark dusty jackets.


He followed Weir across the street. They reached the edge of the garden and the heat was terrible, unlike anything he’d ever felt before. The firemen emerging from the smoke were carrying something and, as he got closer, he could see that it was one of their own, blackened by soot and convulsing as if in the throes of an epileptic fit. The marshal immediately called the paramedics stationed nearby. Carrigan could tell that the injured man was on the verge of slipping away, his face red and blotchy, the skin already pulsating, his eyes rolling white into their sockets.


Weir spoke to the fallen man, held his hand and squeezed it gently, then stood up. ‘Jesus . . .’ he said, wiping his brow. ‘He’s been in the house. He’s been upstairs. You better listen to him.’


Carrigan knelt down, feeling the sweat and heat engulf him, and he could only just make out the man’s voice above the roar of the flames.


‘What? What did you say?’


The injured fireman tried to repeat what he’d said but he broke into a fit of coughing, vomiting a thin yellow stream of bile onto the pavement beneath him. ‘There’s . . .’ his voice wheezed and stuttered and broke, ‘upstairs . . . body . . . bod . . .’


Carrigan leaned closer until he could smell the man’s burned flesh, dark and funky and familiar in his nostrils. ‘There’s a body up there?’


The fireman shook his head and even that small movement seemed to cause him incalculable pain, his eyes turning small and pale. ‘Mm . . . mm . . . more than one.’


‘How many?’


The fireman started convulsing again, his teeth cracking loudly against one another.


‘All over the place . . .’ he coughed and spluttered and retched. ‘Everywhere . . . there’s fucking bodies everywhere.’
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Ambulance sirens now added to the general noise and chaos. The fire continued burning, the wood cracking and breaking, the sizzle and hiss of water hitting flame filling the night like the beating wings of a thousand butterflies.


‘I need to get inside,’ Carrigan said, sweat dripping into his eyes.


The fire marshal was signalling his men, pointing out areas of the blaze they weren’t covering. He was talking on the radio, his voice low and deep as he recounted the situation, his eyes fixed on his fallen colleague being stretchered into a waiting ambulance. He put down the handset, took off his gloves and pulled a packet of chewing gum from his pocket. ‘Want one?’


Carrigan shook his head. ‘When can we go in?’ He was impatient now, wanting to see what was waiting for them in there, what they would have to deal with over the coming days.


‘Not for a couple of hours at least,’ Weir replied. ‘Not unless you want to end up like him.’ Carrigan followed his eyes towards the stretchered figure, groaning and gasping in pain as they raised him onto the ambulance bed.


‘I need to get in there,’ he repeated. ‘I need to see what we’re dealing with.’


Weir nodded. ‘We don’t get this under control in the next hour, all you’ll be dealing with is ashes and dust.’


 


 


Carrigan found Geneva helping the uniforms extend the cordon. The public were swaying and cramming against the blue-and-white crime-scene tape, their mobile cameras held aloft, shopping bags discarded for the moment as they posed in front of the burning building. He pointed to a small cleared space and led her away from the noise and press of the crowd. He kept having to wipe sweat from his face and he was tired and hungry and pissed off he’d missed his movie. Geneva called for more back-up as Carrigan rounded up the uniforms.


‘Stop looking at the fire,’ he told the young constables, ‘and start looking at the people looking at the fire.’


They stared at him, confused and disoriented. ‘Start asking questions. Some of these gawpers might have seen someone running away from the scene, they might have been here when this started. They won’t be here long. Once the fire’s out, the entertainment’s over, and they’ll go back to their homes and we’ll never know what they saw.’ He stopped to wipe away more sweat popping on his forehead. ‘Look for the usual, anyone who suddenly decides it’s a good time to leave when you approach, anyone staring too hard . . . and pay close attention to people’s hands when you’re interviewing them.’


‘Their hands?’ a petite female constable asked. She didn’t look old enough to get served in a bar.


Carrigan nodded. ‘Look for anyone with soot or dust on their hands, but what I really want you to do is smell them.’


‘Smell them?’ This time it was all three uniforms who stared up at Carrigan as if a madman had taken over the case.


