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For Linda again



PROLOGUE


A BETTER WORLD

Night.

He sat on the edge of the bed, unmoving. An anonymous chain hotel room. With the bed, a desk, a wardrobe. In-built and functional. Characterless. Could have been anywhere in the world.

The lights were off, the TV black. City sound drifted in through the open window. Only other noise in the room his breathing. The air pressed down, hot and heavy. Unrelenting.

He stared at the wall, face closed, mind unreadable. Hands in his lap, fingers moving against each other. The minibar had been raided.

Next to him, his mobile trilled.

He jumped, stretched out a hand, held it to his ear.

Waited.

‘It’s starting,’ a voice said.

He listened, said nothing.

‘It’s not too late, you know. You can still change your mind. Join us.’

He sighed, shook his head. Opened his mouth to speak. Closed it again. The caller laughed.

‘Nearly. Was that going to be a yes?’

He kept his mouth tight shut.

‘It’s going ahead. Whether you want it to or not. Whether you’re part of it or not. So speak now or for ever, you know.’

He found the courage, opened his mouth. ‘No. I’ll … I’ll stop you. You can’t … can’t …’

‘Really?’ A laugh. ‘You won’t. The hope only of empty men. Because this is the way the world ends. Or begins.’

Another laugh and the line went dead. The phone felt hot, heavier than lead. He tossed it on the bed beside him.

Kept staring at the wall.

Earlier.

They drove round all day looking for the right victim. Someone who fitted the profile. Someone who would be missed.

The car was a Rover 75, a few years old, with extended axle space giving as much room in the back as in the front. Stolen to order from out of town. Licence plates switched. Confident it wouldn’t be traced. They drove slowly, carefully, no loud music, no revving engine. Nothing eyecatching. Nothing memorable.

Six of them. Four men, two girls. The girls curled up on the floor of the back seat, unseen from the street. No one joked, asked them for oral sex while they were down there. No one said much beyond what was necessary, talk so small as to be infinitesimal.

The men wore sunglasses, hoodies zipped up, hoods down. Windows up, air con on. It was a hot day.

Driving, concentrating.

Looking.

And then they found him.

Sooliman had never known terror. Real life-about-to-end terror. Until now.

His body hit panic attack after panic attack, blood pounding faster than a John Bonham drum solo. I’m too young to have a heart attack, he thought, not knowing if it was a feeble joke or a true statement.

His eyes were open but he couldn’t see anything. His wrists and ankles bound with plastic ties; his body jackknifed and crammed into the cramped space. Exhaust fumes stung his nose and eyes. Lack of air made him light-headed. Tears and snot covered his face. The gag in his mouth made it hard to breathe.

His body bounced, was banged around. He repeatedly hit sharp metal, felt wet warmth on the skin of his bare arms and face. He tried to focus, breath deep; will himself away from his present, find a happy memory, anything that would give him strength to cope. Impossible. His mind held only confusion and fear.

Thoughts of sudden death.

Through the gag, he cried.

They had taken him in the park. Out playing with his friends, enjoying a game of cricket on the Town Moor after getting home from college, taking advantage of the early-summer heatwave that was as unexpected as it was welcome. Laughing, play fighting as they approached the moor. Five of them, friends since school, all from the same area. Coke and Fanta from the newsagent, cricket equipment communally supplied. They had set up and started playing, two teams of two with Sooliman out fielding, knowing his chance to bat would come eventually.

Because that was the way Sooliman was. He concentrated on college, on his clubs. Chess. Science fiction reading group. Things he felt comfortable with but not geeky. He still went out with his mates, pubbing, clubbing, sticking to the soft drinks. Not because he was a Muslim. He just didn’t like the taste. And no girlfriend. Too shy to ask anyone out. Much safer to go to his clubs or stay in his room, listen to his classic rock. Be the person he wanted to be behind a closed door. A bedroom Bowie. A curtained-off Cobain. A pretend Plant. Act out his lonely dreams while in his heart he secretly, deeply yearned for love.

So when two girls came along and stopped to talk on the moor, he didn’t know what was happening. They were flirty, all bare arms and midriffs. And incredibly good looking. The kind of girls he didn’t even dare dream about. One blonde, one brunette, both about eighteen or nineteen, with lightly tanned skin smelling clean and wonderful. So much so he took his eye off the ball and missed a glorious catch that his friends immediately started ragging him about. He didn’t listen. He didn’t care.

At first he had thought they were asking directions, but it was soon clear that wasn’t what they were after. They talked to him. Smiled. Giggled. He tried talking back but became tongue-tied. They laughed along with him, encouraged him. Listened to what he had to say in response. No girl had ever done that before. Sooliman’s heart felt as big and as full as St James’s Park on a Saturday afternoon. He was a rock god. A sci-fi hero. He tried not to stare too obviously at the flesh on display, not to respond too readily to the arm strokes and supposedly accidental body brushes, the teasing and flirting. Tried, red-faced, to hide his growing erection.

His friends looked over, lost interest in the game, switched their attention. Started walking over slowly, hip gunslinger gaits. The girls noticed, made it clear they were interested only in Sooliman. He didn’t want his friends over either; they would take the girls away. Sweep them off with exaggerated stories and promises of rides in their fathers’ BMWs. It always happened. So when the blonde wandered off to a wooded area, the brunette in tow, and beckoned him over, he didn’t need to be asked twice. Heaven was unfolding on earth. He didn’t even look back.

And that was when they grabbed him. Four of them in long-sleeved hoodies with gloved hands and bandanas tied around their faces, sunglasses hiding their eyes. Standing before a car hidden on an access road behind a thick hedge. Heaven disappeared before him. He tried to run, but his legs wouldn’t move. Then they were on him. Gagged and trussed, he was thrown into the car boot. Not even time to scream.

He heard angrily spat insults through muffled metal – ‘Paki cunt’, ‘suicide bomber scum’ – then vicious laughter, the giggles of the girls running quickly away. The suspension creaked as bodies got swiftly into seats and the car was engaged, revved and driven off, the sound like the roar of the devil in Sooliman’s ears.

Time passed. How long, Sooliman didn’t know.

Then a violent jarring: the car had turned off a main road, was now on an unmade one. Eventually it slowed, stopped.

He waited, breath coming in snotty, ragged gasps. Heard doors slam, footsteps. Voices, words inaudible through the metal, above the thump of his heart. But no mistaking the sense of anticipation.

The boot was opened. Sooliman held his breath.

