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  One, Festival du Polar à la Plage, Le Havre, 12 June 2010










  The combat photos tell you everything you need to know. These are black and white shots taken during the raid itself which made their way back to Britain with the returning

  bomber fleet. I happened across this one last night on a remote corner of the internet.




  You’re looking down on Le Havre from 13,000 feet. You can see the tide sweeping past one arm of the docks. There’s a Lancaster bomber beside a helpful black cross and other bits of

  the city are visible through gaps in the cloud. At the bottom of the photo are the hand-scrawled notes that someone must have added afterwards, maybe the pilot, maybe the bomb aimer, maybe some

  intelligence officer back at base. This is the shorthand for mass destruction, busy men nailing a moment in time, needing to account for the rubble and the carnage to come.




  The notes read, ‘13,000. 150 degrees. B 11x1000. 4x500. 30secs. F/S McCartin. 75. In plain English, Flight Sergeant McCartin of 75 Squadron, Bomber Command, flying on a bearing of

  150 degrees, is about to unload six tons of high explosive onto the target below. The fuses have a thirty-second delay. After that, oblivion.




  It seems that some of these guys, often the younger pilots, used to talk about ‘dropping flowers’. The big black thousand-pounders would fall away towards the blurry clutter of

  streets below, you’d count to maybe half a minute depending on altitude, and then would come the quick yellow blooms as they seeded and burst.




  I guess that’s the thing about wartime conscription. You get poets as well as psychopaths. And by 1944 a metaphor like that – sick as you like – might offer a crumb or two of

  comfort. From 13,000 feet one city must look pretty much like another. Everyone knows war is for lunatics. Who cares whether these people we just blew apart are supposed to be our friends?




  I share the thought with a woman who steps into the festival tent just after lunch. It’s a decent day after last night’s rain and I think she must have spent the morning staked out

  on the lumpy grey pebbles that pass for the beach. I can smell suntan lotion and she’s carrying a carefully folded towel and one of those thin roll-up mattresses.




  A couple of beers from the festival cool box have done wonders for my French. I ask her whether she lives here, whether she was born here. She says yes to both. She’s flicking through a

  book of mine. She doesn’t lift her head. Nice.




  I ask her about the war, what it meant, what it did.




  ‘La guerre?’ She looks up. She speaks perfect English. ‘You think I remember the war?’




  ‘Of course not. But your father? Your mother? Do they remember?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘Sais pas.’ She shrugs, returning the book to the pile on the table. ‘No one talks about the war.’




  Vraiment? I was chatting to a French writer this morning. He occupies the table next to mine. He’s an interesting guy. He’s spent most of his life as a journalist and now

  – like the rest of us – he writes crime fiction but manages to retain his grip on reality with the occasional detour into historical stuff. The D-Day beaches are just round the corner

  and Americans, he says, will buy anything. Recently he’s done a clever cut-and-paste job on the activities of local Resistance networks during the months before the invasion (which the

  French call Jour-J). The festival is the book’s first commercial outing, but the pile of volumes on his table, flanked by his fast-selling noir, remains untouched. So maybe my

  sunbather’s right.




  Either way, I’m not giving up.




  ‘The place got bombed, right?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘By us? The Brits? Oui?’




  ‘Oui.’




  ‘And loads of people died.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Like thousands?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Five thousand?’




  ‘Sais pas. Lots. Beaucoup. Trop.’ She picks up another book, reads the back cover, smiles. ‘But you kill people, too, n’est-ce

  pas?’




  I’m through with the signings by half past six. I phone Sabine from the hotel. I know her husband’s gone to their place in the country with a stack of work for the

  weekend because she told me yesterday. Around eight would be parfait, she said. Don’t forget.




  Straight off, she wants to know how many I’ve sold.




  ‘Seventy-seven.’ I’m lying.




  ‘Which titles?’




  I name three, the most violent, the most bizarre, the most noir.




  ‘Good boy.’ She’s pleased. ‘And which was the hottest?’




  ‘Scoop.’