‘Yes. The crowd are too far away to pick up the smell. Here . . .’ He raised his arm and pulled on his sleeve. The cloth released its vapour and he watched with satisfaction as the uniforms wrinkled their noses. ‘That’s what you smell like if you’ve got too close to the fire. But, more importantly, look out for anyone who stinks of petrol.’ He watched as the young female constable took notes. ‘Do you have a video camera in the patrol car?’ he asked her.


‘We do.’


‘Good. Go get it. I want you to circle the crowd and film them. Do it several times so you get everyone.’


‘Film them?’ She stopped writing and looked up from her notebook.


‘People who start fires like to watch them burn,’ he replied, remembering a course he’d attended on this very thing, several years back. ‘They love to see their handiwork, it’s what gets them off. Chances are whoever set the fire is standing in the crowd right now, watching it.’


‘How do we know it’s not accidental?’ she asked.


‘We don’t, but if it’s not then this is our only chance at this.’


The sound of crashing drums and squealing guitars burst through the night. Carrigan and Geneva looked up and saw a group of people standing on a balcony diagonally across from the burning house. They were passing around a bottle of champagne, smoking cigars and watching the fire with rapt expressions. ‘Christ,’ Carrigan muttered. ‘Someone tell these jokers this isn’t some bloody Christmas party.’


The uniforms nodded and avoided Carrigan’s eyes. They chatted among themselves for a moment then spread out to tackle the crowd.


‘You okay?’


He hadn’t even realised she was still standing beside him. ‘I can imagine better ways to spend my day off. Do you have any idea why Branch called us in?’


But Geneva wasn’t paying attention. He saw her look past him, squint, then frown.


‘You can ask him yourself,’ she said, pointing over to the perimeter and then quickly turning back. ‘Oh my God, I hope that’s not who I think it is with him.’


 


 


Carrigan brushed some of the dust off his jacket. It had mixed with the melting snow and now lay like an oil slick across his clothes and face. He straightened up as Branch approached but it was the other man he was watching.


‘Assistant Chief Constable Quinn,’ he said neutrally, as the pencil-thin figure next to Branch stepped forward. ‘I’m surprised to see you here.’


Quinn came to a stop a foot away from Carrigan. He was a tall bony man, all angles and points, always neat and fastidious, with a whispery moustache perched on his upper lip, making him look more like a mournful pre-war bank clerk than the third most important man in the Met. ‘And why is that?’ Quinn’s dry enunciation filled the air around them, crisp and hard as a whipcrack. ‘Do you all imagine that I do nothing but sit behind a desk?’


Carrigan had never been able to read the man and couldn’t tell if this was his attempt at humour or a rebuke. ‘I just meant this is a fire, accidental for all we know. Why bring my team into this?’


Quinn sucked the insides of his cheeks, his eyes probing Carrigan’s as if searching for some obscure meaning behind the words. ‘I happen to live on this street,’ he said, pointing behind him. ‘I heard the fire engines, looked out and saw where it was. I called DSI Branch immediately.’


Carrigan was certain he’d missed something. He glanced over at the burning house then back at Quinn. ‘Where what was?’


‘The fire, young man, the fire,’ Quinn replied tersely. ‘Now, DI Carrigan, let’s stop wasting time. What do we know?’


‘Not much as of yet,’ Carrigan admitted. ‘Still too dangerous to go in, but one of the firemen reported seeing bodies.’


‘Oh no,’ Quinn said, cupping his forehead.


‘What?’ Carrigan saw the ACC’s face sag and blanch, saw Branch shaking his head. ‘What is that house?’


‘It’s a convent.’ Quinn looked up and Carrigan noticed the rings circling his eyes, the drawn and puckered skin, late nights, smoke and booze, a lifetime of bodies and blood.


‘A what?’ He wasn’t sure he’d heard right.


‘Nuns, DI Carrigan, nuns lived there.’


‘Oh shit.’


‘Yes, quite,’ the ACC said. ‘I want you on this, Carrigan. I asked Branch specifically. The work you did last year, that dreadful child soldier thing, earned us some good points with the public. I want you in charge.’


