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			PART ONE

			The Cruellest Month

		

	
		
			ONE

			The first time they tried stealing a phone, it went arse-tit. The second time, much worse.

			It was a Friday. Two boys, both aged seventeen, sitting on a borrowed scooter, one behind the other, helmets on. The first time they waited twenty metres away from the entrance to the town’s poshest hotel; not so close that people would notice what they were up to. Amazing how many people walk out of a hotel door with their phones right in their hands for everyone to see.

			‘What about him?’

			‘Nope. Shit phone.’

			‘You can’t even see it.’

			‘I can. iPhone 5. Wouldn’t get twenty for it.’

			‘That one. There.’

			‘She’s got a baby with her, douche.’

			‘What?’ With helmets on, neither could hear much the other said unless they shouted.

			‘You can’t do people if they’ve got a baby.’

			Right. ‘Him?’

			‘Scary-looking one? You mad?’

			‘We’re on a bike. He’ll never catch us.’

			Enough hesitation for the man to disappear again, out of view, behind a crowd of hen party girls.

			Sloth sat at the front of the scooter, Tap on the pillion.

			‘I’m bored,’ said Tap after ten minutes. ‘This is pointless.’

			‘You’ve got no ambition, bro. No aspiration.’

			‘Kind of thing your mum says, Sloth.’

			‘Shut up. Her?’ said Sloth. Woman, maybe forty, quite posh in heels and shades, hair still wet from a shower, coming out of the hotel.

			‘Let’s do it.’

			‘Sure?’ They had been sat on the bike outside Snack Box for what felt like ages now, hyped and twitchy. Way too long. Now or never.

			‘Samsung Galaxy. S9.’

			‘Reckon?’

			‘OK. Her.’

			Sloth kick-started the engine. ‘We doing this?’

			‘Serious.’

			‘We sure?’

			‘Frick sake. Go, you’ll miss her,’ urged Tap and slapped Sloth’s helmet.

			Sloth kicked the scooter into gear, releasing the clutch so quickly Tap almost tipped off the back.

			‘’Kin’ hell.’

			The tiny engine screamed. Way too fast. They were on the woman so soon Tap had no time to think. She was negotiating the brick paving of the pedestrian zone with careful high-heel steps. Tap had just time to glimpse her open mouth as she looked up at the noise of the bike, phone still at her ear as his outstretched arm sped towards her.

			But Sloth was riding so hard Tap didn’t have a hope of getting his gloved fingers round the phone. Next thing they were past her and, through his visor, Tap could see the shiny device spinning in the air in a long arc.

			Never saw where it fell.

			Already, Sloth was zig-zagging, avoiding startled pedestrians with buggies and shopping trollies on the narrow street, and Tap was clinging on to his waist again, until they could cut down Market Place and get a bit of real speed up for the getaway.

			Sloth wove through cars crazily, leaning this way and that, finally skidding a left into the dead-end lane beside the disused video shop. Engine still puttering, he removed his helmet.

			‘Get it?’

			Heart still thumping from the buzz, he slapped Sloth’s bare head. ‘That was way too fast. Bloody hell.’

			Sloth punched Tap back. ‘Oh I can’t believe you missed it. You’re just too slow, bro.’

			They burst out laughing.

			‘I don’t know,’ said Tap. ‘Maybe we call it a day.’

			‘Douche.’

			‘Seriously.’

			‘You give up way too easy, bro. Too hectic there anyway. That was the issue. I know somewhere good we could try,’ said Sloth, putting his helmet back on.

			*

			Second time was definitely a better location. There was no CCTV on the cut-through from the station down to TK Maxx.

			‘See?’ said Sloth.

			He was right. They arrived there as a local train pulled in. Coming off the platform, exactly the same thing, everyone pulling out their phones. ‘I’m home, love.’ ‘Need anything from the shop?’ Made it easy.

			But by the time they’d figured out the area, everyone from the first train had gone, so they had to wait for the next one from London to pull in. They found a spot to hide this time, tucked out of the way beside the Chinese takeaway.

			‘Spliff?’ said Tap after fifteen minutes.

			‘Nah.’

			‘Might slow you down a bit.’

			‘I don’t need slowing down, bruv. Stay woke, not broke.’

			‘Deep. Just keep it nice and subtle this time. All right?’

			‘Like a girl asking me not to be rough with her.’