  ‘Fuck.’ She’s laughing now. ‘Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I give you my word of honour?’




  ‘You did, Sab. And you were right.’




  ‘Always.’




  Scoop has always been Sabine’s special baby. A killer on the loose. Half a dozen women robbed of their eyes with a sharpened spoon. Umpteen suspects. Plus a nice twist at the end

  for anyone still standing.




  ‘And the award? Le Grand Prix?’ she says.




  ‘Tomorrow.’




  ‘You’re sure? I put today on the press release.’




  ‘Change it. It’s definitely tomorrow.’




  ‘But you’re still gonna win?’




  ‘Fuck knows. The guy at the next table thinks so but I’m not sure this place is ready for crucifixions.’




  ‘That’s not what I’m hearing.’




  I grunt something non-committal. It’s the opening stages of the World Cup. I’ve got the remote working at last and on the tiny wall-mounted TV England have just kicked off against

  the US. I’m anticipating an hour and a half of the usual disappointments. Why do we big ourselves up like this? Why do we think we can kick the rest of the world out of contention?




  Sabine’s still stressing about tomorrow’s jury decision. That girl can smell an award at a thousand miles. We have a lazy conversation about whether any of this stuff matters. Sabine

  says I’m crazy if I think otherwise. Le Prix des Ancres Noires will slip down very nicely, the perfect companion to all my English gongs. Plus I’m deep into contract negotiations and

  the company are suckers for all this Euro-shit. The stairway to heaven, says Sabine, is lined with foreign rights and serial killers.




  Sabine wants to know about the hotel room, about the decor, about the bed, about the colour of the sheets, and I know exactly what’s coming next. An imagination like hers, she should be

  doing my job.




  ‘You miss me, babe?’




  ‘Always.’




  ‘So how would it be if I was there?’




  ‘Bliss.’




  She knows I’m taking the piss and more to the point she knows I want to talk about something else. On screen the English midfield have put three passes together. This is beginning to look

  serieux.




  ‘What is it, babe?’ Sabine needs reassurance.




  ‘Nothing. Rien.’




  ‘You lie. Something’s got to you. You think I don’t know that? Pleeease . . .’




  In spite of my better judgement I start to tell her about Le Havre, about the Lancaster bombers, about the calling card all those guys left just after tea on 5 September, and about the wasteland

  that awaited the survivors when dawn broke the following day.




  I ducked into a huge post-war church yesterday evening. It’s called St Joseph’s. This is a building made entirely of concrete, a stern grey post-war monument that dominates the city

  skyline. The last of the day’s sunshine was bleeding down from tiny stained-glass windows in the three-hundred-foot central tower, splashing the flagstones with a thin wash of reds and

  greens. Beside the door a tiny exhibition recorded the rebuilding of the city. I tell Sabine how I couldn’t take my eyes off the grainy black and white photos on the introductory panel. By 6

  September Le Havre looked like Hiroshima.




  Sabine hates this stuff, hates me tunnelling out of my comfy little genre box. Serial killers make her very happy. Real life is a different proposition.




  ‘So what are we saying here, babe?’




  I don’t answer, not immediately. I’m up on one elbow, staring at the screen. England are mounting what looks like an attack. It isn’t pretty but at least they’re heading

  for the right goal.




  ‘Think of it as a crime scene, Sab.’ I mutter. ‘Five thousand victims and not a single arrest. We’re serial killers, Sab. All of us.’




  ‘You want to write about this stuff?’




  ‘Yeah. I think I do.’




  There’s another silence, longer this time. Half the English team have piled into the Yanks’ penalty area. Five minutes in, Gerrard has slotted the ball over the line. We’ve

  scored a goal. We’re winning.




  ‘Shit.’ Sabine is still thinking about my little French excursion into real life. ‘I knew this would happen.’




  About Sabine. I first came across her a couple of years ago. She belly-flopped into a launch party I was attending at Soho House. I can’t remember the title of the book

  or even the author but they were generous with the Mouton Cadet and there were lines of decent toot if you knew where to look. Sabine obviously knew where to look. She was moist-eyed, garrulous,

  splashy and extremely direct. I watched her chatting up a mate of mine called Paul.




