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Prologue
Halfway – 22 December 2007, 5 p.m.


When she sees the hatchet in his hand she knows it’s going to happen, right here, right now. It’s been coming for hours, longer probably, since before the storm howling and keening around the eaves began its slow creep across the countryside, before the car was abandoned at the side of the snowbound road.


This moment was waiting even before she raised her hand and knocked on the door of this godforsaken place, squatting below its slipping slates and bowing brickwork, beneath the low iron sky, under the weight of winter.


So here they are.


She’s glad now that she’d had the foresight to arm herself, downstairs, when the unpleasant ticking started in her chest, when she’d finally realised the answers to the questions plaguing her since her arrival: Who are these people? And why are they lying?


She’d been sure that something was very wrong for hours. She just hadn’t been able to gather the quiet nudges in the back of her brain into a single, clearly defined thought until now, now it’s punching itself to the fore, bullying her into the realisation she’d have been safer out in the storm.


But it’s too late to leave, now that there are only three of them left alive, assembled under the twinkly Christmas star: a hitchhiker, a nurse, a landlord, everyone, everything, bending itself into this moment, before the weight of what has been and what is to come. How could she have imagined for even one moment that she was the only one with anything to hide?


She knows it’s her own fault for allowing herself to be caught off guard, first back on the road and then over and over again until she stepped into this room. It happened so easily because this is the sort of place that’s supposed to be safe and steady, a quiet, nothing-ever-happens kind of village where people look out for each other, still leave their doors unlocked and never, ever try to kill you.


Trouble is, you should never read only the surface signs and signals of anywhere or anyone, she knows that. There’s a lesson here, never assume you’re the biggest, baddest thing in the woods unless you’re prepared to prove it.


So this is it.


That bloody balding donkey understands, his red and white trimmed Santa hat at a jaunty angle as he gives her that look again, as if he’s thinking what she’s thinking, knows what she knows – not all of them will leave this room alive. He may be happy to wait passively for the outcome but she isn’t, so she readies herself, plants her feet firmly apart on the floorboards, aware of every inch of her body, every twitch of muscle fibre and sinew, careful not to show that her hands are waiting and ready to move.


The ticking in her chest tells her it’s too late to stop the countdown, there’s no way back, the explosion is overdue. There will be noise and fury. There will be damage. There will be casualties.


So here they go!




The Hitchhiker – 22 December 2007, 9.30 a.m.


I don’t mind the cold. It’s a relief today, the clean, cutting feel of it, like cool water on hot skin in the summer heat. I like the quiet too, or as close to quiet as you can get in any place on earth. Here there’s almost no wind to stir the absence of traffic and the snow has white-felted every sharp surface into soundproofed silence. Thank God for silence.


I walk. I breathe in. I exhale.


Sometimes I think I’ve spent my whole life waiting to fully breathe out, to cough up that cluster of something spiky, stuck in the bottom of my chest, held by the last inch of muscle refusing to relax. When that trapped breath is finally freed I hope the next one will be the most wonderful I’ve ever tasted, air coursing through me, clean and sharp like the world’s best non-chemical rush.


Today is not that day, but the bitter sting on my face foretelling another snow flurry; the empty corridor of patient trees alongside the road; the high, heavy sky, all make a nice change from the crush of bodies I endure every day, in close quarters, back to back, toe to toe, hand to mouth – shared space, shared air. I’ve never really got used to it. I just wish I were here under better circumstances.


I’m relieved to see there’s no one waiting at the bus stop on what’s optimistically signposted the ‘village green’. I’m in no mood for small talk, glad to pull up my hood and enter my quiet zone for bit. Almost immediately, though, before I can begin my breathing exercises, the old coach arrives, full of human heat and breath.


As I squeeze up the steps, handing my exact change to the driver so chat can be kept to a minimum, everyone on board is muttering about the weather. It seems the beleaguered passengers were forced to get out of the bus they were originally travelling in, as it struggled on the icy gradient back in the valley, to walk to the top of the slippery hill, joining this replacement bus for the journey down again. Quite an adventure apparently, judging by the driver’s enthusiastic explanation of why the shuttle is so crammed today.


‘We’ll take you as far as we can now, love,’ he says, grinning under his bobble hat. ‘Off we go.’