			‘’K off. You wouldn’t even know what that’s like.’

			Neither of them would, as a matter of fact.

			A train arrived. Sloth started up the motor again. The first commuters were too tightly packed together to bother with. It was like lions, you had to wait to pick off stragglers.

			They both saw him at the same time. Ordinary-looking bloke. Jeans and brown jacket. Balding slightly. Earring. Holdall in his left hand, phone at his right ear. The man’s face was red, as if he was flustered. From where they sat, out of view, they couldn’t make out what he was saying.

			‘What’s he got?’

			‘Can’t see.’

			And then, as if just to oblige them, the man held out his phone, looked at his screen, then returned it to his ear and continued talking.

			‘iPhone X,’ said Tap, quietly. ‘Look. For sure. Get a few hundred for that. Easy.’

			‘Reckon?’

			‘Got to be. Look at the size.’

			The man paused by the gate. They could hear him talking now. It sounded like ‘Keep your hair on. You still get to keep your half, I just get all the rest.’

			‘Come this way, come this way,’ whispered Sloth.

			Tap was suddenly unsure. There was something odd about this man, the tightly wound way he gripped that bag at his shoulder, the redness of his face. Later he would wonder if he should have said something, told Sloth to leave it, but in front of him on the bike, Sloth seemed so sure.

			The man ended the call, reached down, opened the bag, and placed the phone inside.

			‘See that?’ said Sloth.

			‘Yep.’

			This time Sloth did everything right. The moment the man was past them, walking across the expanse of litter-strewn tarmac, Sloth kicked hard on the pedal and launched the bike forward off the stand, out of the darkness at the side of the old takeaway restaurant. The man didn’t have a chance. In the second that he heard the sound of the motor coming up behind him and stopped to turn, Sloth braked a touch, slowing the bike just for long enough.

			Afterwards, they roared down the ramp onto the pavement, bumping onto the carriageway, Tap clutching the stolen holdall to his chest and shouting, ‘Got it this time, bro.’

			And Sloth accelerated round a white BMW 218i Sport, shouting, ‘Sweetness.’

			The feeling was mad; the fear and thrill like being on the wildest theme park ride, only better.

			*

			Uncle Mikey opened the door to his council house, looked at the two grinning teenage boys, one black, one white. An old black moped was parked on its stand, motor still puttering next to his bright red Suzuki GSX.

			‘Hey, Uncle Mikey,’ said the white one.

			The other one turned to switch off the engine, not by turning a key, but by plugging in the kill switch, so they’d obviously nicked it.

			Mikey shook his head. Benjamin wasn’t his real nephew but he had had this on–off thing with his mother for years and liked the lad as if he was his own. Sloth, the black kid, was super-short for his age, only five three. Benjamin was almost a foot taller and milky pale. A right pair.

			‘Yeah, yeah. What this time?’ Mikey, himself six foot tall, an ex-merchant navy man who tapped fags on a packet before he smoked them; still the Paul Weller haircut, though his hair was grey now and thinning at the back.

			‘iPhone-fuckin’-X. Mint condition.’ Sloth held up the holdall like a prize.

			Mikey shook his head. ‘Oh, boys. Why are you doing this? Get a bloody job.’

			‘How much?’

			‘Are you addled? Jesus. Not interested. I’m straight these days. Get out of here.’

			‘Honest to God, Uncle Mikey,’ said Tap. ‘It’s proper.’ They’d called Benjamin ‘Tap’ at school ever since Year 5 when Mr Parker said he must have been tapped on the head too hard as a baby.

			‘Don’t bloody care. Did you switch the phone off?’

			Tap and Sloth looked at each other. ‘No.’

			‘Benjamin Brown. You are unbelievably dense. Beep beep beep. Right now that phone is telling people exactly where it is. The feds can be on you in ten minutes. Bet they’re on the way now. Get out of here. I don’t want them coming to my door causing me aggravation. I’ve had enough of it.’ He paused, looked them up and down. ‘How’s your mum, by the way, Benji?’

			Sloth yanked Tap by the sleeve. ‘Let’s go somewhere else. He’s not bothered.’

			‘She’s using again, I think,’ said Tap. ‘Drinking, anyway.’

			‘Very sorry to hear that. I’ll come round. See what I can do. OK, mate?’