He screwed his eyes up tight, desperately willed whatever awaited him away, willed his life back to how it had been when he had woken up that morning. He tried to visualize his mother standing there, his friends, his ordinary life that he had taken for granted but nevertheless loved. He made frantic deals with an Allah he had believed in only to please his parents. He would never criticize his father’s strictness again, would turn his music down when asked, never claim his business studies degree was boring. Never be mean to his little brother. Never look at a Western girl again. He closed his eyes hard, told himself it was all a dream. A horrible dream.

Opened them again. It was no dream.

Light, harsh and unexpected, made him squint. He closed his eyes, opened them again by degrees. Took in his surroundings. A garage of some kind with bright, artificial striplights overhead. Double doors firmly closed, but through a small high window he caught a glimpse of outside. Night had fallen. The moon stared in, full and high and surrounded by blackness like an unreachable light at the end of a tunnel fraught with monsters.

He could make out the silhouettes of the four men who had kidnapped him, the harsh indoor light haloed around them. Their hoodies resembled cowls, their faces shadowed and empty like horror film monks. Anger and violence came off them in waves. The terror he had felt in the car increased. Arms grabbed him, pulled him out of the boot. He was thrown to the ground. The fall jarred his bones, stretched his joints, knocked the air from his lungs. The floor was gravel and packed dirt; it bit through his jeans, his T-shirt. Into his face.

He opened his eyes, tried to look up.

‘Don’t move.’

A boot kicked him in the jaw. He went down.

Self-pity, fear and anger churned inside him. Tears welled again at the corners of his eyes. He sniffed them back in, scared to show weakness. Scared to show them anything.

He waited.

One of the four detached himself from the group, crossed the floor. Sooliman’s head was forcibly pulled up by the hair. The restraints on his wrists pinned his arms into the small of his back. Another one crossed, knelt down before him. Spoke.

‘Don’t worry,’ the voice said. ‘You’ll get your reward soon. In paradise.’

Panic welled again inside Sooliman. He felt vomit build, unstoppable, in his stomach. Burst in his mouth. The speaking man jumped back as vomit exploded from Sooliman’s nose and around the gag.

‘Cut him loose!’ he shouted.

The one holding up Sooliman’s head produced a long, heavy hunting knife, cut the bindings of the gag. Sooliman was dropped, retching, on the floor. Dry heaving until his stomach was empty. He finished, lay there in silence.

‘Get this cleaned up,’ the speaker said. ‘Get him cleaned up. And then get on with it. We haven’t got all night.’

Sooliman was dragged to the back of the garage, dumped on the floor. His bonds were severed but still he didn’t dare move.

‘Stand up.’

Sooliman did as he was told. Three of the men stood before him. Sooliman’s legs began to buckle when he saw what they were carrying. Cricket bats, baseball bats, clubs. All augmented with darkly glittering metal, razors, spikes, nails. The first speaker stood some distance away at the far end of the garage. The voice sounded almost sympathetic.

‘Sorry. But think of those virgins waiting to greet you.’

They rushed him. Sooliman closed his eyes as pain, sharp and enormous, started at the back of his skull, shot down his neck and all round his body like he had been wrapped in electrified barbed wire. The force of the blow knocked him to the floor. He twisted his body, turned. Another blow. Another. Pain like he had never experienced before. More hurt than he had ever felt in his life.

He couldn’t scream, couldn’t cry. He barely had the strength to just lie there.

Another blow. Another.

He thought of his mother, his family. Tried to imagine their lives without him. Their grief.

More blows. Hard, cutting deep.

Felt something unmendable sever inside.

Felt himself being wrapped up in a thick, black comforting duvet.

Made one last begging peace with a god he tried desperately to believe in.

Willed the pain to stop.

Felt nothing at all.

Marion looked up at the sky. No clouds. A white moon. No sign of rain, just the oppressive, clammy night, like the sky was holding everyone down. The city needed a storm. A good storm. Make everything clean again. Let everyone breathe.

She rounded the corner. Just one more street, then across the road, over the grass and up the lift to the eleventh floor and home. She was exhausted. The off-licence had been busier than usual tonight. Everyone wanting something cold to drink while they sat in their back yards or on their balconies. Too busy for her to have a break. Mr Patel had appreciated her work, said he would slip something extra into her wage packet. She had thanked him. He was usually good about things like that, a decent man to work for, Mr Patel. Didn’t matter that he was a Paki.

She rounded the final corner, ready to cross the grass. Or what was left of it. Now just a dump for unwanted furniture and fridges. Some of it disappeared into other flats and houses, some of it was set alight, some of it was used as a makeshift playground until it became so fragmented it just disappeared.

Before she could take another step a car came speeding up to the grass, putting its brakes on with a screech. Three men jumped out, took something out of the boot, threw it on the ground. One knelt beside it, did something that she couldn’t see, stood quickly back as the bundle caught on fire, went up in flames. Two of the men jumped back into the car. One stood, looking round. He saw her and, making an expansive gesture, threw out armfuls of leaflets, jumped inside the car and sped away.

Marion stood there dumbfounded, too shocked to move. Her eyes tried to take in the scene before her, process it. She stared at the bundle, hoping it wasn’t what she feared it to be.

It was. A body. A man’s body.

Marion screamed. And kept on screaming.

She was still screaming when the ambulance arrived twenty minutes later.

He sat on the side of the bed, unmoving. Beside him, his mobile trilled.

Reluctantly he answered it.

‘It’s started. Falls the shadow.’

He turned the mobile off, threw it like it was contaminated.

The air felt even heavier, the room hotter.

He tried to keep breathing.


PART ONE


ANGRY COMMUNIQUÉS




1


The knife danced before Jason’s eyes. He recognized it, knew its purpose. Boning and filleting. Felt a pang of knowledgeable pride, then a frown of confusion. An intake of breath, as it came towards him.


‘Kev …’ he said, wide-eyed, unsure what was happening, not liking it.


‘Shut up, you stupid twat.’


Kev had stripped his hard, scarred body down to his underwear. At first Jason had thought his friend was turning queer. But when he picked the knife up from the table, he understood. It was nothing like that. It was so there’d be no bloodstained clothing to be CSIed.


An old farm building, the walls wood, the floor dirty concrete. Curved knives and mean shears hung on nails, rusty and aged. Farming implements of wood and metal were propped up against the walls, cobwebbed, slowly falling to pieces. The ancient brown stains on the floor gave witness to what the place had been used for.


A slaughterhouse.


Kev crossed to the door, turned the key in the lock. Then back to Jason. ‘We haven’t got long. They’ll be here in a minute.’