  Physically, Sabine is a loose confederation of odd angles – tall, skinny, vivid, beguiling, with a wild Gypsy fall of red hair – and she bent into the conversation like you’d

  try and master a tricky headwind. I know for a fact that Paul had no intention of getting laid that night – he’d just fallen in love with a Chilean divorcee – but Sabine

  doesn’t do the word ‘no’. I got a call from Paul a couple of days later. We played footsie for a couple of minutes, swapping gossip, but both of us knew what he really wanted to

  tell me.




  ‘Box of frogs,’ he confided at last. ‘Totally off the planet.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘The fuck of your dreams.’




  It turned out he was right on both counts. It also turned out that the lovely Sabine was about to be married to an older guy called Christopher Everingham, who as it happened was the top cheese

  in the conglomerate that owned Silkworm, my publishers. Christopher, bless him, kept me afloat. Ditto, as luck would have it, his new missus.




  Our first proper contact came a month or two later. I’d been summoned to lunch by my editor. His name was Frank and he was an unreformed alcoholic whose grip on reality was beginning to

  loosen. I’d long ago mastered the art of ignoring his editorial suggestions, something for which I believe he was grateful, and we both knew his days in the job were numbered. This never

  prevented him arriving with a fat wad of line notes which he’d toss onto the table before shedding his scruffy linen jacket and calling for a beer. Both the jacket and the line notes were a

  splatter of food and red wine, but Frank, increasingly cadaverous, never appeared to notice. Only recently, nearly a year after the funeral, did I learn that a double first at Oxford had once put

  him in the running for a fellowship at All Souls. Strange where publishing can take you.




  We’d been talking the usual bollocks about narrative arcs and killer twists when Sabine turned up. I hadn’t seen her since that evening at Soho House and at first I thought she was

  part of a big table of twenty-somethings in the far corner of the restaurant. Wrong.




  ‘I’m your new pub exec,’ she announced cheerfully. ‘What are you drinking?’




  The job title was definitely ironic. I’d never met anyone less corporate in my life. Today was evidently goth day: the black nail varnish, the unmistakeable hint of roll-ups, the heavy

  eyeliner, the tight little skirt, the fuck-me lace-up boots. No wonder she’d left Paul for dead.




  ‘You work at Silkworm?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘Since when?’




  ‘Last week.’




  I grunted something that made no sense. My brain was still trying to make room for this new development. Sabine? My publicist?




  ‘I’ll take another San Miguel.’ I nodded towards Frank. ‘And one for my friend here.’




  The rest of the afternoon, to be honest, is still a bit of a blur. While Frank did some serious damage to a couple of bottles of Côtes-du-Rhône, Sabine and I went for a little wander

  round the foothills of what passed for my career. At this stage – we’re talking 2007 – the awards were yet to come. The first three books in my Darkside series had scored a

  handful of decent reviews and word of mouth on the hardcore blog sites was building respectable sales. In certain circles I was known as Wolfman. I like to think of this as an affectionate homage

  to the closing pages of The Trophy Room, my breakout book, but the lunar reaches of the crime fiction world have been colonised by some seriously damaged people so you can never be sure.

  Either way, I’d also caught the eye of a couple of mainstream reviewers, which is evidently why Sabine had clambered aboard.




  We’d gone back to her Holloway flat. The place was chaotic. I knew from Paul that this was the capo di tutti capi’s new wife but I couldn’t find a trace of my boss

  anywhere. No photos, no clothing, no razor in the bathroom, nothing. Sabine was in the cupboard that served as a kitchen, squeezing a couple of vodkas from a near-empty bottle. Trains rattled past

  outside, seemingly inches from the greasy square of glass that served as a window.




  ‘So where is he?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Mr Christopher. Your old man.’




  ‘You know about us?’




  ‘Of course I do. I write fiction. Fairy tales. I love all that stuff.’




