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      A Better Place

      
      She opened her eyes, saw bleached-bone white sky. A pale, deathly heaven. She sighed, sending a blade of pain through her
            ribs. Unable to move, she lay still, allowing consciousness to dribble back slowly.
      

      
      She could feel wet wooden planks beneath her back, the dampness soaking her clothes, a slow, incessant drizzle of rain on
            her face. White noise filled her head. Her hearing was damaged, she knew, but she managed to make out rushing water underneath
            the planking. A river’s quick current. It stank of decay and pollutants: things had died in that water.
      

      
      That sudden, chill thought jolted her. That would be her fate if she didn’t escape. The realisation came like a stone, thrown
            and wedged in her heart. Frantically she tried to move her arms, lever herself up, but all she succeeded in doing was unleashing
            a cacophony of pain through her body. The bones in her arms and fingers, like those in her legs and torso, had been systematically
            shattered. She would be going nowhere.
      

      
      The torture had been thorough; the men almost clinical in their application of agony. They had broken her fingers one by one,
            burnt her, hit her. She had passed out, but they had just brought her round and started again. They had tried to extract her
            teeth with pliers, twist her hair out with an iron bar and worse. But she wouldn’t talk. As their sadism increased, so did
            their sexual energy. They had raped her in turn, using her battered body as a receptacle for their lust and hatred.
      

      
      The pain had been enormous but, perversely, it strengthened her resolve. She still wouldn’t talk, no matter what. Too much
            rested on silence.
      

      
      They destroyed her body, but not her soul. That she kept for her lover – the person she was trying to protect. Her lover had
            given her strength, hope and a reason for living. A pure, unconditional love, totally unlike any she had ever known in her
            life. If positions had been reversed her lover would have gladly done the same for her; of that she was absolutely certain.
      

      
      Suddenly she heard footsteps. Her tormentors were returning. Her stomach lurched in fearful anticipation as they approached.
            They stopped at either side of her, looked down. One of them, the big one, knelt, pushing his face right into hers. His dead eyes flicked over her body, taking in the damage he had inflicted. He grunted,
            content with the results of his labours.
      

      
      He moved away from her slightly and, without a change of expression, pulled his arm back. She just had time to see his fist
            speeding towards her eyes before her head exploded into hot fireworks, subsiding to a smothering, comforting purple darkness.
      

      
      The cold water hit her, enveloping her in ice, rushing her back to consciousness. She was in the river, sinking. She tried
            to move her broken limbs, swim to the surface, but it was no good. She was constrained by ropes, weighed down by breezeblocks,
            the sodden knots tightening as she struggled. She didn’t want to die, she was scared, this was all wrong. She was losing her
            life when she had just started to find it. She held her breath, shattered lungs bursting, clinging on to that last precious
            piece of trapped air. Down she went, writhing, the blocks dragging her quickly, pressure bursting her eardrums. It soon became
            too dark to see anything as the toxic depths of black, brown and green began to claim her.
      

      
      Realising no one would come to help her, she stopped fighting. She wasn’t going to be saved. She was no longer a person, just
            a sack of bones, rope and stone. It was too much, she was tired from the effort of living. Her head was stinging from holding
            the air inside her body and, resigned, she let it go.
      

      
      As it escaped and the rank, toxic water flooded in, she saw her lover’s face smiling at her. She smiled back, grabbing the
            image, desperately hoping her love would be enough to carry her to a better place.
      

      
      The white noise in her head dissipated and she imagined she heard the angels singing, beckoning her. A sound so heavenly-sweet
            she could listen to it forever. The desire to follow the song was so strong she could do nothing but let her mind drift towards
            it.
      

      
      Her heart stopped, her body lay unmoving; caught in the tangled waste at the river’s bottom. Dead. Missed by her lover, perhaps,
            but no one else. To the rest of the world just another statistic, another biodegradable mass in an unmarked grave. Another
            lost child.
      

   



      
      
      Amen Corner

      
      Seven am, Sunday. Larkin walked down Mosely Street pulling his leather close around him to keep out the sharp February chill.
         The Victorian buildings loomed, malformed and unfinished in the sodium-etched dawn, the sky struggling to turn night into
         day, the dark not giving up without a fight. He walked on, purposefully but not quickly. At such an unsociable hour, he doubted
         the person he was going to meet would want to share good news with him.
      

      
      He had walked from Jesmond through the city centre and found it practically deserted. It was the dead hours between Saturday
         night and Sunday morning – a transitional time – and the city had either fallen into a restless sleep, or an alcoholic stupor.
         On the roads were the odd taxi, a crack-of-dawn bus, and a few vans: market traders humping their wares down to be hawked
         on the quayside. The occasional shop doorways were filled by huddled homeless bundles, their bodies embalmed by meths and
         alcohol, entombed by blankets and cardboard. Perfectly still, imitating death so the cold wouldn’t claim them. On the pavement
         straggled a Saturday night clubber, bombed out and dazed, wondering where the party went and how he got left behind; directionless
         as a dog that has lost its scent in the rain.
      

      
      Larkin rounded a corner to an open, paved square with wooden benches and civically administered concrete flower tubs. Where
         once had been bulbs now bloomed old burger boxes, kebab wrappers and beer cans. Pools of vomit, broken glass and dried blood
         on the paving stones told their squalid Saturday night stories. Larkin ignored them. He’d heard them before.
      