The passengers applaud as we judder into motion, the mood jovial with the air of a good teatime story in progress. People who live in the country are used to this travel chaos every few winters. They’d almost miss it if no snow fell, bringing with it a welcome injection of drama. What would they talk about otherwise? The weather? The price of sheep feed? The cost of heating? Death, taxes and each other’s affairs?


I find a spare seat, keep my hood up, slide in against the window and settle down for the long haul; it’s yet another opportunity to practise my patience. It’s a living thing inside me these days, my patience, with its own moods and colours, known for tantrums and sulks. It needs constant tending and training. It has hooks and thorns that catch at me unexpectedly. If I’m not careful they can draw blood, especially in moments like this, enclosed in my own personal idea of hell, a hot, oblong box full of other people.


I’ve endured worse, of course, more immediate discomforts than the worrying of old ladies with cigarette-slit mouths, bundled in a fog of wet woollen coats; worse than the over-ripening of sweaty bodies and the tinny drone of earphones burrowing under my skin from the teenagers seated in front of me. This is pleasant by comparison.


A slight holiday feeling pervades as we descend the ribbon lanes. It’s three days to Christmas and the women’s feet and laps are already insulated with bags of supplies, boxes containing presents to be dropped off at friends and neighbours, stocks of mince pies and tins of chocolates for the church collection. At least if we stall again we won’t starve.


One of the teenage girls carries a tinsel wreath on her lap. Another is wearing a bobble hat with a knitted reindeer on it, without any apparent embarrassment. While the oldies are bundled up like tardy Bonfire Night guys, each youngster is scantily dressed for this -2 degree day in the heart of Western Wales. The teen ensemble is cheap trainers all round; two thin hoodies and one leather jacket – a careless uniform, too cool for school, and there’s no school today anyway.


They’re probably just too young to feel the gnawing cold. It’s not until you’ve slept on the stone-hard ground or in a piss-smelling corner of an empty building, dampened and stiff, that you really appreciate creature comforts, like the value of a good coat, preferably with a hood, sturdy boots and woolly socks.


I keep my own coat and gloves on, hood still up, even though the bus is super-heated, the steamed windows melting the darkening morning into a soup of snow and condensation. Behind the glass the country looks as if it’s been frozen under the whim of a wizard’s wish – a single wave of a wand, a fizzle of icy fire granting it stiff immortality, unchanging for eternity. It’s actually a soothing thought but it’s an illusion. Something is happening out there somewhere, something is always happening.


In the gloom the frosted fields show hunkered-down gangs of houses, waiting, perhaps pretending, to sleep, watching the passage of anyone foolish enough to be away from their fireplace on a bleak midwinter day, under-dressed, unarmed. Wisps of smoke from the chimneys speak of huddled locals, guarded against the winter and I find myself humming along to that Christmas song on the bus radio, the one that’s been floating in and out of my head for hours now: ‘earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone’ and ‘snow on snow on snow’.


It had been playing on the kitchen radio last night, while I’d waited for my mind to click into action mode, trying not to think of what is behind me and what might be ahead, fearing a knock on the door, the sound of a siren.


I don’t think people will understand. It wasn’t part of any plan. It just got out of control, not that that’s a legal defence.


The occasional empty chapel slides by as we slow-crawl through the treacherous hollows. In the homes of my fellow travellers tea is probably on the boil, dogs ready to lick a welcome, hugs waiting to be handed out as in all good homecomings, but this is not my homecoming. This is not the Christmas reunion with soaring violin music, a cheerily popping log fire and mistletoe kisses. This is the opposite – the running away, the flight into the darkness, the escape.


The old ladies fuss and cluck as the bus winds onwards, a gaggle of hens well past laying, looking for something to coddle or squawk at.


‘We’ll get stuck for sure. We’ll have to walk all the way back to the depot.’


‘Walk? We can’t walk in this – we’ll be stuck in the bus all day and night.’


‘What if we get stranded and have to eat each other?’ asks a teenage lad with flares of acne on his cheeks and a bumfluff top lip.


‘You’d keep us going for weeks, you fat twat!’ grins his raw-faced chunk of a mate.


Like the pioneer Donner party, I think, famously caught in a wagon train in the Sierra Nevadas in California in the 1840s. Snowbound in the winter white of the high passes they’d eaten their horses first, then each other, to survive, until the thaw came and those left behind passed into infamy because their instinct to survive overrode everything else. Well, survival is brutal.