  She threw me a look and for the first time I sensed a tremor of uncertainty. This girl wasn’t quite as wild as she liked to make out. Neither was she about to share the secrets of her

  private life.




  ‘So who told you about me and Christopher?’




  ‘Strange question. Paul, if you need to know.’




  ‘Paul with the Iron Maiden T-shirt?’




  ‘That’s the one.’




  ‘Nice guy. He made me laugh.’




  I held her gaze. I wasn’t giving up.




  ‘So where does all this belong?’ I nodded at the stack of empty pizza boxes spilling into the sink. ‘If you’ve just got married?’




  She still wouldn’t answer. Instead she took the vodkas through to the next room and pushed a bean bag my way with her foot. Then she peered at the cat hairs on the scuzzy futon, poked

  around for some Rizlas and a small leather pouch, and settled down beside me. Paul had been right. There’s something incredibly sexy about a woman like this trying to be serious.




  ‘Christopher thinks you’re the business.’




  ‘Bullshit.’




  ‘Not at all. Word gets round. I made him read The Trophy Room.. He agrees with me. If we press the right buttons, make the right moves, we can take you anywhere we like.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘Me.’ She began to skin up. ‘You’re my only author.’




  It’s the middle of June. I’m back from Le Havre and so far, despite a blizzard of phone calls, texts, emails, tweets and folded notes left under stones, I’ve

  successfully managed to avoid Sabine. The last couple of years have pretty much levelled the ground between us and I know exactly what she thinks. She thinks I’m toying with something new and

  probably dangerous. She thinks all the French stuff, all the Lancaster stuff, has gone to my head. And, thank Christ, she’s right.




  On the Friday, after three days of unbroken sunshine, the weather is still perfect. More importantly, I’ve arrived at St Pancras station to doff my cap to a very special Eurostar. Aboard

  are hundreds of French men and women, veterans from the Resistance networks, invited to London to celebrate the seventieth anniversary of de Gaulle’s first broadcast after the fall of

  France.




  The great man had made his way to England and appointed himself the head of the Free French opposition to the Nazis. I haven’t a clue what he said in that first call to arms, and it seems

  that very few people heard it, but that’s not the point. Barely days after my modest epihany in downtown Le Havre, life has put another invitation in my path. These guys must have a memory or

  two. They knew what was going down. They lived through those years. And some of them might have opinions about the little cadeaux we dropped on Le Havre.




  Nice idea, and doubtless true, but my carefully planned rendezvous turns out to be a big disappointment. Security at the station is tight. There are cops everywhere, uniformed and plain-clothes,

  and the thin crowd has been penned behind a line of barriers and TV crews. I struggle for a decent vantage point but the best I can offer in the service of my new passion is a glimpse of Sarkozy

  and the lovely Carla advancing across the concourse.




  Sarkozy is interesting. He’s always on the move. He looks left and right, dispensing bonhomie, shaking hands, conjuring introductions. He seems to be possessed by a sense of slightly

  frenetic entitlement, and his rubber smile and body language tell you that he owns everything: Carla, the sunshine, the occasion, the train, St Pancras, London, the lot. In his wake come a

  thickening cohort of ancient resistants. I’d dearly love to vault the barrier and pin some of them to the small print of history but I know it’s not to be. A line of coaches

  awaits them at the kerbside. Ten minutes later they’ve gone. Decent try. Nul points.




  At this point I get a text from Miriam. I’ve been summoned to lunch at the Café Royal. Sabine’s been on to her. Things are clearly desperate.




  Miriam is my agent: fat, loud, shrewd, wise, pushy, often forbidding, intermittently kind. Years ago she discovered me on a crime website in one of her hunter-gatherer expeditions and summoned

  me to her office in an alley behind Chancery Lane. I assumed she must have liked what she’d read otherwise I wouldn’t have been sitting there but you wouldn’t have guessed it from

  the way she tore into me. I was due for a little bout of reinvention. Everything was wrong: my taste in clothes (middle-aged), my hair (giveaway sparse), my over-reliance on adverbs, even my name.