Jason’s heart jumped into his throat, was strangling him by beats. ‘What? Kev, I’m your mate, I’m the Butcher Boy, I’m special, they said so …’


Kev tried to keep his features impassive, his voice level. ‘Yeah, you’re special all right.’


Jason gave a little giggle. ‘Yeah, I am …’


‘Yeah. Really fuckin’ special.’


Jason frowned. Kev was looking at him strangely, his eyes shining as much as the knife. ‘But Kev …’


‘Shut up.’ Kev looked at the door, back to Jason. ‘There’s no time. Listen. They brought you here ’cos they want you to do somethin’ for them.’ He pointed to the coil of rope on the floor. ‘I was supposed to get the process started.’ He sighed, like it was hurting him. ‘An’ I can’t. I can’t let you … I can’t.’


Jason couldn’t take his eyes off the blade. He’d seen it split carcasses in the shop. Pare flesh back to the bone. He knew what it would do to him. There were only a few years between them, but Kev looked so much older handling the knife. ‘But Kev, they said it was somethin’ great, for the future. I’d be a hero …’


‘You’d be dead. Fuckin’ dead.’ Kev hissed the words. Jason jumped back at the force of them. ‘Yeah. That’s what they want. You dead.’


Jason’s eyes widened. ‘But Kev …’


The blade was thrust back in Jason’s face. ‘You wanna live?’ Jason nodded. Stupid question. ‘Then shut it. I’m tryin’ to think.’


Jason looked at Kev, tried not to make a sound, not even breathe. Wondered how this man, the nearest thing to family he had ever had, a brother – a father, almost – was holding a knife on him and threatening to kill him. And he would do it. No doubt.


Kev looked to the door, back at Jason. And his eyes had changed. They looked not friendly but not so scary. Jason clung to that look like a lifeline.


‘Gonna give you a chance,’ said Kev. He put his arms by his side, held the knife loosely. ‘You know what to do. Make it look good.’


‘But Kev …’


‘Just do it, you stupid cunt,’ hissed Kev. ‘Do it.’


Jason, realizing he had no choice, rushed towards Kev. His big, muscled torso absorbed most of the impact and he remained standing. Kev made a grab for Jason, catching his shoulder. Even though Jason knew he wasn’t using all his strength, it still hurt.


Jason fought back. Aimed a punch at Kev’s stomach that Kev only made a token attempt to deflect. A kick at Kev’s groin. Kev crumpled slightly but didn’t yield ground. Jason knew he would have to step up, not worry so much about hurting his friend, concentrate, fight harder to get himself free.


Kev came at him, swinging the knife. Jason jumped out of the way. Kev swung again. Jason grabbed Kev’s outstretched arm, forced the knife back towards Kev’s body. Kev grimaced; Jason detected a smile in there somewhere.


Jason pushed hard. Kev put up token resistance. Jason kept pushing, hard as he could. It was like arm wrestling with an uncle when he was a young boy, the uncle making a show of it, letting him win ultimately. Kev seemed to be guiding the knife to where he wanted it, then, with Jason still applying pressure, let go.


The knife slid into Kev’s side, just below his ribcage.


‘Fuck …’ Kev gasped in surprise. It seemed to have hurt him more than he thought it would. He slumped to the floor as the blood started to fountain out of the wound.


‘Go, now …’


Jason looked down at his prone friend, shocked and stunned by what he had done. He looked at Kev’s near-naked body, eyes taking in the tattoos that told the story of the man’s life.


The Union flag. The flag of St George. No Surrender. A vicious, snarling thing that could have been half pitbull, half rabid bulldog.


And the home-made ones: 100% White. Ain’t No Black In The Union Jack. SKINZ4EVA. Home-made or prison issue. Dark ink making the white skin whiter.


Jason was still proud to call Kev his friend.


‘What you waitin’ for? Run, you fuckin’ puff.’


Jason remembered where he was, dropped the knife. Heard the door of the main house open. They would be there any minute.


He looked down at Kev once again, wanted to say something.


‘Look, Kev …’


‘Just fuckin’ go … And don’t stop, don’t let them get you. They’ll kill you …’


Jason turned the key, grabbed the door handle, took two deep breaths, opened it.


And ran.


Silence at first. The only sounds his feet, his ragged breathing. He risked a glance behind. Heard angry shouts, cries. They had found Kev. Realized what had happened. Were giving chase.


He put his head down and went.


The terrain was hard. He ran blindly, his trainers giving him speed, the hard and uneven ground impeding his progress. No idea where he was or which direction would offer safety. He just ran.


It was a moor of some sort. Away out in the country somewhere. Rough, sharp plants pricked and nicked his skin like little razors. Stung his arms like tiny bees when he stumbled against them. He ignored it all. Thought of nothing but escape. As a kid he was a good runner. But that was years ago. Smoking, drinking, drugs … they were more important. Thought all the rucks and fights and fucks would keep him fit. They hadn’t.


Tripping and falling, he ran. The coarse, jagged, uneven ground caught him off guard, sent pain arcing round his body. His chest felt like it had been tipped full of hot stones and every breath he took just fanned the flames. His arms pumped furiously; he ignored the pins and needles in his fingers, the aches across his shoulders.


He didn’t look back. Didn’t dare.


Fuelled by terror, by fear, he kept on going.


His eyes were adjusting to the dark. He began to make out shapes and mounds, places ahead. Tried to plan a path for himself, avoiding too many potholes.


A hill loomed up before him, a solid mass blotting out the stars. He launched himself at it, climbing hard, trying not to lose what momentum he had gained. He crested the ridge virtually on all fours and stood at the top, gasping, his legs steady as water.


He looked behind him. His pursuers were still there, but quite a way behind. A slight hope rose within him. He had the advantage. He could do it, get away. Hide out. Or get help.


He looked ahead again.


And couldn’t believe his eyes.


At the bottom of the hill was a small forest and, next to that, cottages. Two, no three of them. Lights on, curtains drawn. And all that stood between him and them was a run down the hill.


He took a deep breath and, adrenalin and hope giving his body a fresh surge of energy, ran down the hill as fast as he could. Like his life depended on it.


Halfway down, a thought hit. He knew he was in Northumberland, but beyond that he had no idea. What if the people in the cottages owned the land he was on? Or they were friends or relatives? Or sympathizers? He would be running right back to the people he was escaping from.


And he knew what would happen then.


Changing direction mid-stride he ran towards the wood.


Jason heard sounds behind him, ran all the harder. Made the covering of the trees, risked a glance behind him. The hunters had reached the crest of the ridge, were looking around, assessing their options. He watched as they split up, some going towards the houses, some to the trees. He turned and dived into the woods.