      
      Beyond the square stood St Nicholas’ Cathedral, gothic and imposing; so dark it seemed to suck all the available surrounding
         light into itself like an ecclesiastical black hole. The Cathedral held memories for Larkin, not least of which was a murdered
         lover and a prayer said for a sad, dead woman he had never known. The dead woman had, in a way, turned out to be his lover all along. The memory sprang up quickly
         and sharply, like a knife-wielding jack-in-the-box, and he tried to shut it out but it was impossible. It was just one more
         unpleasant reminder of his past in a city full of them.
      

      
      He walked past the front of the Cathedral, the huge wooden doors not yet admitting the believers, and rounded the corner to
         a closed-in area of slabbed ground upon which sat a couple of dilapidated benches and which led off to a narrow lane sided
         by mugger-camo bushes. Once an area where the faithful would gather in fellowship, now a desolate place beloved of winos,
         junkies or just those who either through deliberation or circumstance chose to make a career of losing themselves. The faithless
         were drawn to this spot, congregated on it, some of them considering it home. Its name was spelt out on a plaque on the cold
         stone wall above the benches. Amen Corner. There were no winos or junkies there this morning, though. None would have dared.
         Because there, slap in the middle of one of the benches, sat Detective Inspector Henry Moir.
      

      
      “About fuckin’ time,” he said by way of a greeting.

      
      “A pleasure to see you too, Henry,” Larkin replied, his breath curling into steam as he spoke.

      
      Silence. Moir seemed not to have heard him.

      
      “So,” said Larkin, feeling uncomfortable but trying to keep the conversation light, “you said on the phone something about
         breakfast? Where we going?”
      

      
      Moir grunted and gestured to a paper bag and polystyrene cup on the bench next to him. “There. Haven’t been waitin’ too long
         for you. Should still be this side of lukewarm.”
      

      
      Larkin sat down, picked up the bag. Its contents could only be termed a bacon sandwich in the most literal sense: a thick,
         gristle-fat slab of pink meat, heavily soaked in ketchup and grease, stuck between two lumps of white bread that seemed to
         have been cut by someone wearing boxing gloves. “Thanks, Henry.” He put it back where he found it.
      

      
      
      “You not gonna eat it?” Moir asked as if personally insulted.

      
      “It’s a bit early. But it’s the thought that counts.” He picked up the polystyrene cup, took a mouthful of tea. It was the
         liquid equivalent of the sandwich but he drank it. He knew it was a big gesture on Moir’s part and he didn’t want to appear
         ungrateful.
      

      
      “So,” said Larkin, setting the cup down. He wasn’t looking forward to the next bit. “You said on the phone you wanted to ask
         me a favour …”
      

      
      “Aye …” Moir nodded, distracted. He opened his mouth to speak but no sound came out. Shit, thought Larkin, this wasn’t going
         to be easy for either of them.
      

      
      He took a good look at Moir. Although he was still a big man, he had lost a lot of weight since they’d last met. There was
         a gap between his collar and neck wide enough to slip a finger or two. His clothing was more unkempt than usual – mis-matching
         overcoat, jacket and trousers, worn and grubby, thrown over a washed-out red polo shirt, now home to a varied array of stains.
         Moir looked like he’d come last in a dressing-in-the-dark competition. His unwashed smell was unsuccessfully masked by stale
         booze and tobacco.
      

      
      To delay speaking, Moir rummaged through his pockets for something. He found it. A half empty half-bottle of whisky. With
         trembling but eager hands he poured a large shot into the tea and took a sip. As an afterthought he bobbed the bottle in the
         direction of Larkin, who lifted a refusing hand. He then fumbled out a packet of Marlboros and lit one. Ritual completed he
         settled back, allowing the various hits to enter his body.
      

      
      The Bell’s and fags diet, thought Larkin. Poor sod.

      
      “You were saying?” he said quietly.

      
      “Aye …” Moir glanced quickly at Larkin, eyes refusing to make contact. “You know I’ve been away recently …” He spoke to the
         ground. Larkin didn’t interrupt. “An’ you know where I’ve been. Lookin’ for Karen. My youngest. Daughter.” His breathing quickened.
         Moir took a drag to steady himself. “She’s a … a junkie –” The word was painfully spat out. “Heroin. An’ she’s got the, got
         the Aids, y’know.”
      

      
      
      Larkin nodded.

      
      “So I went lookin’ for her. To try an’ …” His voice tailed off. He sighed. “You know me an’ her didn’t … didn’t get on. So
         I thought I’d best try an’ sort things out before …” He gave a useless gesture with his hand and fell silent. He swallowed
         down half the cup of tea, replenishing the whisky afterwards.
      

      
      “And,” Larkin began cautiously, “did you … find her?”

      
      Moir gave an exhalation that was both sigh and grunt of pain. “No. I went all round Edinburgh, her old haunts, the crowd she
         used to hang with …” He tensed. “Her mother … Nothin’.” Moir fell silent again and stared ahead. Larkin glanced across to
         where he was looking but Moir’s eyes were focused on a deeper and distant place, further away than Larkin could see.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” said Larkin.

      
      Moir turned to him, startled, as if he was seeing Larkin for the first time. “I said she’s not in Edinburgh, I didn’t say
         she was –” He stopped himself and took a quick drag. “She’s in London. One of her mates told me.”
      