‘Eat me!’ the mate shoots back, sticking up his middle finger to his friend, making me wince. I hate it when people ‘flip the bird’. I hate it even more when people say, ‘What’s up bro?’ like they’re trying to be American and funny and ‘gangsta’ when they’re just being dicks. I hate a lot of things these days.


‘Jesus, we might not make it home tonight at this rate,’ says the acne kid. ‘My mam will go nuts.’


But what’s the worst that could happen on a bus somewhere south-east of Aberystwyth in twenty-first-century Britain? This isn’t some Middle Eastern warzone or African civil war shithole. It’s not as if hordes of guerrillas are about to leap from the hedges and order everyone off to wait in a sleety line on their knees, AK-47s pointed at the backs of quivering necks.


‘Fuck you, man,’ laughs the skinny friend on the receiving end of the fat twat’s American bird gesture – I try not to hate him as he laughs like a drain, or to think about punching him in the throat to shut him up.


‘It’s not good for your karma, mate,’ says Lilli-Anne’s voice in my ear, ever on my shoulder like a wise and annoying parrot; ‘It’s toxic,’ says Pam in the other. ‘Toxic’ is one of Pam’s favourite words, as is ‘positivity’, which I’m not sure is actually a word. If Lilli’s a parrot, brash and insistent, Pam is a dove, soft, quiet, cooing: ‘Thoughts become things,’ says Pam. ‘You must foster a positive mental attitude.’


I really hate my fucking counsellor when she says things like that. It reminds me of the simple fact that so much of what comes out of people’s mouths is redundant. Dead air. All those wasted words, circling around, make me tired. And when I’m tired I sometimes do things I regret, like yesterday, a perfect example of a classic overreaction.


At times, despite Pam’s advice and endless mantra practice, my patience still extends beyond its limits, has been known to break. A cheese wire, stretched tightly, can slice and slash when it snaps; it’s best to stand well back, but the counselling is mandatory, so I nod in all the right places during our endless forty-five-minute sessions to the ‘Soothing Sounds of the Sea’ CD, making the right noises to avoid saying, Please shut the fuck up!


As we trundle onwards I stick my headphones in and crank up the volume to drown out the teenage inanities. The music was Pam’s idea, to help me not think about the cries that loop around in my head when I get like this, the pleading voices in the past that I just can’t help hearing in stereo over the lines of the base beat.


A face crashes into my memory, one creased with lines, sweat and fear – a voice saying, ‘Please . . . Please . . .’


Please what?


‘Please don’t? Please help me? Please don’t hurt me?’ All of the above?


As we pass a farm in the foot of the valley I’m almost grateful for the different memory it triggers, older, frayed by time. With the tug of a loose thread I’m back in the old hay barn at night, lamplight in the eaves beating back the blackness, the lowing of the best cow, that look on the vet’s face, Dad sweating and stern. But the old woman’s face returns soon enough, it always does, and she’s not alone. The faces are never alone.


It’s started now, the dark rush beyond my control, behind my screwed-up eyes and tight fists. My heart rattles around the cage of my ribs, heat spreading out under my jacket and into my face. The invisible handle turns, my chest crushes and I try to flick the switch the other way, to turn it off.


‘Choose your reaction. Choose to breathe.’ That’s what Pam says, that silly bitch with her bun-hair, bleached teeth and pink sweaters. Sometimes it works; sometimes not. It’s a work in progress. Like life.


So I practise, repeating the prescribed words in my head, willing them to work: My story is my own. I can change it. I am calm, I am not afraid. I can let the thoughts pass. I am a passenger on a train and they slide by, just like the darkening morning slides along the bus windows, separating me from the world beyond.


Not a moment too soon the hell-bus gives a lurch and we come to a halt. When I open my eyes we’re at the single shelter on the next brown grass village green – all change for going south. I remember this place; I used to change buses here all the time. I can’t get off fast enough now, almost falling down the steps under the weight of my rucksack on my suddenly weakened legs. There isn’t enough air in the world to stop the hitching of my lungs. There’s no chance of my speaking a word.


For a moment I can’t comprehend it all, how I’m standing here now when just two days ago I was in another world on the edge of another life. That was before, of course, before the sight of the kitchen, the living room, the bedroom, before the phone call, before the words, before the world fell to pieces in paper and ash.