Once inside he looked around, blinking. The dark outside nothing compared to the dark within. He rubbed his eyes, tried to get them to acclimatize quickly, assessed his options. They would be coming in soon. They didn’t have torches, so they would be as blind as he was. He had to use that to his advantage. If he stayed where he was they would find him. If he hid on the ground they would find him. He looked upwards.


Almost giggled.


His eyes getting used to the darkness, he found a suitable tree with plenty of thick branches and covering foliage and began to climb.


Jason knew he wasn’t the smartest kid around. Never had been. Although his memory went back only to the time his mother’s old boyfriend had smacked him around so hard he had to be taken to the hospital with a fractured skull, so who knew? Maybe he had been smart before that.


Meeting Kev had been a smart thing. A good thing. The best that had ever happened to him at the time. Living rough, selling whatever he could for money. Bit of weed, coke, heroin, stuff he’d nicked, his body. Anything. Just drifting, going with the flow. Getting through life one day at a time.


He thought Kev was a punter at first. Sold him some weed first, then heroin. Didn’t look the type but you could never tell. Then kept coming back, even when he didn’t want to buy. Started talking. Asking him about his family, where he was from. With his muscles and tats he didn’t look like no social worker, but Jason couldn’t be too careful. Wary, he told him some true stuff and some lies, mixed it a bit. Confused himself by the end of it.


Kev started looking out for him, looking after him. Kept the local gangs off his back, the proper gangsta dealers, even found him somewhere to live. A room in a house with three others.


Three just like him. Homeless, rootless. Wanderers and strays. They all congregated at a local pub. The Gibraltar. Jason tagged along with them. Wasn’t much to look at from the outside, even less from inside. Bare walls and floors. Only decoration the flags and photos round the place. And there was Kev and his mates slap bang in the middle. Regulars in the place, ruling it. Wary at first because they looked so mean, like the kind of men who would use him then not pay him or try to hurt him afterwards. But this lot weren’t like that. So Jason, little by cautious little, began to go with the flow.


Eventually he came to almost trust the men. Dared to allow himself to feel at home, even.


Then Kev had another surprise. A job. Working in the butcher shop with him. Jason had never had a job before, didn’t know what to do. But said yes, thought it would be a laugh. So there he was. The Butcher Boy, sharpening his knives.


Jason kept some of himself back, ready to run at the first sign of things turning bad, of the bill needing to be paid. Because all of this didn’t come free. There had to be a price somewhere. But it never arrived. Instead came a strange feeling. One he didn’t have the emotions to respond to. A sense of belonging.


Then came the meetings. At first he thought that was the price, like the Christians making you say you believe in God and Jesus before they would feed you or give you a bed for the night. But it wasn’t like that. They just told him their truth until it became his.


And then he really did feel he had found somewhere he belonged.


And now this.


They came hunting. Pulling branches off trees, fashioning them into clubs, thrashing away at the ground, the low-lying ferns and plants, hitting out blindly and fiercely, wanting to hurt, to maim.


They didn’t find him.


Up above, not daring to move or barely breathe, Jason crouched, the branches snagging his clothes, ripping his skin. He watched, listened. Heard their angry voices issuing orders to each other, as if by shouting loud enough and strongly enough they would make him appear.


He didn’t.


Eventually they wearied. Reluctantly accepting defeat, they retreated from the woods. Taking a few last smashes at bushes and tree trunks as they went.


Jason still didn’t dare to move. He had seen a film once where this guy on the run was hiding and the bad guys looking for him said they couldn’t find him and left. So the good guy went out when he thought the coast was clear. And the bad guys had tricked him and were waiting for him and caught him. And killed him. So he would stay where he was. Because they might have seen that film too.


Jason sighed, as loudly as he dared, letting the tension, the terror out. He needed a plan. Some way to stay alive.


At first he could think of nothing. Then began to wonder how an ordinary Tuesday could turn out like this. Panic built inside him. He would have to sit in the tree for ever, getting older, wasting away with nothing to eat and drink and no way to even go to the toilet. Maybe he would be pecked at by birds, big birds. Maybe they had them round here, he didn’t know. Or some kind of wild animal that could jump up trees.


Oh, God.


He wanted to scream and almost did, stopping himself by shoving his fist inside his mouth to stifle the sounds. They might still be there, waiting. Ready to kill him. He waited until the wave passed, removed his fist, tried to calm down, think.


His old Connexions worker was always telling him to make a list of things, look at the plus points. He had always thought that was bollocks, but he had to do something. So he tried.


How much money did he have? Not much.


Where was he? In Northumberland.


Who did he know there who could help him? No one.


Where could he go next? Nowhere.


Short and fuckin’ sweet, that was it.


He put his head in his hands, curled up in a ball. About to give in to despair again, but something stopped him.


Northumberland.


He put his head up, thought back to a few weeks ago. Started rummaging through his jacket pockets, feeling the adrenalin rush building up again.


It had better be there, it had better be …


A few weeks ago. Who would have thought.


A few weeks. Felt like a lifetime ago.


‘Oi, you. I know you.’


Jason had been sitting at the foot of Grey’s Monument, waiting for something to happen, somewhere to go. His day off from the butcher’s, he had a bit of a buzz on from a couple of spliffs, a couple of rocks and was working his way through a can of Stella. An average day. He was going to see Kev later, see what was going on, maybe go to a meeting. Looking forward to that. But until then, just killing time. Watching the world go by, getting a bit of sun. Eyeing up the girls, pitying the office workers. Knowing everything they said and did and how they lived their lives was wrong, knowing he was right. He had the answers.


Or he knew someone who did.


‘Oi.’


The boy turned, looked at him. From the narrowed brow it was clear he didn’t know who Jason was, couldn’t remember him. But Jason remembered the boy.


‘’S’me. Jason.’


‘Yeah?’ The boy shrugged.


‘Father Jack’s, remember?’


The boy turned pale. Jason didn’t think that would have been possible, the kid being black an’ all, but he did. He shouldn’t even have been shouting at a nigger in the street, at least not all friendly, like. Christ, he must be stoned. Or bored.


The kid came over, looked at Jason.


‘Father Jack’s …’


‘The home.’


The youth bridled. ‘Man, that was never no fuckin’ home.’


The youth was big now, gangling. Must have been about fourteen at Father Jack’s then, looked about sixteen now, same age as Jason, but where Jason was still small the youth had shot up. But not just age; he carried himself well. Seemed bigger in many ways. Jason felt a hard shaft of something unpleasant strike him between the ribs. He didn’t know what. Anger? Jealousy?