      
      “What about your lot? The Missing Persons Bureau isn’t it? Can’t they help?”

      
      “No. I can’t …” His fingers contorted into rigid claws. “I don’t want … No. She just doesn’t want to be found. No,” He took
         a deep drag, held it. “I’ve had an agency lookin’ for her. No joy so far.” He sighed again, expelling smoke. “They’re a waste
         of fuckin’ money, you know that?” The sudden volume in Moir’s voice startled Larkin. “I should be lookin’ for her myself.
         I’m a detective!” he suddenly shouted. His voice, like his hands, was shaking. “I should be lookin’ for her! I should be out
         there!” He threw the cigarette to the stone and ground it out. “I shouldn’t be sittin’ here, I should be … I …” He trailed
         off, head dropping into his chest, eyes screwed tight with the effort of keeping it all in. His hands balled themselves into
         fists and began uselessly smacking against each other. Larkin could do nothing but sit and watch helplessly.
      

      
      Not without effort, Moir brought himself under control again. He reached into his pocket and, with shaking hands, lit up another Marlboro. He kept his eyes fixed on the flagstones as if ashamed of his outburst. When a dignified period of
         time had elapsed, Larkin spoke.
      

      
      “So what are you going to do?”

      
      “I’m goin’ to London. I’m goin’ to find her.”

      
      “D’you know where she is?”.

      
      “Aye,” said Moir, anger and irritation clouding his voice, “London.”

      
      “It’s a big place –”

      
      “I know it’s a fuckin’ big place, you patronisin’ bastard, I’ve been there before!”

      
      “I know you’ve been there before. But you can’t look for her on your own, you won’t know where to look. You need someone who
         knows the area.”
      

      
      “I’m not a fuckin’ tourist!”

      
      “I didn’t say you were!” Larkin just looked at him in exasperation.

      
      Moir caught his eye, dropped his head again and sighed. “Sorry.” He drank from his cup, hands still shaking. Larkin nodded
         absently.
      

      
      Moir looked at him again. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot – like miniature scarlet galaxies exploding. At their corners
         were the beginnings of long-dammed tears. The man was unravelling before Larkin.
      

      
      “That’s why you wanted to meet me,” Larkin stated flatly. “You want me to come with you, show you round, right?”

      
      Moir said nothing. He just chewed his bottom lip and slowly nodded. “Aye, but it’s all right. Stupid idea. It might take days,
         weeks, I don’t know. You’ve got your own life here. You can’t just walk away from that.”
      

      
      Larkin didn’t reply.

      
      “Anyway,” said Moir, his voice lightening falsely, “I hear you’ve got a new woman, that right?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “What’s her name?”

      
      Larkin knew Moir was trying to make him feel as if he could cope on his own, erecting barriers, too proud to ask outright
         for help. Larkin played along. “Jo. She works at The Bridge.”
      

      
      
      “Barmaid, eh? Free drinks. You don’t want tae give that up, eh?” Moir gave a small, unconvincing laugh. “You’ve got your job,
         too. Still with Bolland?”
      

      
      “For the time being.”

      
      Moir took another swig. “Aye. Stupid idea, see. You’ve got your own life. Shouldn’t have asked you to meet me. You don’t need
         to get involved in my problems.” He looked into his polystyrene cup, trying to convince himself.
      

      
      “I haven’t lived there for a long time, Henry. London. The lay of the land’s probably changed.”

      
      “There you are, see?” said Moir with desperate joviality. “You won’t know your way around either.”

      
      “I didn’t say that, Henry. I said my knowledge might be a bit rusty. You’ll have to be prepared for that.”

      
      “What d’you mean?”

      
      “I’m coming with you.”

      
      The first sign of hope appeared across Moir’s features. “But –”

      
      “No arguments. Count me in. Just let me sort some things out and I’ll be with you.” He stood up to go, looking at the lightening
         sky. “Going to be cloudy today.”
      

      
      Moir gave a snort. “It’s cloudy every fuckin’ day. You’ve got to make the most of the sunny spells because you know they won’t
         last.”
      

      
      Larkin began to move away. He didn’t want to hear Moir’s gratitude. It was difficult enough for the big man to ask.

      
      “Listen, er …”

      
      Larkin turned. Too late. Moir was standing now, his eyes imploring, his mouth twitching inarticulately. “Yeah?”

      
      Moir seemed on the verge of saying something important, but he couldn’t quite take those last few steps. Instead he sat back
         down on the bench. “I’ll see you later,” he mumbled.
      

      
      Larkin nodded and began to walk. Reaching the road he paused and looked back. Moir was still in the same position on the bench,
         drinking. But now he’d dispensed with the cup and the tea and was drinking straight from the bottle.
      

      
      He should wait until the Cathedral opens, thought Larkin. Then he could go inside and say a prayer to St Jude. An obscure but relevant saint. The patron saint of hopeless causes.
      

   



      
      
      In Transit

      
      Three days after Larkin’s early morning meeting with Moir, he found himself in the passenger seat of his Saab 900 with the
         policeman at full stretch on the back seat and Andy Brennan in the driving seat, travelling down the Al. The Saab was new
         – or new to Larkin at any rate – an early Nineties black soft-top in the classic Saab shape: a Giger-designed bathtub. Larkin
         loved the car and had happily traded in his Golf for it.
      