The idea of the blood and newly broken bones is still strong in my mind’s eye. It had all blown up in two atomic seconds, even though I’d said, ‘Flick the switch,’ over and over again. Something inside me had taken control, shouted me down – the old enemy. It said, ‘This is not my story. I cannot change it. I am afraid.’


What’s that Chinese proverb Lilli-Anne always trots out when the unexpected shits on us from a great height? ‘The best laugh you can give the universe is to make plans.’ The best laugh of all being my big idea, of something solid, something safe at last – everything that had dispersed at the sight of a single green metal canister, a pile of papers.


My jaw throbs. I’m grinding my teeth and make an effort to stop as the bus driver gets off and announces, ‘OK, folks, I’m really sorry but there’re no more buses today. They’re closing the B249.’


By the time he’s got to the end of this sentence I’m already striding away into the morning gloom. I’m not sure where to exactly, I just know I can’t sit there another moment in the communal clutch of this village. I can’t go to the community centre across the grass with its ancient paper garlands and artificial flammable tree, the inevitable tea in an urn, camaraderie and complaints and plastic-packed sandwiches. Someone will see me for sure.


First things first, move and don’t think, let a plan come. I know roughly where I am now that I’m walking out of the village, along the road, into the woods. It’s only eight or nine miles to the mainline train station where the bus would have dropped me eventually. There are a good few hours of daylight left, even on the shortest day of the year. I have no reason to fear the dark. Most of the bad things that have happened to me have happened in broad daylight. Terrible things are done then, too. I have done them.


Even if the train isn’t running down to Carmarthen, then on to Swansea and Cardiff tonight, there’ll be a waiting room to kip down in, a vending machine and quiet, wonderful loneliness. For now I need to move, walk, march off the panic. Breathe.


The winter day pulls me into its cold embrace as I set my feet on the whitening road.




The Old Man – 9.30 a.m.


Inside he waits, lying in his bed under the silver-foil star, swirling slowly on its string from the beam of the sagging roof. Within the walled space that has become his world he hears the sound of a held breath, somewhere between the constant click of the clock on the wall a hundred miles away. Tick tock, tick tock. Wait. Listen. Watch.


The side of the bed is a cliff face now, unassailable, the sheets snow white, for-show white, cold and clean. Time has stretched and distorted his small attic domain into a vast untravellable landscape. If he could raise his head far enough from the pillow he’d look down across the wooden wastes of the floorboards towards the bedroom door. If he could raise his voice he would call out, but who is listening, just now, at this hour?


If he could waken the dead with a howl he would; he’d call them from the other country of the past where things are done differently if not necessarily better. He will try to soon, when the knock comes on the door to welcome a traveller of miles and years. His voice may be thick and dulled but his hearing is still close enough to knife-edged to torment him – if only he had a knife! He might use a knife. A blade of any kind could mean more than one sort of freedom now.


Without one he strains for the sound of a car on the gravel, for a footfall approaching the front step. Here is the day and almost the hour, halfway through the long drifts of weeks and winter, of the relentless march of lukewarm, gravy-softened ready-meals and the burr of quizzes on the flickering TV screen.


How long has it been since his last journey along the icy landing, down the glacier slope of the stairs to where the letter had shone, white and wondrous beneath the bolted front door? Such an epic effort of conquest and discovery, painful, sweating, shuffling, sliding; all to answer the thump-thump knock and ‘hello’ voice that had moved away too quickly, before he could answer with the words, ‘Please don’t go, help me!’


The letter is tucked in darkness now, well-hidden, but he can still hear it holding its breath. He waits for the hands to climb around the clock face, willing the old ghosts that whisper behind his back in the other rooms to be silent, to not give the game away that a visitor is expected at last.


The room is cold. The electric heater is on full blast but pushes out only a thin orange glow. He can see the occasional puff of his breath, raspy and floury in the air. He hasn’t heard any sounds from below since the front door slammed shut earlier. He’s not sure if it was someone coming in or going out. He thought he’d heard a car engine too, but that could have been the wind. It’s almost time for a hot tea and soft-dunked biscuit.


He’s pretty sure the twitchy oaf is still down there, doing God knows what since he turned up out of the blue, smelling of dog and diesel. Not boiling the bloody kettle, obviously. Seems like a dodgy one that, though he does as he’s told by the looks of it, by her. Not that he’s much better himself, obedient, a helpless prisoner in his own bed and, even worse, trapped deep inside a body that’s under siege, locked down, dug in.