‘Sir, I think we should wait and see what the fire investigator finds . . . it’s just as likely this was an accident.’


Quinn seemed to be weighing this up. ‘Just as likely, yes, you could say that. But how would we look if this turned out to be intentional and we were caught behind the curve on it?’ He pointed to the two white vans. ‘The press are already here, Carrigan. The press are already asking questions.’


Carrigan nodded, noting that Branch hadn’t said a word during the entire conversation. ‘Do you know how many nuns lived there?’


Quinn turned to Branch and smiled for the first time, his lips sticking defiantly together. ‘See, Jason, that’s why I want him on board, already asking the right questions.’ Branch’s eyes turned small and fierce as Quinn addressed Carrigan. ‘Ten, Detective Inspector, ten nuns lived there. My wife occasionally helped them. She’s very upset, as you can imagine.’ Quinn’s eyes suddenly narrowed. He looked up as a blast of reggae made its way from the balcony across the road. ‘What in God’s name are those people doing?’


‘Someone’s on their way over.’


Quinn nodded curtly, conferred with Branch, then brushed some of the black snow off his suit and disappeared back into the smoky night.


‘Not my decision.’ Branch was sweating heavily, his face blotchy and crimson.


‘Didn’t think it was,’ Carrigan said.




*





Carrigan watched the fire being extinguished. An hour passed and then the fire marshal approached him.


‘You ready?’ he said.


Carrigan nodded and followed Weir past the cameramen setting up their tripods, the reporters practising their lines, the sound of triggered car alarms and distant guitars wailing.


‘How bad is it?’ Carrigan asked as they went through the gate.


The marshal looked up at the blackened shell of the house and shook his head. ‘Bad,’ he said. ‘Really bad.’
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The smell was overwhelming. It was like nothing he’d experienced before; not the reek of decomposed corpses in dark basements, nor the salty tang of freshly spilled blood, but something almost physical.


‘Careful,’ Weir warned as they made their way through the front garden. ‘They’ll burn a hole right through your shoe.’ He pointed to the smouldering pieces of wood spitting and hissing on the path, but Carrigan’s eyes were drawn to the sky. ‘What’s with the black snow?’


‘It’s that way because of the fire,’ Weir explained. ‘Soaks up all the ash and dust on its way down.’


‘Nice,’ Carrigan replied, adjusting his safety hat and turning back towards the convent.


The main structure was no longer burning, the firemen retreating their ladders and hoses, the top of the building covered in clouds of billowing steam as water cascaded from the gutters and eaves. The air was filled with bursts of cracking and popping, loud groans and moans coming from the wood as it contracted violently against the cold water, making the house seem as if it were alive and extremely disgruntled.


They could see into the building as if it were a doll’s house in some little girl’s bedroom or one of those models that architects use to pitch new designs. But there was nothing new here, only staircases that led into empty space, door frames gaping like open mouths, windows blown through, the glass twisted and melted and reconfigured into nightmarish shapes.


‘It’s still unstable, so we can’t spend too long.’ Weir was chewing gum, his lips smacking against each other. Snow had collected on his hat and clothes. ‘The fire investigator will go through it tomorrow morning and you should have his report by the afternoon.’ He stopped and turned towards Carrigan. ‘Very unusual for you guys to get here so soon.’


‘Tell me about it,’ Carrigan said, thinking about his encounter with the ACC – he knew that Quinn’s presence meant it would be one of those cases, the kind he dreaded the most.


‘We’re lucky we got here ourselves when we did,’ Weir said, leading him into the reception hall, but Carrigan wasn’t listening. He stopped, turned back and inspected the entrance.


‘What?’


Carrigan pointed to the doorframe. The wood had been badly burned but the slim metal locks were still in place. Carrigan used the sleeve of his jacket to brush away some of the soot. There were four mortise locks spread evenly along the doorframe’s length, three Chubbs, and the housing for two heavy-duty bolts.


‘A lot of locks,’ Weir said, a low whistle escaping his lips.


‘Yes,’ Carrigan replied. ‘Especially for a convent.’