      
      The three men had started the journey with only the most cursory of small talk – Moir making it quite clear that Andy was
         there only on the greatest of sufferance, because he had promised them wonderful accommodation at a house he knew in Clapham
         – and had soon lapsed into silence. None of them was looking forward to the trip.
      

      
      Larkin glanced over his shoulder. Moir was asleep, his mouth wide open.

      
      “He gone?” asked Andy.

      
      “Spark out,” Larkin replied.

      
      “Not surprised, poor bastard,” said Andy. He rummaged about in the glove box, his eyes darting between that and the road,
         until he found a tape he could listen to.
      

      
      “Stick it on but don’t wake him,” said Larkin.

      
      “More than my life’s worth to get on the wrong side of him, innit? The way he thinks of me,” Andy replied with a smile. He
         looked through the tapes he found, tossing one after another back into the glove box. “All this shit you listen to, it’s a
         struggle to find anythin’ decent. Look at this,” he said rummaging, “The Smiths … The Pixies … Husker Du – Husker Du? Who
         the fuck were they?”
      

      
      Larkin began to answer.

      
      “Never mind, I don’t wanna know. An’ I certainly don’t wanna hear them. Look at this lot. It’s all either Eighties indie shite,
         country and western, or professional miserable bastards! Mind you, that’s all the same thing really.”
      

      
      
      “From someone whose idea of music revolves around overweight black men boasting about their genitalia, I’ll take that as a
         compliment.” Larkin hated to have his musical taste called into question. “If you don’t like it, there’s the door.”
      

      
      “Touchy. Oh …” Andy smiled in surprise and took out a tape. “Don’t know how this one crept in but we’d better make the most
         of it.” He slipped it in the player.
      

      
      The tape led in and Angel by Massive Attack started up. Andy tapped the steering wheel in time to the repetitive bass riff.
         The drums thumped in, then the rest. Dark, foreboding, hypnotic. Larkin checked on Moir. He stirred slightly but kept on sleeping.
         Larkin doubted he’d wake up before they arrived if he’d consumed as much alcohol as the smell coming off him seemed to suggest.
      

      
      Larkin settled back, the music casting its spell on him. He checked out, mentally replaying the last few days …

      
      “Look at the state of that. Fucking disgrace …”

      
      The Baltic Flour Mills stood on the south bank of the Tyne, Gateshead side. To Larkin, it was one of the last remaining symbols
         of Newcastle as a bustling port, of locally built ships on the Tyne, of work and industry, of pride and optimism in the region.
         That era was gone, disappeared, a fading, eroding memory. The building was being converted into an arts and leisure centre
         to house orchestras, art galleries, the lot. Larkin had argued, strongly and loudly, that since the North East was now officially
         the poorest area in England, and the only growth industry was call centres, the local council should be doing something more
         than this gesture, which he took to be a symbolically cynical one.
      

      
      “Elitist shite,” said Larkin.

      
      “Yeah,” said Andy from the sofa, “I think I read something about that. Now, who was it …?” He pretended to think. “Very well
         argued. Very angry. Had the City Council quaking in their boots. And good lord!” Andy suddenly mock exclaimed. “If that isn’t
         the very author in my front room!” His voice dropped. “And if he doesn’t change his fuckin’ tune he’ll be out that window.”
      

      
      
      “Yeah, well,” said Larkin, turning his back on the view. He’d given up expecting reasoned debate from Andy.

      
      “An’ don’t go givin’ me that ‘We used to build ships, now we answer the phone’ bollocks. That dignity of labour crap. Save
         it for your readers.” Andy sat down. “Anyway, think about it. What would you rather do? Risk your life weldin’ steel plate
         thirty feet up or sit in a comfy chair and yak on all day?”
      

      
      Larkin didn’t reply. “That’s better, Sunday’s a day of rest, remember? You can take time off from the fight,” Andy said through
         a mouthful of toast. “Now, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
      

      
      Larkin had called in to see Andy a couple of hours after leaving Moir sitting on his bench, drinking himself into amnesia.
         In the meantime he had been walking, trying to straighten the thoughts in his head. He had guessed the reason for Moir’s summons,
         or at least narrowed it down to a set of possibilities on the same theme. As soon as Moir had broached the subject, Larkin
         knew what his answer was going to be. Moir was a friend and Larkin couldn’t let him down. But the speed with which Larkin
         had agreed had both surprised and confused himself.
      

      
      Andy’s flat was in an old warehouse that had been gentrified into expensive living accommodation. An open-plan space with
         bare brick walls and modernist furniture, his camera equipment and a huge TV and video set up dominated one corner while a
         minimalist CD system backed by stacked and indexed discs sat in the opposite corner next to a state-of-the-art PC setup. Walls
         were adorned by occasional framed photographs – all Andy’s own work. Good quality rugs were strategically placed on the polished
         wood floors and a select library of art and photography books were shelved to one side of the window. It wasn’t to Larkin’s
         taste but, he had to admit, it had more style than he would have given Andy credit for. Larkin had expected Andy’s taste to
         run more towards purple shagpile, waterbeds and Barry White, but he’d yet to see inside the bedroom. Maybe he should reserve
         final judgement until he’d seen the inner sanctum.
      