			‘Appreciate it.’ Though Tap wondered what Mikey ever saw in his mother.

			‘You’ve got to look after her, Benji. I know you think she’s a pain, with all that. The thing about growing up is learning who you care for. OK, mate?’

			Tap nodded.

			‘Deep,’ mocked Sloth.

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Mikey. ‘True, though. You’ll figure that out one day. Took me long enough. You got to learn it, Benji. Nobody tells you the rules in this game. You got to work them out for yourself.’

			‘Very, very deep.’

			‘Get lost.’

			‘Can’t you wipe it? iPhone X. Mint. Worth hundreds,’ said Sloth. ‘Show him, Tap.’

			Tap delved in and pulled out a small black Alcatel.

			‘You are such failures,’ scoffed Mikey. ‘That’s some cheap pay-as-you-go shitbrick. Is that some kind of attempt at a joke?’

			‘Yeah,’ said Sloth, smiling. He took the phone and put it in his pocket. ‘Now show him the other one, Tap.’

			Tap pulled out the second device: a brand new iPhone. When they had stopped to examine the bag, there had been two phones in it. One worthless, the other a top-of-the-range device, barely used.

			Mikey hesitated, looking at the device, then said, ‘Bollocks. I don’t want it. Take it away.’

			But, as Tap held it, the screen lit up and the phone vibrated. A message appeared on the lock screen. Mikey reached out and took the handset.

			Tap leaned forward to read the words ‘Pls give what you stole back £5000 reward no questions’, followed by a phone number.

			‘Christ in a bucket,’ Mikey said eventually.

			Sloth pushed past and read what was there too.

			‘Frickin’ hell.’

			‘Is that five grand?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Five grand? You could get another five frickin’ iPhones for that.’

			Sloth giggled. ‘He’s going to pay us five grand?’

			‘Sure there’s nothing else in the bag?’ asked Mikey.

			Tap shook his head. ‘Nothing. Searched it.’

			‘Must be something extra-bloody-special on the phone.’

			Tap held out his hand. ‘Give us it back. It’s ours.’

			‘Actually, technically speaking, not,’ said Mikey, holding on to the phone.

			‘It’s our phone. It’s our money.’

			Mikey smiled. ‘Yeah? OK. I’ll give it back to you.’ But he didn’t. ‘And what if it’s a trick? What if the police put the message on there and when you turn up to get your reward –’ pronouncing the word ‘reward’ with heavy irony – ‘they’re all waiting for you? Bloke knows two lads on a shit moped nicked it from him. I can say I just found it, accidental. They can’t prove anything, can they?’

			Tap hesitated. ‘Five hundred for you. If you go instead of us.’

			‘Nope. Fifty–fifty.’

			‘You are joking? Two-and-a-half grand for being a delivery man? We took the risk nicking it.’

			‘And I’ll take the risk taking it back.’

			‘That’s shit,’ said Sloth.

			‘That’s business. Don’t I always tell you, lads? Think about the weekend you’ll have.’

			They thought about that for a second. ‘What you reckon?’ muttered Sloth.

			‘Five grand, man. We did the work.’

			Mikey shrugged. ‘Ten minutes ago you’d have been over the moon if I’d given you a hundred for it.’

			‘True.’

			‘I think it’s shit,’ Sloth complained.

			They stood for another minute on the doorstep, before Mikey called the number on the screen.

			‘Here’s a thing. I found this phone,’ he said. ‘Apparently there’s a reward.’

			The voice at the other end of the phone spoke.

			‘Yeah. I know it. Up by the river.’

			Tap looked at Sloth; he had that frown on his face, lips pursed tight, like when he was about to start going off. ‘It’s OK, bro,’ he whispered. ‘I trust him.’

			‘Make it twenty minutes. I’ll be there. Yeah . . . and the bag. I’ll bring it.’

			When he’d ended the call, Mikey said, ‘Come back this evening. If he’s on the level, I’ll give you half.’

			‘Right,’ Tap said. ‘Two point five?’

			‘If that’s what I get.’

			Sloth rolled his eyes.

			*

			Helmets off, they rode a little way to the edge of the estate, then stopped, puttering on the footpath.

			‘Don’t believe him,’ said Sloth.

			‘He’s OK. He’ll give us the money. I promise.’

			‘Yeah, but reckon the one we stole it off is going to give him the money for real?’