The marshal nodded sombrely and turned back into the reception hall. The outside wall had collapsed and brought down a portion of the roof, exposing a rectangle of sky through which the snow drifted slowly down. A staircase rose steeply to their left. Carrigan followed Weir past the melting bubbling plastic, half burnt umbrellas and empty coat-stands, their metal hooks steaming in the dark.


‘Can you tell if this was arson?’


Weir started to say that he wasn’t an investigator but Carrigan wanted to know his first impressions and told him to continue.


‘I got a good look at the flames before we went in.’ He passed through a small corridor, now exposed to the night. ‘You know about flame and colour spectrums, right?’


Carrigan didn’t but nodded anyway, his throat dry and scratchy from the soot and dust.


‘Basically, we can tell what kind of fire it is from the colour of the flame. Different materials burn with different heat signatures. Blue flames are nearly always an indicator of accelerants, which often means the fire was intentional. I didn’t see any of that here. The fire burned mainly red with some yellow and only sporadic flashes of blue. It looks like no accelerants were used and the seat of fire appears to be singular rather than multiple, which is what we would expect to see in cases of arson. Then again, I’m only guessing. We’ll know much more when the investigator’s done.’


Carrigan stared at the ruined house, trying to visualise what it must have looked like before the fire, how the corridors and rooms connected and what their functions had been. ‘Do you know if the bodies are all grouped together?’


The marshal thought for a moment and nodded. ‘We haven’t been in the basement yet, but the ones we found upstairs were all in the same room.’


Carrigan filed this bit of information away. He knew it could mean any number of things but it would help them reconstruct the series of events which had led to the fire. ‘Where?’


Weir pointed directly above and they climbed the stairs and turned right on the first-floor landing. At the far end was an empty doorframe revealing a room shrouded in smoke and haze. As he entered, Carrigan saw a set of dark smudges aligned across the floor. ‘How many?’


The marshal checked something on one of his instruments then stepped through the doorframe. ‘We haven’t managed to count them yet.’


 


 


The smell in this room was different. Still the acrid tang of burnt wood, the acidic reek of melted plastic, but also something else. Carrigan tried breathing through his mouth but then he could taste it and that was worse. It really did smell like barbecue and that was what made it so horrible, this close relation to pleasure, the way the tongue could not distinguish between the two, and he tried not to think about what he was actually breathing in.


‘This room took some of the worst damage,’ Weir said. ‘The fire started in the chapel directly below, so it burned for a long time before we could get to it.’


They both coughed and spluttered and Weir took a small collapsible fan from his belt and set it down. As the smoke dissipated, the dark blotches on the floor began to take shape.


 


 


They were evenly spread out in two rows. They looked like small children, the black and brown skin snagged tight against the bones, the arms and legs curled into each other in a foetal boxer’s position. It made them appear as if they’d died fighting, struggling desperately against the confines of their own skins.


Carrigan leaned down next to the nearest body, the small shrivelled form giving off steam as the eyes still bubbled in their sockets. He got up, nauseated and dizzy, and started to count.


They were arranged in an almost geometrical pattern around a humped mass of grey ash situated in the centre of the room. They were all reposing in virtually identical positions. It didn’t seem like any of them had tried to escape – there was none of the scatter pattern you normally saw in a fire, the panic and fear driving the victims to try all available exits and windows – no, this looked like they’d sat and waited for the fire to consume them. Or maybe they hadn’t been able to move, Carrigan thought, and made a note to ask the pathologist about that. He studied the mound of ashes in the centre and saw the silver glint of cutlery, broken china, a scattering of small black stones, the metal edges of chair supports, and knew they’d died where they’d sat, around the dinner table, gathered for their last supper.


He blinked the image away and counted again.


Just as Quinn had said. Ten bodies. The fire had got them all.


A beam cracked above him, showering dust and sparks down on his jacket. He stood up and made his way towards the stained-glass window high on the west wall. There was no way anyone could have reached it, let alone used it to escape.