      
      Andy Brennan was Larkin’s partner, a South London gobshite and top photographer who snapped the pictures to Larkin’s words. A textbook case of opposites attracting, their personal friction sparked a great working relationship. They
         also had a friendship that had been tested to the full and still held strong.
      

      
      “Came round for a couple of things,” Larkin started. He stared at his coffee cup. “First, I won’t be looking at that,” he
         jerked his thumb towards the window, “for a while.”
      

      
      “What?” asked Andy incredulously. “You goin’ on ’oliday, then?”

      
      Larkin gave a grim laugh. “Not exactly. But I’ll be out of Newcastle.”

      
      “How long for?”

      
      Larkin swirled the remains of the coffee round his mug, watched the patterns. “Don’t know. Depends. Could be indefinitely.”

      
      “Indefinitely? Fuckin’ ’ell!” Andy shouted. “I’ve only just bought this place! I’m only ’ere ’cos you did a number on me about
         this town. Now you wanna piss off an’ leave me?”
      

      
      “Just listen a minute –” Larkin began.

      
      “What about that new bird of yours?” Andy was in full flow now. “What’s her name? Jo? She’s gonna be well over the moon. You
         told ’er yet?”
      

      
      “Not yet, but –”

      
      “For fuck’s sake, what d’you wanna jack it in now for? Look at the work you’re doin’. Look at the money you’re makin’ from
         it. What’s the matter with you?”
      

      
      It was true. Larkin was doing well. It had happened quite suddenly, taking him by surprise. He was writing the pieces he wanted
         to write – political exposés, name-and-shame stories, damning indictments of social issues – stuff that had led him to be
         described by one bitter rival as “the journalistic Jiminy Cricket of the North East”. He didn’t care, though, he took it as
         a compliment. There was a growing audience for his writing, and, amazingly, he was making good money from it.
      

      
      The business with Swanson had had a profound effect on him. There was no way it could have been otherwise. He had seen stuff
         – fucking awful stuff – that made him want to tell people the truth – to rage about it – and transfer that anger to others. He’d wilfully yanked his old investigative instinct out of hibernation, where he was startled to discover that it
         was still functioning with razor-sharp capability. That, together with his guiding lights and guardian angels of rage and
         truth, was the engine that drove him. He concentrated only on the things he wanted to write about – injustice, inequality,
         giving voice to the voiceless – but in a way that avoided the usual patronising preachiness and worthiness that went with
         such stories. The resultant pieces sounded like they were written by an outsider kicking in the doors of power, a One Of Us.
         People started to take notice.
      

      
      There was, of course, a “but” to all this, because things weren’t that simple with Larkin. Although his work was taking off,
         giving him a sense of handsomely rewarded vindication, there was something else inside him, gnawing away. Fear.
      

      
      “Just listen a minute, will you?” Larkin was getting agitated. This wasn’t turning out the way he’d planned it in his head.
         “Listen. I’m going down to London. That’s what I came to tell you. But not to live. I don’t think. I’ve been given a job to
         do down there and I don’t know how long it’ll take.”
      

      
      “A job? Bolland never said anythin’ to me about a job.”

      
      “It’s not from Bolland.”

      
      Andy began to quieten down. This was starting to sound interesting. “Who, then?”

      
      “Moir.”

      
      “Eh?” Andy resumed his seat.

      
      Larkin explained about the meeting. Andy listened in silence.

      
      “So,” said Andy eventually. “You’re gonna go to London with Henry, find his daughter – or try at least – and then what?”

      
      Larkin thought of his writing. His work. And the doubts. “I don’t know, Andy. I honestly don’t know.”

      
      The two lapsed into silence, the coffee growing colder between them.

      
      “How is ’e?” Andy asked eventually.

      
      “Henry? Awful.” Larkin swirled the murky liquid in his mug. “Looked like he’d been up for the last week trying to get in the Guinness Book of Records for single-handedly keeping the Scottish whisky industry going.”
      

      
      “Shit.”

      
      “Yeah, it’s really got to him. I’ve seen this building up for a while. He’s been carrying it around inside for too long. It’s
         tearing him apart.”
      

      
      Andy slowly shook his head, sighed. “You got anywhere to stay?”

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      “Any contacts down there?”

      
      Larkin shook his head. “Not any more.”

      
      Andy laughed. “You’re lucky you’ve got me to look after you, you know that? You wouldn’t last five fuckin’ minutes on your
         own.” He put his mug on the floor. “I’m comin’ with you.”
      

      
      Larkin did a double take. “I don’t think Moir –”

      
      “I don’t care.” Andy looked straight at Larkin. “You need someone who knows the ins an’ outs,” he said, his south London accent
         thickening up. “Someone with a place to stay. An’ one that you’ll really love, I might add. In short, you need me.”
      

      
      “Aren’t you busy at the moment?”

      
      “Nothing that can’t wait. When’re we goin?”

      
      Despite the seriousness of the situation, Larkin smiled. “I’ll talk to Moir first.”

      
      “Good,” said Andy smiling, “but I’m comin’. We’re a team, you an’ me. They can’t break up a winnin’ act like us.”

      
      “That’s what they said about the Spice Girls.” Larkin looked at his mug. “Any chance of a refill? This is cold.”

      
      “No chance.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because it’s Sunday lunchtime, the hangover’s gone and the pubs are open. An’ whether you think you belong here or not, that’s
         where we’re goin’.”
      