			Tap shrugged. ‘I’m over it, anyway.’

			‘How can you be over it? You just give up so easily. Douche.’ He thumped his friend on the arm.

			Tap dug in his jacket and pulled out tobacco and some spliff. ‘Don’t know, mate. Just need weed.’

			‘We should follow him,’ said Sloth. ‘See if he gets the money.’

			‘Give us a break, mate. You’re always on it. Just relax. It’ll be fine.’ It’s why they had called him ‘Sloth’ at school. Because he wasn’t one. It was better than the one he had before, which had been ‘Donnie Darko’, or mostly just ‘Darko’.

			Sloth revved the throttle in neutral, making the little engine whine. He pushed the scooter back a little, down the alleyway.

			‘I’m going if you’re not.’

			‘Fuck sake,’ said Tap, replacing his weed in his pocket and putting his helmet back on. ‘He’ll be mad if he sees us spying on him.’

			‘Won’t see us,’ said Sloth.

			And they waited until the red motorbike roared past them, and then Sloth nudged the scooter back into gear and started to follow it down the A106.

			But the 50cc engine was so useless they lost him in five minutes.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Ross Clough loathed his work at the Turner Contemporary. He should have never taken it in the first place. He had never wanted a job. He was an artist.

			You’re thirty-one. You need to get out there. You’ll meet people. Important people. It’s one of the best modern art galleries in the world.

			When, on his first day here, he had told the gallery director he was an artist too, he had smiled thinly. ‘How nice.’

			The conventional art world was a fortress that built clean white walls around itself to protect the favoured few. It was uninterested in people who hadn’t come up through the system.

			He wasn’t even suited to this kind of work. He hated the public, the dull ones who came here and shuffled round the rooms, awed by the art just because they were supposed to be. They bought postcards and canvas bags and believed they had experienced something.

			Now one of them stood in front of him, crying.

			‘I can’t find my daughter,’ she whispered, the angular old woman in the maroon paisley.

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘She’s . . . gone,’ she was saying. ‘My daughter.’

			Panic rose. ‘Where is she?’ he blurted.

			‘I don’t know. She’s lost.’

			He hadn’t been trained for missing persons. Shouldn’t he have been trained? Or had he forgotten what they had told him? He looked around, but his supervisor was nowhere to be seen. All the other staff members seemed to have disappeared. ‘Which room were you in when you last saw her?’

			‘She went to the toilet. But she’s not there.’

			‘How old is she?’

			‘Six. No . . . five.’

			He left his desk, running towards the security man who was standing just outside the front door. It was April. A cold wind was blowing off the North Sea.

			‘Missing girl,’ he panted.

			‘What’s that?’

			Ross repeated what he’d just said as the man spoke into his walkie-talkie.

			What if she had been kidnapped? Assaulted? He looked around, hoping that when he pushed open the door and returned to the large reception area he would see mother and daughter reunited and the problem solved. Instead, his line manager, a woman in her thirties, was standing behind the desk giving a visitor directions to the Antony Gormley sculpture. ‘I told you, you are not supposed to leave the desk unattended,’ she scolded.

			‘Missing child,’ Ross explained. He spotted the mother again, alone by the big window. ‘That woman there.’

			The manager broke into a smile.

			‘What?’

			‘Sorry,’ she said, trying to stifle the laughter.

			‘It’s not funny.’

			‘That’s Lucy. She comes in most days and says her daughter’s missing. Or that her handbag’s been stolen. One time she had everyone looking for a floral bouquet she said she’d put down somewhere. We should have warned you.’

			The white room seemed suddenly over-lit by sunshine. Now that he thought about it, the woman who had approached the reception area in tears had been in her seventies, too old to have a daughter of five. ‘Stay at the desk. Use the phone. Alert someone. Don’t leave your post unless it’s an emergency.’

			It was pointless to reply that it had been an emergency.

			Five minutes later it was an elderly man, a European of some sort, complaining of an unusual smell in the main gallery room, demanding he come upstairs to do something about it. ‘I am not able to leave the desk,’ Ross replied.

			The man leaned towards him and said, ‘Like old meat. Horrible.’

			His wife was thin, with a shock of blonde hair. She peered at Ross through large black spectacles, explaining, ‘Oscar is very sensitive. He was a perfumer for over thirty years. He is very aware of aromas.’