He walked past Weir without saying a word and stopped and looked down at the remains of the door, using his foot to sift through the debris. Most of the wood was gone, only splinters and slivers remaining, skinny as fingers. He leaned down and picked up a darkened doorknob, still brassy under the layers of soot. He looked at it for a moment then put it down. He used his hand to sift through the rest of the ash and stopped when he felt the cold touch of metal. He reached over and picked up the object and examined it.


‘You still think this was an accident?’ He handed the fireman the dull disfigured lock that had once been part of the door. Weir took it and held it in his hands, turning it over several times as if confused of its function. The cylinder was engaged and the two pieces, lock and housing, were embraced in an unbreakable kiss.


‘The door was locked . . .’ Weir said, and then his radio crackled, making them both jump. The fireman spoke into it in short staccato bursts. He clicked off and looked up at Carrigan, his face puzzled and strange.


‘What is it?’


‘I’m not quite sure how to explain it,’ Weir replied. ‘You better come downstairs and have a look.’


 


 


The size of the chapel surprised him. The fact of it lurking invisibly in this nondescript house. Smoke obscured the far edges, the nave, altar and rood screen. Firemen were rushing around putting out small blazes erupting in corners and niches. Weir spoke to one of his colleagues, nodding rapidly, then turned towards Carrigan.


‘They heard something moving in there.’ He pointed to a line of confession booths against the far wall, their metal frames hissing sibilantly.


‘They heard something?’


Weir nodded. ‘Yes. A thump.’


Carrigan looked in the direction of the booths. There were three of them, now reduced to skeleton remains of metal and charred timber. He stood and listened but there was only the crackling of the rapidly cooling wood, the hiss and sputter of dead fires. The firemen had stopped what they were doing and were all gathered around him. He took a step forward and carefully opened the door to the first booth. A pocket of trapped smoke burst out, momentarily blinding him. He went over to the second booth and tried the door but it was locked.


‘Anyone got a penknife?’


Weir passed a small folding knife over to him and Carrigan carefully ran it through the gap between door and frame, unlatching the lock. He turned and handed the knife back to Weir. He pulled the handle but the lock snagged and caught and the door jammed. Carrigan was about to give it another yank when something moved inside the confession booth, thudding against the door.


The sudden weight and pressure made Carrigan jump back. They all watched the door of the second confession booth with held breath and unblinking eyes but there was no further sound nor movement. Carrigan took a step forward and gripped the handle so tightly that he could feel his own pulse throbbing through his fingers as he waited for whatever it was behind the door to move again. He could hear Weir talking behind him but not what he said. He could feel the pressing weight against the door and he gently turned the handle and gave it a sharp pull. The jammed lock broke and the door swung open.


It came tumbling out with a breath of charred meat and bitter smoke and landed hot and wet in his arms. The smell instantly filled his mouth and nostrils. He stumbled back but the body clung to him fiercely, the weight not much more than that of a small child’s.


He resisted the urge to rip his hands free and slowly got to his knees and lowered it onto the floor. He got up and quickly wiped his hands on his trousers. He felt like he was going to be sick, his forehead blazing and stomach churning as he forced himself to focus on the twisted remains lying at his feet, a slippery figure curled in on itself like a broken question mark.
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He’d missed his morning coffee. As he sipped his glass of water, he looked out at the sea of faces gathered in the main room of the CID building. Flashbulbs popped and stuttered, making him squint and blink, as reporters found their seats for the morning’s press conference.


It was the worst possible way to begin a case. Carrigan had wanted to start the day with an initial briefing to his team but Branch had been waiting for him in the incident room. The press conference had been set up last night on ACC Quinn’s express orders. Quinn now sat to his right on the podium, the Met logo draped behind him, Branch flanking Carrigan’s other side.


Carrigan took another sip of water, feeling everyone’s eyes on him. His head raged with pain, his stomach flip-flopping like a rollercoaster. He hadn’t got drunk for a long time but he’d got drunk last night. In the living room, in his favourite armchair, watching the cars outside his window ignite the darkness. He’d fallen asleep and dreamed of his mother trapped in a burning church, strapped to her bed, slowly disappearing into herself and into time, and woken up dishevelled and dream-haunted and itching to get back to work. Sometimes he thought the job, the obsessiveness it required, the long hours and bad dreams, was a way for him to avoid the complicated process of actually living a life. Other times he knew it was so.