Everyone knows this moment will come to them eventually, but they still like to think they’ll end their days tended by loving children and a plump, soft-handed wife or husband. Look where such optimism has got him. Rose used to laugh at him for that, among other things; she always said, ‘Optimism is the triumph of hope over experience.’ She got that much right, if bugger all else.


How ridiculous they seem now, the dreams he’d had when he was young, the worst kind of naivety, of arrogance. Lying here in this tomb, shackled by the tightly tucked sheets, he hears Rose sometimes, snickering in the other bedrooms along the hall, scorn in the sound of her slippered feet swishing along the landing at night.


Staring at the spider twitching its web into elaborate artwork among the rafters above, it’s hard not to remember how different it had been once, to recall that swallowing rush of love that had surged up in him on the day Brian was born. The reality of something so warm and desperately alive had almost suffocated him. There was an appeal in those outstretched hands, the cry of that tiny, wet-headed bundle, craving acknowledgement, ready to be shaped by and imprinted with love.


He’d been certain he wouldn’t get there in time for the birth, while he’d been haring, breathless, in his fishing sweater and boots, up through the high grass of the lower field to the cottage hospital. The fathers waited in a little curtained-off anteroom then, with hard plastic chairs and a black and white TV. The only other expectant dad there on that sweating, heat-heavy August afternoon, had been that prick, Russell Bradach, expecting his second son, the very picture of an important councilman, well-pleased with himself.


Odd really, considering how his fancy banker and businessman father had fared, how people still whispered about it. He’d looked at him like he was shit on his shoe and he’d known why. He’d known what people had already started to say about him. They’d been saying it under their breath for years.


‘Congratulations.’ Bradach had grinned. ‘I hear you’re a married man now.’


And he’d smiled back until he’d thought his cheeks would crack, until the ward sister appeared, leading him through to Rose in her pink hospital nightie, open at her breast, fat with milk. It was a state of undress he’d barely seen her in since the night of Brian’s conception, or in the weeks afterwards, when she’d feared the worst, waiting with increasing panic for the slightest smudge of blood in her knickers.


He’d wanted to look after her though, Rose and his boy, his boy. They could make it work somehow, even though he’d never loved her, not even at the beginning. He still blushes a little bit to think how he hadn’t made the first move, but it was something normal, wasn’t it? Something that was supposed to happen if you are a red-blooded man and a woman lies back, whisky on her breath, unbuttoning her cardigan, smiling?


There’d been the hurried wedding later, his new mother-in-law’s tight lips, their violet-lipsticked ‘O’ pursed with their little secret, because it was still just before her twenty-two-year-old-daughter had started to show. She didn’t know that Rose wasn’t a virgin.


‘You’re not my first,’ Rose had said to him, no subterfuge, ‘just so you know.’


‘You’re not mine,’ he’d lied.


Brian was officially a ‘honeymoon’ baby, a stupid, sticky word but apt. They were stuck together all right, snared in a story so banal it hurt. With resentment seething around Rose like silk filaments, twisting, trapping, how could Brian have grown anything else but tight and tense? Such a nervous boy, awkward and clenched in his bony body, painfully eager to please.


All too eager to see the worst in him, even before that day, that single sunlit hour in the late summer – the image of a bronzed leg, stretching out, a shadow in the cleft of the groin where skin met fabric and slipped . . .


The smell of those years is still the smell of heat to him. Even lying in this attic room he catches the scent of coconut oil and weak lemonade, sparking a slideshow of frying chips, cheap cider on eager breath, parted lips. There’s that slightly sour smell too, the one that never really leaves the wooden skin of any bar, or the hands that pour the pints, flush the lines, tap the barrels. The froth on the top . . . licking lips . . .


He’s thirsty now, thinking of a pale, cool pint. The water jug on the table is almost empty. He knows why it’s never more than half full. He can just about manage to reach across and grip the glass, take a few sips but they don’t want him filling up like a 10-gallon barrel when he can’t lift himself onto the bedpan to piss any more.


He’s already pissed himself a couple of times. When it first happened it was pretty much the most humiliating thing ever, sitting in his own urine as it turned cold, watching the clock, wondering when someone would turn up, knowing the hands that eventually gripped him, rolled him over and stripped the sheets would be as angry and rough as the cheese-grater voice accompanying them.