  Gary Lloyd wasn’t going to cut it. Not in the company she had in mind. Hence Scott Plenty.




  Scott Plenty? I remember stepping out into the chilly gloom of a London winter dusk, swamped by a sense of cheerful despair. Cheerful because she’d noticed me, spent time on me;

  despair because all this flattering attention carried a price. I wasn’t who I thought I was. I was, from now on, to be someone else.




  I make my way down to the Tube and wait for the train, still musing.




  This sense of schizophrenia, of one me morphing into another, was something I later realised I shared with Sabine. The word relationship is a bit grand to describe our first months together, but

  early on I began to think harder about the constant changes of gear, of make-up, of image, and arrived at the startlingly obvious conclusion that this was a girl who – for whatever reason

  – felt she had to camouflage herself.




  Back then I could be occasionally brutal. She’d got rid of her dossy old Holloway flat and was living full time with her new husband in a Thameside penthouse apartment but we were already

  treating ourselves to long afternoons at my place in Leytonstone. This didn’t do much for my writing or her promotional efforts on behalf of Silkworm, but it gave us plenty of time to get to

  know each other.




  One afternoon, still in bed after she’d added something truly remarkable to my store of indelible images, I accused her of being the Nearly Girl. Nearly a goth. Nearly a coke head. Nearly

  half-Russian. Nearly a publicist. Nearly a wife. This little outburst, playful as I tried to make it, must have sounded deeply ungrateful, but she didn’t mind at all. The only bit that hurt

  was the jibe about her bloodline. She really was half Russian and quoted me a verse or two of Pushkin in the original to prove it. I was in no position to know whether she was making this up

  as well, but in the interests of another fuck I let it go. A childhood in St Petersburg? A grandfather who’d survived a winter in Stalingrad? A passion for blinis and sour cream? Fine by

  me.




  This little surrender on my part went down beautifully. One of the things I still treasure about Sabine is her absolute refusal to cop a moody. She draws from a fathomlesss well of optimism, and

  that afternoon, the afternoon of the Nearly Girl, was the perfect example. After we’d done it again her hand strayed to the carpet for the remains of the joint, and moments later she was

  reflecting on what I’d said. Finally, through a thin blue cloud of her husband’s best Moroccan, she decided that she was one of life’s presents. Eternally re-wrapping herself.




  I’m walking down Piccadilly in time to keep Miriam sweet. Miriam adores the Café Royal, chiefly because she gets served by a deeply handsome waiter, a black guy

  with impeccable manners and the unlikely name of Juan. He’s waiting for me beside the table, my chair drawn back, a menu readied beside my plate. Like me, he’s in despair about the

  England team. We’re due to play Algeria at half past seven. After the torpor of the game against the US, anything less than a four-goal victory would be unthinkable.




  ‘So what do you think, Juan?’ Miriam pretends she knows a thing or two about God’s game.




  ‘A draw, madam. Like last time.’




  Miriam transfers her attention to me. I normally qualify for a suffocating bear hug and a kiss on both cheeks. Not this time. She nods at the still empty chair.




  ‘Sit down,’ she tells me. ‘I take it this is a joke on your part.’




  I was right about her and Sabine. They’ve had a serious heart-to-heart. I tell her I haven’t a clue what she’s talking about. What joke?




  ‘This thing about the French. Some kind of bombing raid? Bodies everywhere? That’s war, my lovely. People die.’




  I don’t even bother to defend myself. No point. The kidneys in port wine look OK. Or maybe, in deference to my new calling, coq au vin.




  Miriam reaches across and folds my menu. Pissed off, she develops a tiny tremor under one baggy eye. Just now she’s looking epileptic.




  ‘Tell me you’re not serious.’




  ‘I am serious.’




  ‘Then tell me this is something for later. Maybe after you’ve retired. Twenty years goes in a flash. Believe me.’




  ‘I’ve started work already.’




  ‘That’s what Sabine said.’




  ‘Then she’s right.’




  ‘But why? Tell me why.’