He cleared his throat, stood up, waited for the cameras to find their focal point and began. ‘At around six o’clock last night, a house in St Peter’s Square caught fire. The fire brigade were despatched to the scene and managed to bring the blaze under control before it could spread to any adjacent residences.’ Flashbulbs popped and Carrigan raised his hand to shield his eyes. ‘When the firemen deemed it safe to enter the premises they discovered several bodies. The building housed a convent used by a small group of nuns. We’re appealing to anyone who might have seen anything unusual in the vicinity of 33 St Peter’s Square yesterday evening to contact us.’ Carrigan took his seat as cameras whirred and competed with the bray of questions from the gathered reporters.


‘Is it possible that this was a ritual murder? Black magic?’ a young woman from Sky News asked.


Carrigan tried to find her face among the bobbing heads. ‘We’re not yet certain that this was an intentional fire, so to make such far-flung speculations would be silly.’


The woman frowned and wrote something down in her notebook. Carrigan pointed to a reporter from the Times but before the man could get his question out, another voice, painfully familiar, rose from the pack.


‘Is there any truth to the rumour that this was a terrorist act?’


Carrigan scanned the densely packed crowd of reporters till he found Khan. George Khan had been working at the Standard for almost as long as Carrigan had been in the Met. Everyone in the department knew of his reputation for sudden non sequiturs and subtle word traps and they’d all learned to avoid him if they could.


‘You know as well as I do, George . . .’ Carrigan glared at the overweight reporter, his suit crumpled and stained, a bottle of Lucozade in his hand and an unlit cigarette jumping between his fingers, ‘that rumours such as that have no place in our investigation.’ Carrigan suspected that Khan had in all likelihood made up the ‘rumour’ himself just to get a quote. ‘There is absolutely no evidence of anything that could be construed as a terrorist act. This wasn’t a bomb, this was a plain ordinary fire that went out of control. We will, of course, be consulting with the fire investigation team as to how it started but that’s all to come. As of now we are treating the fire as suspicious but no more, and I certainly won’t comment on what are mere rumours.’


He sat down and immediately felt the ACC’s hand on his arm. He turned to see Quinn looking even more ghostly than he had the previous night. The man obviously hadn’t got any sleep. ‘Good work,’ he said quietly into Carrigan’s ear. ‘These things are never easy, son, you’ve done a good job.’


 


 


He was on his way out when he heard Quinn call his name. The cameras and journalists had departed leaving them alone in the cavernous hall. ‘I want you to do this clean and fast, understand?’ Quinn said. ‘It’s probably nothing more than some crazy firebug, so you know what to do.’


Carrigan nodded. He could see why Quinn had got a reputation as the most feared man in the Met – behind his polite facade there was a steely authority which made it clear he wouldn’t stand for any mistakes or lame excuses.


‘The timing’s particularly bad here,’ Quinn continued. ‘The public have a lot more sympathy towards nuns during the festive period. The press have nothing else on their plates. It’s imperative we wrap this up before Christmas.’


‘Sir?’ Carrigan said, knowing this would be his one and only chance. ‘I’d rather you gave this to another DI. I’m in the middle of something else at the moment.’


Quinn coolly appraised him. ‘DSI Branch didn’t mention anything.’


No, of course not, Carrigan thought. ‘A sixteen-year-old boy went missing three days ago.’


‘Young boys go missing all the time, you know that as well as anyone.’


‘This is different, sir,’ Carrigan continued. ‘I believe this is linked to several other disappearances over the past few years. I know this is the work of one man and I don’t think we have much time if we want to find the boy alive.’