How long has he lain here now? Since the bowl of instant porridge was spooned into his mouth? Since he was given tea in a child’s sippy cup, half a slice of toast, bibbed like a baby? He gets a clean pair of pyjamas every week. The bed’s changed every two. This is how he counts the sections of the weeks and days – the sound of the door, the kettle boiling, the TV sputtering bright inanities. Sometimes he can’t even make his fingers press the buttons on the remote control to turn that racket off. The radio’s worse, the voices he troubles to understand sometimes, talking, talking.


He thinks he hears other voices too, in the night, spooling out through the hours that have no ending. But no, he mustn’t forget the letter – though he’s not sure when it came exactly. So many things are foggy now. The near-to-hand things, the recent things are harder to recall than those of years past that unspool in his head as if they’re on a projector – films about ghosts and wishes. But the letter is real, the letter has stopped time or put a finite cap on it. He’s coming! All this will finally have an expiry date.


There will be time now, to say the words somehow, out of his throat, his sagging lips, the words that bloat and stretch and dribble. He will say them with his eyes if necessary – he will be understood. I’m sorry!


He will leave this place once and finally and he won’t be alone at the end. He will make his peace. He will be forgiven.




The Law – 9.30 a.m.


It’s a shock when all the radios start buzzing at once, crackling the early-morning silence into twenty-four-hour urgency. I’m not ready, not up to anything more than tea and a biscuit yet. I’ve only just arrived at our little outstation on the eastern edge of town, half an hour late, winter-sleepy and grudging the short move from bed to office.


I usually need at least two cups of tea to get my head in gear, though my sergeant, Jim Price, has already been here since 8 a.m., early bird, every day, despite being just a few months shy of retirement. The lamp is on in his tiny, cupboard-like nook as he scans the morning reports and I boil the kettle, not even close to pretending to do the paperwork that’s been sitting on my desk for three days straight.


It’s colder than frozen hell out, I have a prime, toasty spot by the radiator and I’m not planning on moving for several hours. That is, until the frequencies start buzzing and a voice reels off a sequence of crime codes and collar numbers that can only mean cars and response officers being mobilised.


While I’m still staring at the speakers in goldfish-like surprise, Jim emerges from his cubbyhole with startling speed, grabbing his helmet, cuffs and belt kit, already fastening his woollen cape, the one that’s hung on a hook behind his chair since the 1970s. No one has ever seen him wear this museum piece until now, as he emerges ready for action, buttoning the collar, and I almost laugh at the archaic vision of 1950s policing before me. Pont may be stuck in its own time warp but we usually try to at least pretend we’re in the twenty-first century. I’m about to make some sarky remark when the serious look on his face stops me.


‘Yeah, yeah,’ he says. ‘You won’t be laughing when you’re freezing your bum off on a cordon, love. Get your stuff. Something big’s going down, up at Ridgeback Farm, right now. Chop, chop, then! Time for the blue-light show to hit the road. You waiting for a personal invitation or what? Nine nine nine means now, not when you’re good and ready.’


He barks at Carron our desk clerk to get on the blower to Central and check the rota for who’ll be coming on for the late shift. He’s already thinking of the hours ahead and the night to come – obviously this is Jim in ‘efficiency mode’, much rumoured but rarely observed in the last decade. I know straight away that it’s something serious, thank God! At last! It’s what I’ve been waiting aeons and ages for, some action.


Except now that it’s here and ‘action’ has been called, I have no idea what to do. So I duckling along behind Jim, keeping my eyes and ears open, trying not to get in the way; the best thing a PC just six months out of probation can do, according to my inspector, who is full of unsolicited advice, not to mention being a world-class prick.


As we scramble through the cold and frosty morning to the patrol car I’m thankful that Jim has already taken the time to clear the windscreen and de-ice the locks. He doesn’t remind me that it was my responsibility to put the car in the single garage last night or that I forgot, which I’m grateful for. As we trundle through the barely daylight morning as fast as the pricking snow will allow, blue light but no sirens, the ambulance crews are already clogging up the radio channels with high-pitched instructions.


‘What do you reckon?’ says Jim. ‘Suicide? Neighbour dispute gone wrong? Burglar shotgunned? Think of the options, arrive prepared. What legislation might you need to use? What scene protocols will you need to invoke if there are five dead bodies in the lounge?’