Jealousy? For a nigger? Yeah, right.


‘Yeah,’ said Jason. ‘I remember you.’ He thought hard for a moment, eyes screwed up. ‘Jamal, innit? Yeah. You moved in an’ everythin’ went tits up. Police there an’ everythin’. We all had to leg it, find somewhere else to live. Thanks to you.’


Jamal looked at him, shrugged like he didn’t want to get drawn into talking to Jason but continued all the same. ‘Father Jack was one evil bastard, man, a fuckin’ pervert. Deserved to be turned over, you get me? Deserves his jail time. No question. Hope he’s gettin’ everythin’ due to him in there.’


Jason’s fogged brain was having trouble following Jamal’s argument, tried to counter. ‘Yeah, but … wasn’t a bad place. Y’know. Just had to ignore some stuff, think of the good stuff. Was kinda settled there.’


Jamal looked at Jason, compassion in his eyes. ‘Know what you mean, man. Comin’ up rough … it’s bad.’


Jason looked hard at Jamal. The black kid was confusing him. He seemed genuine, concerned. They weren’t supposed to be like that.


‘You found somewhere else?’ The compassion still there.


Jason’s eyes slowly lit up. ‘Yeah, did. Was shit for a time. But it’s awright now. Got some new mates. A job. Proper one, like.’ He couldn’t believe those words came from his lips. He smiled. ‘Yeah. Things are cool.’


Jason involuntarily flexed his arms as he spoke, sending the new tattoos rippling over his scrawny little muscles.


‘Yeah, things are cool.’


He saw Jamal’s eyes jump immediately to them, size them up, make a judgement. Jason felt confused again. Jamal should be showing fear; it was the correct response of the immigrant to the tattoos. He’d been told. But Jamal wasn’t scared of him. He took in the tats, the clothes, the haircut, his uniform, his tribal insignia and showed no fear. If anything there was pity in his eyes.


Another hard, sharp shaft went through Jason.


‘So what you doin’, then, eh?’ Usually there would be some mutual compassion when he met someone who had come up like he had, the hard way. Instead he tried to build up a good wave of anger, ride it out. Use it to cope with his confusion. ‘You on the dole? Scroungin’? Burdenin’ the state? Lettin’ the taxpayer keep you in ganja an’ beer?’


It was what they told him to say to them at meetings. Would hit nerves, get them angry. Guaranteed, they said. Jason didn’t know why. Personally he couldn’t give a fuck about the taxpayer, whoever he was. And he loved ganja and beer.


Jamal looked at him, a reluctant fire lighting up behind his eyes, an argument he didn’t want to have but he wouldn’t back down from.


‘Fuck you talkin’ like that for? That some twisted shit you comin’ out with. Don’ you be dissin’ me, man, I work for a livin’. Hard. Harder than you ever know.’ He ran his eyes disdainfully over Jason with the last few words.


‘Yeah?’ Jason sneered at him, the anger mixing with the rocks and booze now. ‘Doin’ what?’


‘An information brokerage.’


Jason had no idea what Jamal was talking about, tried not to let it show. ‘Yeah? Right. Well. You got a—’ what did they call them? ‘—a business card? Eh? Might need some a’ that stuff you sell. Some information.’


Yeah, thought Jason triumphantly. Make the nigger dance.


Anger flushed Jamal’s cheeks. He drew his wallet from his jeans back pocket, hands shaking angrily, pulled out a card, flicked it at him. Jason caught it, laughing as he did so, but unable to cover up that sharpness stabbing at him again.


He looked at it, tried to read it through slowly, gave up on the first line. He had never been good with words; they meant next to nothing to him. There were three phone numbers on there. And numbers he was good at. One local landline, one mobile and another one.


‘What’s this?’ he asked, pointing to the third number.


‘My place in Northumberland,’ said Jamal, unable to keep the pride from his voice.


Jason looked at the card, nodding. Jamal turned, began walking away.


‘Hey …’


Jason wasn’t finished with him yet.


‘Have a good life, man,’ Jamal said from over his shoulder, not stopping, not even bothering to disguise the lie in his voice.


Jason watched him go, holding the card between his fingers.


A teenage nigger handing out business cards. What was the world coming to.


He felt the edges of the card, bent it, testing the weight, then pocketed it. At least it would make a good roach, he thought.


He felt all through his pockets, hoping he hadn’t made a roach out of it.


He found it. Crumpled and soiled but still readable. He brought it out, but there wasn’t enough light to read it by.


He smiled. Asking a nigger for help. Would have been ironic if he had known what ironic meant.


He put the card back in his jacket pocket over his chest, over his heart.


Tomorrow he would go and find Jamal. He would have to crawl a bit, maybe, explain they might have got off on the wrong foot last time they met, blame the drugs or the drink, but hey, no hard feelings. We’re both mates. Both came up the hard way and know what that does to you. And then Jamal would laugh and say that’s OK. Let him stay for a few days. Help him back on his feet. Lend him a few quid, maybe.


Or even …


Jason frowned, thinking hard. An idea was forming, a plan …


Yeah, a plan …
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It had bad idea written all over it like a full body tattoo.

The house Peta Knight had grown up in was an old seventeenth-century rectory outside Gateshead near the south bank of the Tyne. Pulling the Saab on to the curving gravel drive brought back her usual memories: playing in the huge back garden, going for long walks through the woods, sitting by the river, watching the water ebb and flow, thinking it went on for ever. Comfort and indulgence, security and relaxation. Childhood’s sacred remembrances, its safe nostalgia.

Not the place to meet a potential client. And certainly not one her mother was recommending. She wasn’t looking forward to this.

Trevor Whitman was an old friend of her parents from way back, her mother had said, although Peta had never heard him mentioned before. Back in the north-east from living in London and needing someone with Peta’s talents. Which were what? A delicate matter; her mother couldn’t say over the phone. Why didn’t Peta come and meet him? At the house? They could all have lunch. Peta didn’t think it felt like the kind of thing she should be getting involved with. Not the right kind of job. Any job, her mother had insisted, voice sweet steel, was the right kind of job when it was the only job. Peta reluctantly demurred. Her mother cooed she would do lunch. Make a pleasant afternoon of it.

Peta liked to research potential clients, get to meetings early, position herself well, take control, direct the conversation. There would be little chance of that here. But she had no choice but to accept the work. Her money stream was as dried up as a globally warmed creek bed.