Quinn nodded quietly and sank his hands deeply into the pockets of his uniform jacket. ‘You’re in charge of the investigation into this fire. Did I not make myself clear?’ His eyes were cold and pale as a winter sky. ‘It’s time to think about your future, Carrigan. Promotion to DCI. Handle this case right and I’ll put a word in. This other thing, you can pass off to someone else. I want you fully focused on the fire and nothing else. The press will have their eye on you, Carrigan, remember that.’
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The new building. They still called it that even though the Murder Investigation Team had been here almost a year now. Carrigan made his way past the main station entrance, checking the daily incident logs to make sure he was up to speed with what had transpired overnight, then caught the lift, still bristling from his encounter with Quinn.


The offices were the latest in ergonomic design. Gone were the old yellowed rooms with their institutional fug of microwaved food and stale coffee and in their place were large square spaces, each a replica of the other, fitted with beeping machines and electronic hums that guaranteed you could never get a moment’s peace.


He entered incident room two and saw that Geneva was already there, sitting at a desk near the back, almost invisible in her cubicle, going through a large stack of reports and slugging on a can of Coke.


‘How was it?’ She put the files aside and swivelled her chair towards him. She was wearing a red blouse and a dark skirt, her lower lip swollen from biting down on it, something he’d noticed she did when she was upset.


‘Quick, thank God,’ he replied, and started shifting chairs to the main table where they would hold their daily briefings. ‘The ACC even called me son if you can believe that.’


‘Sounds like we may not have you for long,’ she replied. ‘I heard that when he calls you son it means you’re on the way up.’


‘I heard the opposite,’ Carrigan smiled and pulled out his briefcase. He extracted a handful of A4 photographs of the scene and started pinning them to the surrounding walls. Behind him he could hear the team coming in, sighs short and frequent, nods and subdued greetings, a studied reluctance in every movement and gesture – everyone knew what was waiting for them courtesy of the non-stop footage broadcast and looped on last night’s news.


‘Thanks for coming in early,’ Carrigan began, wishing he’d nipped out for that coffee now, his voice scratchy from the smoke. ‘As you know, we’re launching an investigation into the fire at 33 St Peter’s Square. We’ll have two daily briefings here as per usual.’ He ignored the moans and scattered comments from the uniformed constables surrounding him. ‘What we know as of this morning is that 33 St Peter’s Square wasn’t an ordinary family home. The building was used as a convent by a small group of nuns . . .’ He looked down at the hastily scribbled notes in front of him. ‘The Sisters of Suffering, apparently. Before you ask, I know as much about nuns and orders as I do about quantum theory, which is precisely nothing. The diocese have confirmed that only ten nuns lived on the premises. Now, as most of you know, St Peter’s Square is not your average street. It’s probably the most exclusive address on our patch. Several lords, a sheik or two and, of course, our own assistant chief constable live there, so we’re going to be treading on some toes, that’s inevitable.’


‘But we have no indication that the fire was deliberate, right?’ DS Karlson was dressed in a tight pinstripe suit, his hair gelled back and his stubble a dark charcoal shadow on his jaw. His shoes were shiny and black with pointed tips and he was tapping one heel impatiently against the leg of his chair.


‘Correct, John, we don’t know that yet.’


‘Isn’t it a bit premature setting up a major investigation before we know all the facts?’


Carrigan bridled at the sergeant’s insolence – he knew how important it was to have someone to challenge his basic assumptions and keep him sharp, but there was something else underlying Karlson’s tone, something he didn’t like.


‘I agree, but it’s not my decision. Seems that ACC Quinn has taken a personal interest in the case. I think his wife helped them out. So, until we know better, we treat this as a murder inquiry. That way we won’t get caught out if it does indeed prove to be intentional. If it’s an accident then we all get to enjoy our Christmas, no harm done.’


‘Except to the nuns.’


Carrigan’s gaze found Geneva busily scribbling away in her notebook. ‘Thank you, Miller, I think we’re all aware of that.’ He looked up at the photos he’d pinned to the walls – burnt doorways and cracked windows, the dark smear patterns of soot and dust. ‘I’m scheduled to meet the fire investigator later today at the scene. He’ll have spent all morning going through the rubble and should be able to tell us whether we’re wasting our time or not. I’m told the house is now more or less stable, the SOCOs have finally gone in and the bodies have been transferred to the morgue.’
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