      
      They didn’t get far from Andy’s quayside flat, round the corner to the Crown Pasada. They had made their way through the anoraked
         hordes thronging the quayside, searching vainly through stalls chocca with cheap imports, looking for the Holy Grail of bargains, knowing it didn’t exist,
         but enjoying the process because it filled in the day’s hours.
      

      
      The Crown was a poky little pub, unwilling and unlikely to attract the Sunday strollers. Dark wooden booths gave it the feel
         of a Catholic confessional. Tobacco-stained walls and a high ceiling lent it an almost grave formality.
      

      
      “Well,” said Andy, as they installed themselves and their pints in a booth, “this is all a bit sudden, ain’t it?”

      
      Larkin nodded absently in reply.

      
      Andy frowned. “So what made you drop everythin’ and up sticks just ’cos Henry asked you to?”

      
      “He’s a mate,” Larkin replied quickly. “He needs help.”

      
      “So you, who haven’t lived in London for years, or spoken to anyone from there in years, go runnin’? Yeah right.” Andy leaned
         forward. “What’s the real deal?”
      

      
      Larkin started to speak, but hesitated. Andy’s perception could still surprise him. He sighed. “I don’t know, Andy. I’ve been
         having … doubts.”
      

      
      Andy took a mouthful of beer and sat back, listening, settled in for a long haul. “Yeah?” he offered.

      
      “Yeah,” said Larkin, a difficult look on his face. “Not the actual work itself, that’s fine. No, just what comes with it.”
         He took a swig of beer. “I’m unhappy about that.”
      

      
      Andy laughed. “What you on about? That’s nothin’ new, you’re always fuckin’ miserable. You can make Radiohead sound like Ken
         Dodd, you can mate.”
      

      
      Larkin managed a smile. “Piss off, Andy.” His face became serious. “No, I think I know what it is. And I think maybe that’s
         why I said yes to Moir so quickly.” He took another mouthful and said nothing.
      

      
      Andy looked at him. “You gonna tell me then, or you gonna be a man of mystery still?”

      
      Larkin smiled, slightly. “I’m scared, Andy. That’s all it is. Scared of success.”

      
      Andy sat back, nodded. He knew where this was leading.

      
      “Last time my work made waves I lost Sophie and Joe. I’m just worried history will repeat itself.”

      
      
      “Yeah, I can see that,” replied Andy, “but it’s different this time. You’re goin’ in with your eyes open. Older an’ wiser,
         mate.”
      

      
      Larkin gave a weak smile. “I know, but once you start thinking these things, it’s a bugger to stop.”

      
      “So how d’you think goin’ to London is gonna help?”

      
      “I don’t know, Andy. I mean, I want to help Moir, but I think I’ve still got some ghosts down there. Maybe I can finally lay
         them to rest and get on with things up here.” He straightened his back, looked around. “Anyway,” he said, aiming for levity,
         “It’s nothing to worry about. Something for me to sort out myself. But not now.” He picked up his pint, drank deep. “Let’s
         talk about something else. You’ve got better things to do than sit here all day listening to a miserable twat like me moaning
         on.”
      

      
      “You’re right,” said Andy. “I do.”

      
      They both smiled, and started to talk: work, music, football, films – subjects that can seem inconsequential and superficial,
         but in reality are shared experiences, affirmations of connection. Larkin was glad of the conversation. Eventually, though,
         they then lapsed into silence, just drinking. Eventually Andy spoke.
      

      
      “You reckon we’ll find ’er?” he asked, his voice solemn.

      
      “Truth?” Larkin replied. “I doubt it. Not in a city the size of London. Not if she doesn’t want to be found. That’s if she’s
         still –” He didn’t finish his sentence.
      

      
      “Yeah,” said Andy sadly, mentally finishing it for him. “Poor Henry.”

      
      “Aye,” said Larkin, “I can’t see a happy ending to this one.”

      
      Tying up and casting off. That’s what the next two days had involved for Larkin. He informed Jo that he was going to London
         indefinitely. She took the news stoically. They’d met when she had taken Larkin home one night after he’d found himself on
         an accidental solo bender in the pub where she worked. It wasn’t a deep relationship, and they both knew it never would be.
         It was based on mutual physical need. Sex and virtually nothing more. She was almost as emotionally scarred as he was and told him she didn’t want commitment either. He had chosen to believe her.
      

      
      Telling her had been easy. He imagined she’d heard similar before. She even offered him one last fuck – for friendship, for
         old times’ sake. He refused. As he walked away he’d felt guilty at the way he’d just used her to fill the gaps in his life,
         but comforted himself with the thought that she said she’d been doing the same thing. But he also felt a twist of self-disgust,
         because he knew he’d really wanted to take her up on her offer.
      

      
      After that it had been Bolland’s turn for a visit. The boss of the news agency Larkin freelanced for sat impassively while
         Larkin explained where he and Andy were going. When he asked how long Larkin was planning on being away, the only answer he
         received was a shrug. Bolland got the picture. He told Larkin that if he didn’t hurry back, there might not be a job for him
         at all. Larkin nodded and left.
      

      
      He was ready to leave Newcastle.

      
      Teardrops, the third track, was just coming to an end. Larkin shifted in his seat and looked out of the window. There was
         a power station somewhere at the bottom of Yorkshire, and since his first trip to London by road Larkin had regarded that
         as the border between North and South.
      