  ‘I dunno. Curiosity, maybe? Or respect?’




  ‘Respect? What’s that got to do anything?’




  ‘You don’t see it?’




  ‘No. Not at all. Not here. Not tomorrow. Not ever. You, my lovely, write the best crime fiction in the country, maybe in the English language. Why? Because you take a risk or two. And why

  do you do that? Because you’ve got a talent for it, a nose for it. That might make you one sick fuck but who cares? What matters is talent. What does that mean? It means the knack of getting

  all those punters to turn the page. That’s what you do. No one says it’s easy, least of all us. That’s why we’ve given you everything. Backing, support, money, time, the

  lot.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘Me.’ The twitch is back. ‘And Sabine.’




  ‘And I’m ungrateful? Is that what you’re saying?’




  ‘No, my lovely. It’s worse than that. You’re just wrong.’




  ‘Yeah?’ It’s my turn to get angry. ‘So what do you have a problem with? My sincerity?’




  ‘Your what?’




  ‘My sincerity.’




  ‘You mean that? Am I hearing this?’ She’s staring at me. Sincerity isn’t a word you should risk with the likes of Miriam. It’s naive for one thing, and

  uncommercial for another.




  I gaze up at the multiple chandeliers, clock the plump buttoned velour chairs, count the waiters, tally how much a couple of decent bottles off the wine list might cost. No wonder Miriam

  isn’t keen on my little excursion into recent history. The way contract negotiations for my next couple of books are shaping up, she could live here for months on the commission

  I’ll be paying her.




  ‘You should go there,’ I say at last. ‘See for yourself.’




  ‘Go where?’




  ‘Le Havre.’




  ‘That’s the last thing I’d ever do.’




  ‘And why’s that?’




  ‘Because the past is dead and gone. Did I ever tell you my grandma died in Auschwitz?’




  ‘Twice. And both times you were pissed.’




  This is a serious lapse of taste but Miriam ignores me. She’s a tough old bird.




  ‘We need to get this thing in focus,’ she says.




  ‘You’re right. I can’t wait.’




  ‘Don’t be infantile. Has anyone ever gone through the sums? Told you what kind of advance stuff like this might get? Writing history earns you buttons. And that’s if

  you’re lucky.’




  ‘This is going to be different.’




  ‘That’s what they all say.’




  ‘I mean it.’




  ‘I’m sure you do.’ Her hand closes on mine, heavy with rings. She’s my therapist now, steering me through a tricky patch of rough water. ‘Listen, my lovely. You

  have the world at your feet. I talked to Silkworm this morning. About Animal. They’ll go to half a million.’




  ‘For two books?’ I blink.




  ‘Three. But that’s fine. And you know what? We still reserve foreign sales.’ She does her best with a smile. ‘Just to keep your French friends happy.’




  I’m still staring at her. Half a million is a fortune. I got forty K for my first contract. There has to be a catch.




  ‘So what is it?’




  ‘What’s what?’




  ‘The catch.’




  ‘There isn’t one. Except they want Animal for next year’s Diamond Dagger.’




  The Diamond Dagger is the top prize in the crime world. The award can do overnight wonders for sales figures. Adjudication happens at the Theakston’s crime-fest in July. To qualify for

  next year’s listings, the book obviously has to be in print.




  ‘It’s June,’ I point out. ‘That gives me six months to write the fucking thing.’




  ‘Exactly. And you know something else?’




  ‘Tell me.’




  ‘I think I can get them to seven fifty.’ She gives my hand a little squeeze. ‘Providing we’re on time.’




  Lunch with Miriam leaves me profoundly depressed. In a mood like this the last thing I need is a meet with Beckett but I know I have no option. Over the last couple of weeks

  he’s been emailing me non-stop. I put a call through, apologising for my protracted silence.




  ‘We need to talk’, he says at once. ‘Give me half an hour.’