We’re not really expecting five dead bodies in the lounge of course, or anywhere else for that matter, not even one, come to that. That would top the yearly body count for Pont by quite a few, and no one’s muttered the all-important words ‘code blue’ on the radio yet, meaning someone is deceased. Jim is just being a good mentor, trying to make me ‘think strategically’, marking off the items of the seldom-used emergency tick list.


Still, I disguise a prickle of excitement fired up by the sparking delight of the unknown and the possible. Something is actually happening for a change, in our stupefyingly dull, slow-time, permanent hangover-like village, where sheep probably outnumber people three to one if anyone could be bothered to count.


I’ve been in training and on probation for three years and, until now, the most exciting thing I’ve been part of was a scene where Jim talked a thirty-seven-year-old drunk down from the bridge over the river because his missus had left him. I’m not saying that’s not a valuable civic service, or that it doesn’t take a certain type of skill, but it’s hardly what I signed up for. I know I have a lot more to offer if I can just get the chance to show it. Opportunity might be knocking for me at last and Christ, it’s been long enough coming.


Finally the game’s afoot, the heat is on. The show is on the road. As we drive I’m smiling out of the window at the bleak morning.


When we get to the farmhouse at the top of the hill an ambulance is already parked at the edge of the higgledy flagstone path, doors yawning wide. Its blue light casts spectral shadows on the violet misting of early morning snow but the siren is off, the urgency passed – I realise it’s no longer a race between life and death. One of them has won.


Three other police cars have turned up, not a bad turnout since this is more than half the available workforce in peak flu and Christmas holiday time, and most of them are probably hung over. Half a dozen uniformed officers I recognise, all of them men, are rubbing their hands together and milling around on the front path, looking for someone to tell them what to do.


The strangest thing of all is the silence. It hits us as we wind down our windows; it’s as if someone has turned the volume off on a TV show. None of the usual off-colour banter is taking place, no joshing, joking, chit-chat is being exchanged. The only sound is the occasional crackle and mutter of radios and the cackle of alarmed crows in the close-knit trees rising all around us.


Light blazes from the windows of the farmhouse, illuminating it like a film set at the point when the actors are about to take their places before someone calls action. Determined to get closer, we crawl our squad car past the unhinged front gate, taking care to avoid the banked snow, pulling up around the back and slipping unchallenged along the brambly path towards the open back door.


That’s when I see it, the dog.


It’s strung up in the kitchen window, electrical wire looped from its neck to the curtain rail above. In the full light of the kitchen, through the panes of glass between us, we can see it’s a small collie, black and white, dangling full length, its legs limp, empty eyes half open.


‘What. The. Fuck?’ says Jim, half to me and half towards the two young officers already flanking the door. Jim is part of that generation that never curses in front of a lady, and it’s a mark of his shock that he doesn’t automatically apologise. Not that I care, not when I’m horribly fascinated by the string of pinkish drool stretching itself from the dog’s mouth. After a moment I realise my own mouth has fallen open and snap it shut, swallowing heavily.


Neither of us speaks.


‘That’s . . . interesting,’ says Jim, finding his voice first, pulling off his helmet and running his hand over his cropped grey hair in a gesture I’ve come to recognise as shorthand for, ‘I can tell you, love, the world is becoming a strange and unfamiliar place and I’ll be glad to get out of this game.’


‘Hey, Sarge,’ says the youngest officer guarding the door. ‘Fucked up or what?’


What is there to do but edge closer, along the path towards the door, though right now every piece of crime- scene protocol, not always my strong suit anyway, has left my brain. Through the gap in the officers’ shoulders I can see an old man inside, sitting on a kitchen chair in the hall, eyes glassy-wide, face bruised, right arm hanging limply in his lap. His breath heaves in and out, high and thin, a papery crackle. A paramedic is trying to put an oxygen mask on him but he keeps pushing it off, mumbling, ‘My wife, my wife . . . please . . .’


A stretcher is held at the ready by another paramedic, standing in stunned silence while two uniformed officers whisper behind their hands by the door to the living room, which looks like it’s been hit by a force ten gale. Drawers are strewn open, furniture kicked over – one officer is holding a broken lamp, seemingly unsure what to do next.