Going through the front door, she crossed the black and white squared-tile entrance hall, her unfamiliar heels awkwardly clacking and echoing, handbag slipping off her shoulder, skirt tight as a rope round her knees. Pulling her cotton blouse from her sweating chest, blowing a stray strand of hair out of her eyes. Angry at having to dress up to go home, so far away from her usual comfort zone of jeans and trainers or gym sweats, she felt like a female impersonator. A very bad one.

She looked in on the front room. Same as usual. Her parents had settled on a Liberty print and Klimt look some time in the Seventies and, seeing no reason to change what worked, kept it the same over the subsequent decades. Peta often thought that was a metaphor for their relationship, a thought seemingly confirmed because since her father’s death from cancer four years previously her mother hadn’t changed a thing.

She called out; no one answered.

Into the kitchen, the Aga turned as low as possible in the heat. The back door was open, two figures sitting close on the wooden garden furniture, laughing. One of them saw her, turned. They pulled apart.

‘Peta, darling, come on out.’

Peta went out. She noticed that the bottle of wine between them was nearly empty.

Her mother stood up, smiled. In her early sixties, Lillian Knight was a striking woman. With good bone structure and a figure kept trim and fit, she seemed ten if not fifteen years younger than her actual age. Her blonde hair was now perhaps a shade unnatural, but so what? When Peta looked at her she saw herself in several years’ time and found no disgrace in that.

They kissed, both cheeks.

‘You’re looking well.’

‘You too, Lillian.’ Always Lillian, never Mother or Mum. That’s how she had grown up. The era her parents were from.

‘We were just reminiscing about the good old days.’ Her mother turned, indicated the man sitting at her side. ‘This is Trevor. Trevor Whitman.’

Trevor Whitman’s hair was greying, swept back and collar length, his beard well manicured, one step above designer stubble. Medium height and build. Kept himself in shape. Dressed in a dove-grey suit with a black silk shirt beneath it.

He stood up, shook her hand.

‘Hi,’ he said.

She noticed how he surreptitiously took her all in. How his equally surreptitious nod indicated approval. How his eyes held hers for a beat too long. She forcefully blew the strand of hair away from her face again. He gestured to the garden table; there was a third chair. She sat, feeling uncomfortable, not liking the sensation. Trying to compose herself.

A radiant smile. He lifted the bottle. ‘Drink?’

Peta shook her head. ‘I don’t drink alcohol.’

‘I’ll get you some water,’ said Lillian, seeming suddenly awkward. ‘Give you a chance to get to know each other.’

Lillian stroked her hand along Whitman’s shoulder. Peta noticed the gesture. She felt she was meant to. Lillian slipped quickly away to the kitchen. Whitman kept looking at her.

‘I must say,’ he said, holding eye contact, ‘you’re not what I was expecting.’

‘I get that a lot. It’s the name,’ she said. ‘They expect a man.’

‘I didn’t mean that. I meant an ex-policewoman working in the private sector, I thought you’d be more …’ His fingers wriggled as if grasping for the word, smiling all the while.

‘Dykey?’

He reddened. ‘Well, I wouldn’t have said …’

She thought of the way her mother had stroked him. ‘How d’you know I’m not?’

He quickly took a mouthful of his drink, pretended to find his glass fascinating. Peta tried not to smile. Lillian, as if on cue, chose that moment to reappear. She placed a glass of iced sparkling water down for Peta, another bottle of wine beside Whitman’s glass.

‘Right,’ she said with a bright, shiny smile. ‘Now that you two have introduced yourselves, shall we have lunch? Catch up on gossip, then you can get down to work.’

Peta looked at her watch, told her mother she wouldn’t have time for lunch. Said that she had a lot on for the afternoon, wished it were true when she said it. Lillian objected but Whitman said it would be OK.

‘Fine,’ she said, although it clearly wasn’t. ‘Right. Well. I’d better go and make myself scarce.’ She turned, went back into the kitchen. Hurt but trying not to let it show.

‘Oh dear,’ said Whitman.

Peta felt a pang of guilt, tried to tamp it down, focus. She shrugged. ‘I did tell her but she wouldn’t listen. I won’t take the blame.’

Whitman smiled. ‘She’s a stubborn one. Once she’s got an idea …’

Peta nodded, took a sip of her water, felt her composure returning. ‘I know.’ And worse since she retired from lecturing, she thought, but didn’t want to share that with Whitman.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘About that remark before. Out of order.’

‘No problem.’

‘The wine, I suppose. And not very PC.’

‘It’s OK.’

Another smile. ‘Cool. Whatever.’

She looked at him again, sizing him up, professionally judgemental now. The kind of guy who never got punk and thought great music stopped at the Stones, thought cinema was never so exciting after Fassbinder died, had a shelf full of yellowing, orange-spined Penguins, drove a sports car – probably a red one – and thought he was still hip and down with the kids because he knew who Eminem was. Peppered his speech with transatlanticisms. Had the arrogance and demeanour of an ageing rock ’n’ roll rebel academic growing old gracefully, proud of not losing his rough edges. She could see what her mother and he had in common.

‘Can I ask you something?’ he said. ‘You don’t drink. I’m curious. Is that by choice or …’

She had been so determined to succeed when she joined the police, so eager. But whatever the PR people say, an intelligent, attractive young woman, unafraid to speak her mind, is still not welcome in the police. Or at least that was what her colleagues did their best to let her think. When she eventually admitted defeat and left she was racked with depression and a drink problem. She had also had an intense affair with a very unsuitable man that hadn’t helped. She had sorted herself out, but it had taken her years.

Peta kept her face blank, her eyes unreadable. ‘Let’s just say the police lifestyle didn’t agree with me.’

‘Lillian’s told me about your company,’ Whitman said, pouring himself another large glass of wine. ‘Albion, is it?’

‘Was. It’s finished now. I’m freelance.’

Whitman raised an eyebrow. ‘Thought you were doing well. You and an ex-journalist. Joe Donovan, right?’

Peta kept her voice calm, her answers clipped. ‘We’re no longer working together.’

‘Right.’ Then he grinned. ‘Guy or girl?’

‘What?’

‘Joe. Guy or girl?’

‘Guy.’

‘Thought I’d better ask.’ Another smile, another over-long eye lock. ‘You look just like her. Lillian. When she was your age. The image of her.’

Peta felt her face reddening, hoped it was just the heat. ‘So who is it you want protecting from?’

He smiled, eyes going twinkly-crinkly in the corners, sun glinting on his teeth. ‘Myself, mainly.’