			‘I’ll report it, obviously,’ he said. He pulled out the incident book, and wrote: Tuesday. 4.15 p.m. Visitor complained of nasty odour in main gallery.

			*

			By Thursday there was a regular trickle of visitors coming to the front desk, mentioning the stench. On his break, Ross went up to the large gallery room to experience it for himself. The attendant said someone had just asked whether the smell was an artwork of some sort.

			It was like a room full of bad breath; curiously sweet, but fetid. Almost peppery. It pleased Ross. The art in here stinks. The room was too hot anyway. A fault with the heating and ventilation, apparently, that couldn’t be fixed till Monday.

			That afternoon, the Visitor Experience Manager complained to the Gallery Manager. He was supposed to be working from home that day, but he came in and walked around the large white room.

			‘Oh my God,’ he said. ‘Disgusting.’

			He ordered employees to thoroughly clean the floor overnight, but in the morning, when they opened the doors, it was much worse. They closed the room; staff wandered around sniffing the air.

			‘What if something’s crawled into the heating system and died?’ suggested the Operations Manager.

			For now, it seemed the most likely explanation. There was talk of vermin. The gallery, designed by a well-known architect, sat on the seafront of the seaside town, on the site of an old boarding house where the artist Turner had stayed when he had come to paint his famous sunsets here. Sometimes you saw rats in the Old Town, scurrying along gutters.

			They fixed signs: We are sorry. This gallery is temporarily closed for maintenance.

			Early on Saturday morning, engineers came to see if there was a problem within the ducting. Non-staff were not supposed to be unsupervised in the gallery, so Ross was ordered to go with them.

			He watched the two workers shine torches into the white vents on the angled ceiling and peer inside. If anything, the smell had subsided a little since the day before. Whatever it was had probably done all the rotting it needed to.

			Of course, if it was under the floor, that would be a problem. They would have to move the art. You couldn’t just lift this stuff up and dump it in the corner.

			Ross took the chance to wander round. In the centre of the room was a large-scale sculpture by a British artist whose work had become popular recently. It was made from found materials, sheets of brightly painted wood and rectangles of dull concrete; the piece scared him a little. Its planes seemed to swell as he walked around them, filling the space. Its solidity and confidence were intimidating. His own work was so delicate and flimsy. But he was as good as this, wasn’t he? Better, in fact. He deserved to be in this gallery as much as the next artist.

			Ross moved on to the next plinth. A pot by a Chinese artist, whose work he loathed on principle because of its obviousness, stood within a perspex cube. Carefully drawn faces were etched into the black glaze; a picture of an X Factor contestant, another of Kurt Cobain. Ross found it crass.

			He found it amusing that a fly had somehow worked its way into the perspex box. It had assailed the perspex defences of art and insinuated itself into the world of privilege. How had it managed to get in there? Not one, but two flies, he realised.

			‘Nothing,’ said the man, carefully descending the long ladder.

			That’s when Ross noticed a darker patch, just where the base of the black jar sat on the white paint of the square wooden plinth. The flies buzzed in the perspex box. Three of them now. Bizarre. If art was not about talent, but about context, then these insects were being transformed into art by the very act of being here on a plinth. He stared, fascinated.

			The flies somehow had become much more significant than anything in this room, he realised. Art didn’t need to be big and overpowering. Scale was such a cheap way to get attention.

			He shouldn’t be here at all. He should be in his studio.

			He put his ear to the perspex and listened to them. The buzzing seemed much louder, as if there were more insects inside the big jar, longing to escape.

		

	
		
			THREE

			William South was coming home.

			Alexandra Cupidi had only heard the previous morning; a brief call from Maghaberry Prison. ‘I’ve been paroled. I’m catching the first plane from Belfast to Gatwick tomorrow.’

			‘When?’

			‘Don’t know.’

			And almost before Cupidi had had time to absorb the news, the call was over. William South, a man who had lived at Dungeness all his adult life, then served two years of a sentence for the manslaughter of his own father, was now coming home to Dungeness where he belonged. Energised, Cupidi rose early Saturday morning, spooned freshly ground coffee into the jug.

			‘Why don’t you make a cake for him?’ she suggested to her daughter Zoë. ‘A welcome gift.’

			A groan. ‘Mum.’ Zoë; seventeen years old, still wearing Harry Potter pyjamas that she had been given for Christmas when she was thirteen.