      
      Its huge towers belched noxious smoke that enveloped you in a toxic cloud. He had taken that to be symbolic: the North gripping
         you in its clutches, throwing up a forcefield from which you had to break free if you wanted to progress with your journey.
      

      
      Larkin had always thought that but now, as he stared out at bare fields, barren hedges and denuded trees, all rendered bleak
         by the unrelenting stranglehold of late winter, flowing past the car like some looped cinematic back projection, he realised
         he didn’t know whether they’d passed it or not. He didn’t know if he was North, South or wherever. He hadn’t a clue where
         he was.
      

   



      
      
      Arrival

      
      By the time they’d reached south London the city had hit Larkin with the force of a baseball bat. The years fell away quickly
         and he began to pick up the vibe of the place once again, his body tingling as he re-attuned himself to the sounds, the rhythms.
         Elegant, angular cadences; the gritty poetry of the streets. It was a city like no other and he had to admit he was, just
         at that moment, excited to be back.
      

      
      He knew the euphoria would soon wear off, though, and he would begin to see the city as it really was. Just a huge, pounding
         heart. Neither good nor bad, just raw, alive, throbbing. Unfortunately its arteries were currently blocked. The roads were
         gridlocked – cars moving only occasionally and sluggishly like mud down a bankside in the rain. The pavements were equally
         gridlocked – pedestrians internalising their rage, struggling to hold on to their own space. Larkin remembered that people
         didn’t walk in London, they engaged in a perambulatory turf war measured in millimetres. Newcastle, although a busy, bustling
         city in its own right, still had the feel of a market town compared to this. Welcome back, Larkin. Whatever you wanted to
         make of it.
      

      
      Andy, who came down to London more regularly than Larkin, was unfazed by being back. He drove like a native son, throwing
         the car down sidestreets and rat-runs as if he was still intent on proving his local knowledge to the other two, showing off
         driving skills he seemed to have learned from Seventies cop shows. The perfect London driver.
      

      
      “Careful,” said Larkin as Andy had just narrowly won a game of chicken with an oncoming Mondeo down a double-parked street
         in Kennington. “This is my new car, remember.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry mate,” said Andy, his road concentration up to video game standard, “all the time I’ve been driving in London
         I’ve never had an accident.”
      

      
      “No,” replied Larkin, “but I bet you’ve seen plenty.”

      
      Andy opened his mouth to give a retort, but the sudden appearance of a skateboarding teenager forced him into some fancy manoeuvring. The car’s pitch and roll elicited a groan and
         a grumble from the back seat.
      

      
      “Now look what you’ve done,” said Larkin. “The Kraken wakes.”

      
      “Nearly there, mate,” Andy cabbied over his shoulder to the slowly rousing Moir. “No worries.”

      
      The policeman ignored him and looked out the window only half awake, numbly taking in the sights as if he’d been drugged,
         kidnapped and woken up in a foreign continent.
      

      
      Twenty minutes later the car was pulling up at its destination; one in a street of large houses. Victorian or Edwardian, blonde
         brick, three storeys high with original sash windows and stained, leaded door inserts. It was situated opposite a block of
         Sixties flats in what Larkin took to be quite an affluent area behind Clapham North tube station.
      

      
      “Nice place,” said Larkin, meaning it.

      
      “Thanks,” Andy replied, an air of pride in his voice.

      
      Getting out of the car, Larkin was still slightly mystified. Andy hadn’t told them who they’d be staying with or who owned
         the house. Larkin had asked him but he wouldn’t give a straight answer. He tried again.
      

      
      “You’ll see,” was the only answer he received.

      
      Moir came round enough to swing himself out of the car and make his way to the house while Larkin took the bags from the boot.
         Larkin saw the front door being opened by a female figure who hugged Andy and kissed him on the cheek, then beckoned the others
         in.
      

      
      The woman, Larkin noticed as he got nearer, was in her mid to late forties, possibly, since the only indicator of age was
         the slight collection of lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her long, hennaed hair was pulled from her face, falling
         down her back. The velvet scoop-necked top and long, flowing batik skirt showed off her firm, full figure. She looked like
         the kind who had been pretty as a girl and had matured into a deeply attractive woman. Even Moir, who a moment ago had been
         comatose, was taking interest.
      

      
      “Hi,” she smiled, extending her hand, “I’m Faye.”

      
      
      “Stephen Larkin.”

      
      “I thought so. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      
      “Really?” Larkin was taken aback. “Andy’s never mentioned you before.”

      
      Her smile became wry. “I doubt he would. Come in.”

      
      Larkin entered. The hall was large and tall, with a wide staircase going up to the first floor. What appeared to be a study
         was on the right and old panelled doors led off to the main downstairs rooms on the left. Under the stairs was another door,
         presumably leading to the cellar, Larkin surmised, and beyond that, the kitchen. As far as Larkin could tell, the house had
         all its original features with anything additional in keeping. This hadn’t been done in an obvious, heritage way, just a comfortable
         functional, homely way.
      

      
      “Come through,” said Faye over her shoulder as she entered the kitchen. “Leave the bags, we’ll sort them in a while.” Moir
         shut the front door and they all followed Faye.
      

      
      The kitchen, with its centrally placed, old, scarred pine table, cooker and dressers, seemed, on first glance, the obvious
         heart of the house. On the stove were steaming pots.
      