Enough. He needed some serious mental realignment and quick focusing.

‘Mr Whitman—’

‘Trevor, please.’

‘Mr Whitman, let’s get some ground rules established. This is not a leisurely afternoon with friends and family. We’re not on a date. You want to employ me in a professional capacity. So without meaning to be rude, let’s talk business.’

Whitman sat back, humbled and fumbling for words. Blushing. Peta definitely with the upper hand now. She waited, her silence the tool he needed to dig himself out. From the kitchen her mother clattered about.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘That’s not what … I didn’t mean to give that impression. Very unprofessional among other things. Yes, you’re right. Let’s get on with it.’

‘Good,’ said Peta, clearly in control. ‘Now what’s the problem?’

‘You’re an information broker,’ Whitman said eventually, after searching for the right approach. ‘That’s what I need. Information.’

‘About what?’

‘Or who.’ He sat back, took a mouthful of his drink. Looked at her, his eyes cold ashes, whatever was in them earlier now burned out. The garden umbrella cast a long shadow over his face. ‘What d’you know about me or my background?’

Peta’s mind flicked over the notes she had made before the meeting. ‘Political radical. Heyday was the early Seventies.’

Whitman winced. Peta enjoyed his reaction but didn’t glory in it. She continued.

‘North-eastern working-class boy, got a scholarship to university. Newcastle redbrick.’

‘Where I met Philip and Lillian.’

‘Became politicized there. Left, set up an Angry Brigade splinter group, the Hollow Men.’

‘After T. S. Eliot. Satire.’

‘And that group was responsible for acts of violence against the state—’

‘Ah, now that’s not fair—’

Peta continued as if he hadn’t interrupted. ‘—including attacks on the police, various Tory MPs and the firebombing of a pub full of off-duty policemen. Eventually the Hollow Men disbanded, an acrimonious split. Repented of earlier actions in the Eighties, was never charged for anything. Attempted to become Member of Parliament for the SDP in ’82, was unsuccessful. Went into teaching at university level, became a lecturer in psychology and sociology.’ She sat back, smiling, trying to play down the smugness she felt. ‘How am I doing?’

Whitman was impressed. ‘Very good.’ He smiled. ‘Disbanded, acrimonious split, make us sound like a rock band.’

‘Wasn’t that the intention? Politics the new rock ’n’ roll?’

Whitman smiled wistfully. ‘Different time. When politics meant something. When rock ’n’ roll meant something.’ The smile faded. ‘And I’d take exception to that description of crimes against the state. We were never terrorists. We were freedom fighters. Revolutionaries, not terrorists. That’s what radical politics were like back then.’

‘Different time.’ She nodded, clearly unconvinced.

He drank his drink.

‘So how can I help you now?’

Whitman seemed to think hard, then continued. ‘Well, as you know, I’ve recently written my biography. I didn’t expect it to knock The Da Vinci Code off the top of the best-seller chart, but I thought it might attract some interest in – shall we say? – academic circles.’ His voice, once he became interested in his own words, was rich and sonorous. Yet, Peta noticed, still betrayed his north-east origins. ‘Political journals, that sort of thing. I wasn’t prepared for what happened.’

Peta leaned forward, interested. ‘What happened?’

Whitman opened his mouth but seemed reticent to speak. He moved his lips as if auditioning the correct words before speaking them. ‘I’ve been getting … phone calls.’

‘What kind?’

‘The … disturbing kind. The threatening kind.’

‘Threatening?’

‘Yeah. Well, not in so many words. More … insistent. Veiled threats.’

‘Saying what?’

‘Saying … enough to worry me. This person knows about me. My background. Knows I’m coming back up here. Wants to make it difficult for me.’

‘In what way?

‘’Just … difficult.’

‘So why are you back up here?’

‘The book. I’m promoting it. A few local media interviews, TV and radio, a signing, that sort of thing.’

‘And then what? Back home? To London?’

‘No, I’m … I took a sabbatical. Staying up here. For a while.’

Peta leaned forward. ‘Any reason?’ She looked to the kitchen window, where her mother was pretending to do something at the sink. ‘Family? Friends?’

Whitman shrugged. That irritating smile began to creep across his features again. ‘Not much family left. Friends?’ He followed Peta’s gaze. ‘Maybe. But really I’m just taking in the local colour. Seeing the old town. Logging the changes. That kind of thing. Might write another book about it.’

He glanced quickly at her, then away, as if his eyes were holding something he didn’t want her to see. She didn’t believe his words but didn’t press him. It had nothing to do with work.

‘Right.’

‘And judging by the headlines and the TV, I picked possibly the worst time to come back to Newcastle. What with that Asian kid. And the Fascists on the march again. And that Muslim guy trying to make a name for himself.’

Peta nodded. ‘Not the most stable of times.’

They both knew the story. A twenty-year-old Muslim college student had been found dead in the street after being set ablaze. Peta could still clearly recall his grief-stricken mother at a televised press conference weeping openly, having a breakdown in front of millions. The National Unity Party, a BNP offshoot, had been blamed but, with local elections in which they were expected to make significant gains upcoming, were strenuously denying it. As a result, Muslim communities, egged on by Abdul-Haq, a local leading radical, were arming themselves, patrolling the streets at night. The city was on a knife edge. Tension was high. And, Peta thought, fanning her neck and chest, the weather wasn’t helping any.

‘And the heat,’ Whitman said. ‘Wasn’t like this back in the day.’

Peta suppressed a smile at the phrase.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We’re always going on about southerners, how they get the slightest bit of snow and barricade themselves into their houses for a week. We’re the opposite. A bit of heat and we revert to angry cavemen.’

He smiled. ‘And cavewomen. Let’s be politically correct.’

‘OK,’ she said, back to business. ‘This caller. Any ideas. Do you know who this person is?’

‘Obviously not. If I did I would be able to do something about them.’

‘All right, then. Do you suspect who this person might be?’

Whitman sighed. ‘I don’t know.’ He took another mouthful of his drink. Refilled from the bottle. Peta noticed the wine was nearly all gone. ‘I used to get calls a few years ago.’

‘And it’s the same kind of messages?’

He nodded.

‘So why didn’t you go to the police about them the first time round?’

Whitman snorted out a laugh, drank down a third of his drink, looked away. ‘A firebomb ripped apart a pub in the centre of Newcastle. A pub frequented by off-duty policemen and women. Over thirty years ago.’

‘I read about it. Fifteen people injured, one dead.’

‘Then you’ll know we were held responsible for it.’

‘And were you?’

Whitman sighed. ‘We were blamed for it.’