			‘I’m going to go and clean his cottage up a bit. Get the windows open. That place gets damp. Then go into Lydd and get him some milk and bread. Maybe some flowers to brighten it up a little.’

			‘Listen to yourself, Mum.’

			‘It’s neighbourly.’

			‘It’s ’cause you feel guilty,’ said Zoë. ‘On account of sending him to prison in the first place.’

			‘No I don’t,’ replied Cupidi. ‘I don’t feel guilty at all.’

			‘Well you should.’

			‘No I shouldn’t. I was doing my job.’

			‘Stupid,’ muttered Zoë.

			One of the first things Detective Sergeant Alexandra Cupidi had done when she had joined the Kent Serious Crime Directorate was uncover a difficult truth about a fellow police officer, William South, a good man, well-liked. At the age of fifteen, South had killed his own father. That his father had been violent and abusive had been taken into account, but South had still lost his job on the Kent police force. The arrest had not made her popular with her colleagues, or her daughter. Arriving here two years ago from London with no friends, young Zoë had worshipped William South, calm and quiet-spoken and so unlike her own mother.

			‘It wasn’t like I wanted to do it. If you’re in the police, you don’t make the rules. I discovered what he’d done. I couldn’t un-know it.’

			‘Of course you could,’ said Zoë. ‘Nobody actually cared about what had happened. Nobody apart from you. You could have just pretended.’

			‘I don’t do this job to pretend things haven’t happened.’

			‘Stupid,’ muttered Zoë again.

			But now William South was coming and everything would be like it was again.

			‘Get some coconut oil for the cake,’ said Zoë. ‘And oat milk.’

			Cupidi was about to say that William South wasn’t a vegan, but stopped herself. She had asked her daughter to make him a cake. Zoë was doing it. That was good enough.

			*

			After fetching the ingredients for the cake, Cupidi left Zoë at home, still in her pyjamas.

			A clear blue sky. Though the spring wind was chilly, there was some heat in the sun, bringing out fat bees that circled the yellow gorse bushes. Purple orchids pushed through the shingle. It had been a long grey winter. Dungeness was coming alive again.

			They lived just three hundred metres away from South’s small wooden bungalow. Of all the oddly shaped shacks, cottages, converted railway carriages and caravans that dotted the flat landscape of Dungeness, Arum Cottage was the closest to the nuclear power station that blocked the sea views it must have once had. From the front, as she approached, its symmetrical eaves formed a perfect ‘M’-shape. Cupidi let herself in, carried in her bag of shopping and looked around. The shack felt dark and unloved, the timbers damp.

			She was hoovering in a half-hearted way when Zoë appeared at the door. Cupidi switched off the vacuum cleaner, and followed her daughter’s gaze towards the pot of irises. ‘They were all they had.’

			‘They exploit migrant labour to grow those,’ said Zoë.

			‘I’m a terrible person.’

			‘Awful.’ Her daughter agreed. ‘He’s probably changed. They treat coppers differently in prison, don’t they? Do you think he was picked on?’

			‘Are you trying to make me feel bad?’

			Zoë shrugged. ‘If you feel bad, it’s all your own doing.’ Cupidi switched on the vacuum cleaner again. ‘I better go,’ said Zoë. ‘Cake will be burning.’

			Her daughter was not an easy girl. Last Christmas Zoë had announced she was dropping out of sixth form college. Cupidi had tried reasoning with her about the need for qualifications, but Zoë had been scornful. The science courses she had been studying were irrelevant to what was really happening in the world, she said. So Cupidi had hoped her daughter would find a job instead, but she hadn’t. Over the last few weeks, Cupidi would see her waiting at the bus stop by the light railway station, hood up, head down. If she offered a lift, Zoë would decline it, saying the bus was fine. When she returned, Cupidi would ask her who she’d been with all day. Zoë would list names Cupidi had never heard of. ‘Pinky, Jon and Juliette. You don’t know them.’

			In March Cupidi had been at work when a call from her mother had come through. ‘Don’t worry, but Zoë has been arrested in London. She’s fine. Everything is OK.’

			‘Arrested? What the hell was she doing?’ Cupidi had demanded.