  Beckett is a passed-over Met Detective Constable in his early fifties. He’s on the small side: loud, aggressive, paunchy, with a raging thirst (ideally Stella) and what he terms ‘a

  wealth of front-line experience’. He’s never had much time for a long list of dickhead bosses and a while ago he made a serious career decision. With three years left in the Job he

  decided to trade in his war stories for a spot of pocket money. Chiefly, as it happens, mine.




  The way we got to meet tells you everything you need to know about Beckett. Like a million other writers, I have a website. After my first book hit the shops, it offered modest comfort on the

  cold winter days when nothing much seemed to be happening to book two on the PC screen. Emails would arrive from time to time, and whatever it was that my tiny platoon of readers wanted to get off

  their chests, these knocks on my e-door were at least evidence that the work was being read.




  Certain correspondents wanted to raise a technical point or two about the mechanics of a beheading. Others begged to differ about specific locations. I’d mis-located a petrol station or a

  Tesco Extra. The 67 to Hampstead Heath takes a detour before it gets to Camden Market. This kind of nit-picky detail was generally offered in a positive spirit, the implicit criticism softened by

  muted applause for what I was trying to do. Beckett was far blunter. ‘Your book is shit,’ he wrote in his first email. ‘You could use some pro advice.’




  At first I thought he was a nutter. When the emails kept coming – same thrust, same tone of voice – I began to wonder whether I’d flushed out a serial killer. Then came the day

  when he owned up. ‘I’m a cop,’ he wrote. ‘Does that make any fucking difference?’




  It did. We met in a terrible pub in the World’s End, agreed terms and got pissed. Three books later nothing’s changed. The pub, wedged between a lock-up and an Afghani restaurant, is

  called the Roebuck. Beckett, a creature of habit, favours the table beneath the fish tank in the corner furthest from the bar. From here we have a good view of the Gents toilet and a framed shot of

  the 1997 FA Cup-winning Chelsea team. Beckett, who thrives on animosity, hates Chelsea. The best thing that’s happened in his life since Christmas is the news that Drogba, toast of the

  Chelsea dressing room and mainstay of the Ivory Coast team, has knackered his World Cup bid for glory by breaking his arm.




  ‘You see the game against Brazil the other night? Total crap.’




  ‘The game?’




  ‘Drogba. How can that monkey play with a cast on his arm?’




  Beckett’s already necked most of his Stella. The rest of whatever we drink is down to me. When I return from the bar he’s on his mobile. A recent posting to one of the Met’s

  Homicide Squads has apparently been keeping him busy. Just now he tells me he’s investigating a sus G28 on the Northern Line. A G28 means a sudden death (on account of the form blokes like

  Beckett have to fill in). Some guy has fallen onto the track from a crowded platform at Warren Street. Normally these incidents are chalked down as suicide but several witnesses – including

  the train driver – think otherwise. I’ve never heard the phrase flange damage before.




  ‘I was down for the PM this morning. The fucking train cut him in half. Neat as you like.’ Beckett’s hand chops down on the table and he shoots me a look. ‘Turns out

  there’s a pattern here. We had another one just after Easter. Bakerloo Line. Same MO. And now we’re looking at a couple from way back last year.’ He sucks the top off his Stella

  and wipes his mouth. ‘What d’you think, son? Anything in it for us?’




  Beckett puts a lot of emphasis on pronouns. Not me. Us. Since that first meet he’s been keen to keep feeding the crime fiction machine and he seldom turns up without a stack of dispatches

  from the front line. Long ago I sussed that most of these stories are bullshit – he probably works in Lost Property and has too much time on his hands – but that doesn’t matter

  because some of the stuff is just what I need. It plants a seed, stirs my interest, juices the bits of my tired old brain that churn out all this bollocks.




  More to the point, Beckett has contacts. Whether I need a DNA expert, detail on comms intercepts or an in-depth briefing on tooled-up black kids running protection rackets on Hackney estates,

  Beckett is very definitely the go-to man. He makes a call, negotiates a price and leaves me to it. Neither Beckett nor the guys on his books ever come cheap, but in my game it’s important to

  get the details right. Hence the strapline that Sabine’s cooked up for Silkworm’s boastful posters – provided, of course, that I sign the Animal contract: CRIME FACT OR CRIME FICTION? NO CLUES. JUST LET IT HAPPEN.