      
      “I thought you boys would be hungry after such a long trip. Sit yourselves down.”

      
      “Thanks,” said Larkin. “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble.”

      
      “No trouble,” replied Faye. She gave a quick, bright smile. Maybe too quick. “Nice to have people in the house. Someone to
         cook for. Sort that out, Andy.” She handed him a corkscrew and he trotted over to the wine rack, selected a couple of reds,
         found glasses, opened and poured.
      

      
      “Cheers,” said Faye. Larkin and Moir mumbled in response, Andy replied loudly, “Cheers, yourself.”

      
      “I hope you all find what you’re looking for.” She drank, they followed.

      
      Larkin and Moir sat down, Larkin looking at him. All the life seemed to have been drained from the man. Moir stared at the
         table, not so much avoiding eye contact as oblivious to it.
      

      
      Poor bastard, thought Larkin. Now that you’re here you don’t know if you want answers or not. Or even if you’ll find them. Then an unbidden thought came into Larkin’s head: Neither do I. He took another slug of wine, shook his head. One thing
         at a time, he thought, one thing at a time.
      

      
      Faye then went on to tell them to treat her house as their own, and that they were welcome to stay as long as they liked.
         “As long as it takes,” she said. “As I said, it’s nice to have the company.” They thanked her, solemnly.
      

      
      The meal was served – pasta, meatballs, salad – and they all ate and drank heartily, like hungry, condemned men. Conversation
         was light, superficial and strained, Moir casting a massive, inhibiting shadow.
      

      
      “So,” Larkin asked of Faye, “how d’you know Andy?”

      
      A look passed between Andy and Faye, bookended by conspiratorial smiles.

      
      “Oh, we go way back. Don’t we, Andy?”

      
      “We do.”

      
      “You see,” said Faye, leaning forward, the candlelight from the table defining her cleavage in a most flattering and, to Larkin,
         highly desirable way, “I’m Andy’s mother.”
      

      
      Larkin almost dropped his fork. Even Moir phased into the present long enough to allow his jaw to slacken. Faye and Andy smiled,
         enjoying the confusion.
      

      
      “Well, Andy mate,” said Larkin, mentally retracting his earlier thoughts about Faye’s breasts, “I didn’t think you were capable
         of surprising me any more, but I’ve been proved wrong.”
      

      
      Andy raised his glass in salute, a broad grin on his face. Ice well and truly broken, the meal, and the conversation, began
         to pick up.
      

      
      “So what’s the story, if you don’t mind me asking?” said Larkin.

      
      “Doesn’t Andy tell you anything?” asked Faye.

      
      “Not as much as I thought he did.”

      
      Faye smiled again. “Well, if he doesn’t mind –” Andy shrugged “– and you two don’t mind listening –” Larkin nodded, Moir raised
         his eyebrows. “OK then.” Draining her glass then refilling it, she began to fill in the missing bits of Andy’s life story.
      

      
      
      She fell pregnant with Andy when she was very young. “Too young, really. Andy’s father and I were just a couple of sheltered
         kids out in the back of beyond. We didn’t have much of a clue what we were doing. Still, Andy’s father was very sweet about
         it. It was a small village and he wanted to protect me, so he thought the gentlemanly thing to do was marry me. So he did.
         And it was hell. There we were, playing at being grown-ups, trying to bring up a kid when we’d only just left school.” She
         took a drink of wine. “Anyway, to cut a tedious story short, Andy’s father’s family weren’t short of a bob or two so they
         paid me off and brought Andy up themselves.” She smiled. “I think they were relieved, really. Gentry, you see. Gentleman farmers.
         They despise commoners like me,” she said with a laugh.
      

      
      “Right bunch of humourless tossers,” chimed in Andy.

      
      “Don’t be bitter, Andy, they can’t help it.” Andy gave a deferential shrug. Faye continued. She told how it had hurt to leave
         her baby, but she knew he’d be well looked after. “And I went travelling. Europe, India, that’s what we did at the time. Anyway,
         potted history. I eventually ended up in London, enrolled in art school, fell in love with one of my tutors, married him,
         moved in here.”
      

      
      Faye’s eyes fell on a painting on the wall. Larkin followed her gaze. An abstract in rich crimson and blue hues, the muted
         light of the candles gave it intensity and depth. Larkin glanced around. It wasn’t the only painting there. The walls were
         full of them and, Larkin noticed for the first time, they were all original.
      

      
      “He was an artist and a sculptor,” Faye continued, reluctantly tearing her eyes away from the memories she could see painted
         into the canvas. “The paintings were all his. The sculpture and ceramics are both of ours. His are the good ones,” she said
         with a self-deprecating laugh.
      

      
      Larkin smiled and looked around the table. He had to admit he was having a good time. He was starting to relax in his temporary
         new home. They all were, by the looks of things. Andy was enjoying himself, but he very rarely didn’t. Then Faye. For all
         her good looks and stimulating nature, she carried an air of loneliness about her. She seemed genuinely pleased to have company. He looked at Moir. Even he appeared less preoccupied, his mouth giving an occasional twitch at the
         corners. It was such a simple thing: food, drink, company, conversation. Simple, but it looked like something none of them
         had had too much of recently. Good, thought Larkin. They needed this tonight. Because tomorrow was going to be a different
         matter.
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