Part of me knows this isn’t the best ever observance of crime-scene protocol. I’ve never dealt with a serious incident but, even just from the TV, I know that forensics need to have a scene like this sealed up tight as a drum in the first few minutes. But it’s fairly new to us, the ones who’ve turned up, those daft enough not to have booked our Christmas leave last February, and we don’t usually need to do this stuff, it never happens, and if it does, we leave it to the senior officers.


What’s taken place this morning is already very different from the occasional domestic fights, pub tiffs and farm-machinery thefts that are our daily bread and butter. I know everyone who’s arrived in the last fifteen minutes is more or less winging it, remembering stuff from training manuals until someone can come up from HQ and start the show properly.


I also know that when the on-call CID shows up, the inspector’s going to pop a fuse. It’s obvious half the county has tramped through the house already, so we might as well have a sneaky peek and get ‘eyes on’.


‘Give us a shuftie, lads,’ says Jim, reading my mind and trying to politely shoulder his way inside. ‘Is the old man all right? It’s not another Bedford Row then?’


He’s referring to the second biggest incident to hit Pont in its quiet history, a notorious murder-suicide ten years ago (following the armed robbery thirty years earlier), when a perfectly respectable accountant shot his wife to death before turning the gun on himself. I suspect that, very soon, this will blow both of those incidents off the infamy league table for good.


‘Sorry, Jim, not this time,’ says the pimply PC with a wannabe beard who I know is called Jackson. ‘No one goes in or out without the inspector’s say-so.’


Jim always calls this particular PC Jackson Bollocks, because of the supposedly artistic mess he once made throwing up after finding his first dead body riddled with maggots (not that most of the shift get this as they’re not exactly art enthusiasts and probably think Pollock is just a fish). The story may or may not be one of Jim’s exaggerations but I feel a bit sorry for Bollocks. Things like that stick with you, nicknames you earn in your first year can dog you to hell and back. I should know, I already have a nickname and spend a large part of each day trying not to think about it.


‘Jesus, Bollocks!’ moans Jim, trying to pull rank and push past the PC’s raised arm. ‘Take the stick out of your arse for five seconds, boy. Budge over so I can take a look. I won’t touch nothing! What’s happened? Bit of a neighbour dispute thing? Or some junkies?’


To be fair, the kid holds his ground.


‘Can’t, Sarge, sorry. The DI said so, on the radio. Strict instructions. No one else in, no one out. It’s a fucking mess in there.’


Suddenly I’m the tiniest bit relieved. From the way he says it there must be blood and I’m not all that great with blood. But, not to disappoint Jim who will be signing my evaluation forms in the near future, and as the only woman at the crime scene flying the flag for equal guts and grit, I play bravado, sticking my head in between Jackson and his partner’s shoulders to grab a look in through the kitchen door.


That’s when I see the old girl. At least, I think that’s what it is. At first I’m not sure.


‘Don’t take the piss, love, back up,’ says Bollocks, putting out a barrier arm again, copper style – nothing to see here, move along – but it’s already too late. I can’t unsee it.


‘Poor old dear,’ he whispers, confirming that the twisted thing on the floor by the cooker, with the red pulp for a face, is the old man’s wife. I catch my breath as the stench of shit surges towards me, gaggingly close, thick and warm. I close my newly reopened mouth, but not quickly enough to stop my stomach heaving.


The guys have told me it happens, that people defecate when they die violently, sometimes when they die otherwise. ‘You wait till you get your first one.’ They laugh. ‘Make sure you’ve got your pot of Vicks ready, lovely, you know, for up the old nose or’ – miming a retch – ‘watch out for your shoes.’


Useless advice now as I’ve just got a lungful. I know I’ve gone the colour of cottage cheese, a parody of the rookie who’s wet behind the ears and the last thing I want to appear in this company of men. You only have to show a crack and they’ll stick a crowbar in and start prying out chunks of you. I’ve had plenty of practice at hiding my fault lines so no one will realise I pretty much feel like an imposter all the time, but I’m not ready for this and I hate the fact that it’s shown so quickly.


‘Jesus, take a breath, love,’ says Jim, patting my arm, the smell reaching him a few seconds later. ‘Who dropped their load? Bet it was you, Jackson,’ he snipes, grinning, ‘Overdone it on the canteen Christmas stuffing?’


No one laughs as Bollocks inclines his head to the old man, making a ‘shut up’ face as Jim ducks his head under Jackson’s arm and drops his grin at once.
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