  Sabine, incidentally, thinks Beckett is deeply dodgy. She calls him Prime Cuts and refused to spend more than a large vodka and tonic in his company, which is a shame because I detected a

  flicker of interest in Beckett’s moist little eyes on the one occasion they actually met.




  I settle into my Guinness. The least I owe Beckett is an update. I tell him about my weekend in Le Havre and about what happened on that long-ago September evening when the Lancasters arrived.

  All those corpses. All that rubble. Maybe I should be finding out more. Maybe we all should. Like most cops Beckett never appears to listen, but something in my voice, or maybe my body language,

  has caught his attention.




  ‘So what are you telling me, son?’




  ‘I’m telling you I’m thinking about taking a little break.’




  ‘From what?’




  ‘From all this . . .’ I gesture vaguely at his mobile. ‘Post-mortems. Some psycho on the Northern Line. Flange damage. Know what I mean?’




  ‘Yeah, of course. Sitting in that little room of yours, tapping away, all on your own, no stress, no fucking meetings, no fucking paperwork, no fucking grief about overtime, no fucking

  nonce of a boss trying to nail you for doing your job properly . . . must be a tough call, eh?’




  This reaction of his, totally in keeping with our relationship, is no less offensive for being broadly true.




  ‘That’s not what I mean’t,’ I say lamely. ‘It’s just . . .’ I shrug. ‘Fuck knows.’




  ‘Fuck knows what?’




  ‘I’ve no idea.’




  ‘Yeah? Well maybe you fucking should. You know what, son? There are guys at work, guys with a brain in their head, who are starting to talk about your stuff. That Trophy Room did

  the biz. One of them even bought a copy. And you know why? Because it was real, because he believed it.’




  This is a game that Beckett plays more and more often. It may sound like a compliment, but the applause is directed chiefly towards himself because he, like me, knows that the best bits of

  The Trophy Room, the juiciest morsels, come straight from this table beneath the fish tank. Hence Prime Cuts.




  I decide to bin any further discussion of my Le Havre project. There’s never been an ounce of friendship between us, and Beckett isn’t the kind of guy you’d go to for

  sympathy. Crime scene protocols, yes. Splatter patterns, big time. Stalkers with a taste for pregnant mums, pas de problème. But a proper conversation? Forget it.




  ‘So what about Animal?’ Beckett, typically, has cut to the chase. This is what I’m here for. This explains the summons.




  ‘I dunno, mate.’ I shrug. ‘To be honest, I’m not convinced.’




  ‘Not convinced? About what, my friend?’




  I glance up at him. He’s sweating fit to bust. This is Miriam all over again. This is Sabine desperate to nail my feet to the ground. A whole fucking day of evil vibes. Just what kind of

  monster have I let into my life? And how come Beckett looks so ready to do me serious violence?




  The answer, of course, is that Animal is another of his little offerings, a grisly spin-off from The Trophy Room with a heavy top-dressing of Scenes of Crime detail.




  Animal was the nickname of a freelance lighting electrician who spent most of his working life in feature films. According to Beckett he was bent as fuck and liked nothing better than getting it

  on with slim, preferably blond eighteen-year-olds who’d do anything to get a toehold in show business. Over the years half a dozen of these eager young boys disappeared. Tens of thousands of

  kids go missing on a regular basis and no one bothers to even look for them, but with this lot it was different. For one thing it turned out they all worked on the same studio sets as the guy

  we now know as Animal. And for another they all vanished on exactly the same day: 21 December.




  The rest, alas, writes itself. More visits to the Roebuck. More drinks with Beckett. More phone calls to his mates. More painstaking conversations in the name of research. And finally, to

  Beckett’s delight, the prospect of something really special: an uber-blood-fest featuring anal rape, serial killings, a big background helping of show business, plus the all-important trigger

  issue: why 21 December? This, of course, is why Silkworm have the hots for the book.
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