‘Did you do it?’

Whitman took another drink.

Peta waited.

‘The Hollow Men were blamed,’ he said, stressing the word, ‘but the Hollow Men didn’t do it. At least, not as far as I was concerned.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘There was one of our group. Alan Shepherd. Always wanted to push things further. The most extreme of all of us. He talked about doing something like that. Really up for it. We argued, said it wasn’t the way forward. Next thing we know, the pub’s gone up. And Alan’s disappeared.’

‘So it was him?’

Whitman took another mouthful of drink. ‘We always assumed he was behind it and that he’d been caught up in the flames. We never heard from him again.’ Another sigh. ‘And we were blamed. That was the turning point for me. I left soon afterwards.’

‘And that was when the phone calls started?’

He nodded.

‘To all of the Hollow Men or just you?’

‘I don’t know. I’d cut ties with them by then.’ He sat back. ‘So you see why I couldn’t go to the police.’

Peta nodded. She sensed there was more; that Whitman wanted to open up. She waited.

‘I assumed that those calls were from a member of the dead copper’s family,’ he said. ‘His brother, I thought.’ He shook his head, back in the past. ‘Very distressing. Abusive. Late at night. Presumably when he’d been drinking. I know they made me drink.’

‘Saying what?’

‘Saying … I should never relax. That they would never forget or forgive me for what I had done. That one day, when I had forgotten, they would be there, waiting for me.’

‘And you did nothing?’

‘Yeah, I did. I moved away. Changed my phone number. Got a new life. The calls stopped then.’

He took another drink.

‘Anyway,’ he said, waving his hand wearily as if trying to dismiss the memory, ‘it’s all in the book.’

‘And the calls stopped until recently?’

He nodded.

‘And what did you do then?’

‘I knew I had time owing at the university, asked for a sabbatical, planned a trip up here to coincide with the book launch. Phoned Lillian. And as luck would have it, she mentioned you. Not a detective as such, and perhaps that’s the appeal. No cop vibe.’ Another drink. The bottle had been drained. ‘So that’s it. What d’you think?’ Whitman leaned forward, tried to hide the desperate edge in his voice. ‘You want to take me on?’

Peta looked again at him. His earlier suave demeanour all but disappeared. In its place was a fidgety, anxious-looking middle-aged man. Very un-rock ’n’ roll.

Peta looked at her sparkling water. The bubbles were rising, breaking on the surface, disappearing. Condensation had formed on the outside. She stroked her finger slowly down it, feeling the cold wet tingle it left. A tiny thrill went through her.

‘I’ll need your complete cooperation. Don’t withhold anything. If I ask you a question I want a straight and honest answer. Right?’

He nodded. ‘Right.’

Peta rummaged around in her handbag, produced her notebook. ‘Good. So these calls you’re getting now. Where do they come to? Home? Mobile?’

‘Both.’

‘Right. And what was the name of the policeman who died?’

‘George Baty. It’s all in the book. A matter of public record now.’

She wrote it down. ‘As good a place as any to start. Now, what about other people? Contacts, friends. From the old days, perhaps?’

‘I don’t know … I don’t think so.’

‘The Hollow Men were based up here, right? In Newcastle?’

Whitman nodded.

‘Any of them still around?’

He shrugged, head back under the shade of the umbrella where Peta couldn’t read his face. ‘I don’t keep in touch with any of them. Only one that I know of. Abdul-Haq.’

‘The radical Islam guy? He was a Hollow Man?’

Whitman nodded. ‘Changed a bit since I last saw him. Couldn’t have been more surprised when I saw him on the news.’

She pushed her notebook and pen over to him. ‘Give me a list of the rest. If there are any still up here I can talk to them, see if anything jogs a memory.’

He smiled. ‘I can do better than that.’ He reached down to the side of the table, produced a hardback book, handed it over. ‘All in there.’

Peta looked at it. Angry Young Man: The Rise and Fall of Radical Politics in the 1970s. His name underneath it. A slightly blurred news picture of a much younger Trevor Whitman hurling a rock during a demonstration. Looking angry but something more. Vibrant, alive. Charismatic.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘My pleasure. Let me sign it for you.’ He took out a pen, scribbled something in the front, handed it back. ‘So what are you going to do? Phone taps? Traces? That kind of thing?’

She thought of Amar. ‘Albion had a very good surveillance expert. The best I’ve ever worked with. He’s … not been well recently, but I’ll see if he feels up to it yet.’

‘Thank you.’

‘No problem.’ Peta told him how much she would charge and what he could expect. Whitman accepted everything. She stood up. ‘Well, I think that’s it for now. You staying here?’

He looked back to the kitchen window. ‘No.’ He gave her the name of his hotel, stood also.

‘And if you get a call in the meantime, tell me. Straight away. Any time.’

‘I will.’ He had regained some of his earlier composure; the twinkle had returned to his eye. ‘I look forward to seeing you again, Peta.’

He extended his hand; she took it. As they shook she experienced a frisson, like a static electric charge. Not unpleasant. Just discomforting. She was sure he must have felt it too. He smiled, let go with a certain amount of reluctance.

Lillian, as if on cue, emerged from the kitchen. ‘Finished chatting?’ she said, smile in place, earlier upset seemingly forgotten. ‘Are you taking her on?’

‘I am,’ said Whitman, smiling. ‘I’m sure Peta is the answer to all my problems.’

Lillian smiled. It seemed brittle. ‘I’m sure.’ Her hand again fell on to Whitman’s shoulder. He made no attempt to remove it.

Peta felt it was time to leave. Her mother made protestations, but Peta got the feeling that she was secretly relieved to have her go.

Peta got in the car, put the book on the passenger seat next to her, opened it to see what he had written.

To Peta: Cool name for a cool gal!
Looking forward to working with you,
Love
Trevor Whitman

‘Jesus,’ she said, shaking her head. But smiling, all the same.

As she drove away, Whitman and Lillian came to the door, waved. Both smiling, but Peta sensed a tension beneath the smiles. She would have to speak to her mother on her own some time. Find out what was going on.

Driving away, Peta turned the radio on. The news. Police were saying they had no new leads in the murder of Sooliman Patel. Rick Oaten, the leader of the National Unity Party, was strenuously denying they had anything to do with it, despite his party’s leaflets found at the scene. He had fully cooperated with the police, he said, and there was no evidence that linked him or his organization with the attack. Reports were coming in of an increase in racially motivated attacks throughout the city.

‘National Unity Party,’ she said under her breath. ‘National Union of Pricks, more like.’
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