			‘Some demonstration outside the High Court. They charged her with a public order offence but they’re not going to do anything about it. She’ll be fine.’ Helen, her mother, had moved back to London, back to her house in Stoke Newington. ‘She can stay here overnight, OK? I’ll put her on a train in the morning.’

			‘A demonstration?’

			‘Anti-fascist, she says. Look on the bright side,’ her mother had said. ‘You were always wanting her to hang out with people her own age.’

			*

			Back at home, she was in the kitchen, the smell of Zoë’s cake filling the room with sweet warmth, when Zoë came downstairs. ‘I think I saw a taxi.’

			It was impossible to see South’s house from the ground-floor windows. Their cottages had been built within the banks of an eighteenth-century gun battery, a large circular earthwork that surrounded the buildings.

			Cupidi walked out of the front door, out to the lane. She reached the gap in the bank in time to see the taxi driving away.

			‘Shall we go and say hi?’ said Zoë.

			Cupidi stood on the track, looking. ‘I expect he’ll pop up and say hello in a minute. You could ask if he wants to go birdwatching with you.’

			‘I’m not fifteen any more, Mum.’

			They went back inside and waited for a knock on the door. The oven timer pinged. Zoë took the cake out and looked at it, disappointed. ‘I thought it would rise more.’ The edges were dark; it dipped low in the middle.

			It was almost midday when they finally ventured down the road, side by side, Zoë holding the cake carefully as she walked.

			‘Do you think he’s changed?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘I mean, he’s lost his job and everything.’ Another rebuke.

			It was true, though. Twenty years of service and he was out with no pension. It would be hard for him now. ‘I thought you didn’t like the police anyway.’

			‘You knock,’ Zoë said, when they reached the door of the cottage. The new woodstain Cupidi had painted onto its timber  last spring had already peeled away. Winters here were hard.

			Cupidi rapped. There was no answer.

			‘You sure the taxi came here?’

			‘Positive,’ said Zoë.

			Cupidi knocked again. ‘Weird. Maybe he’s gone out?’

			‘I can hear him,’ whispered Zoë.

			Sure enough, from behind the door came the sound of footsteps on the bare boards. The door opened.

			That he looked so much older was a shock, but maybe that was because he hadn’t shaved in a while. Grey stubble coated much of his face.

			Zoë held her cake forward. ‘Ta-da!’

			‘What?’ South stood in the doorway, staring at the gift, as if confused by it – and by her. It wasn’t just him who had changed. Zoë had been fifteen when he had last seen her, a slight, vulnerable girl. Now her hair was cut within an inch of her scalp and there was a line of rings through the top of her right ear.

			‘I made you a cake. To say welcome home.’

			That was the moment Cupidi’s phone started ringing in her jacket pocket.

			‘I didn’t put a file in it or anything,’ said Zoë.

			‘Just a minute.’ Cupidi looked at the number on the screen of her phone. ‘It’s work.’

			‘Sorry, bad joke.’ Zoë held the plate a little further towards William South, who made no move to take it from her. ‘I wouldn’t have needed to put a file in it, because you’re out already.’

			‘A body part?’ Cupidi was saying, into her handset.

			She turned away from the cottage, from her daughter and William South, towards the power station. Gulls were rising in the warm air, way above the huge squat concrete block. ‘I’m on my way.’

			She turned. Zoë was standing alone in front of the door of Arum Cottage which had been closed again. ‘What happened?’ Cupidi asked.

			‘Nothing, really. It was a bit weird. He just took the cake and went back inside. I thought he would be more happy to see me.’

			‘I’m sure he was happy to see you. Of course he was.’

			‘It was a bit rude, if you ask me.’

			Cupidi frowned. ‘I expect he just wants some time to himself.’

			They walked back, north along the track.

			‘What kind of body part?’ asked Zoë.

			‘They didn’t say.’

			‘A head? A lung? Or a toenail? I mean, they’re all body parts, aren’t they?’

			When they got home, Zoë went upstairs to her bedroom and closed the door. She was spending so much time on her laptop these days.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			‘Told you. Shouldn’t have trusted him,’ said Sloth.

			‘Do you know another song, bro? That one’s old.’

			Saturday morning was sliding towards afternoon; they were sitting on Sloth’s bed, despondent, smoking the last of Tap’s weed. ‘Watch me. I’ll go jihadi on him,’ said Sloth.

			Tap laughed. ‘Mikey? He’d smash you in if you even tried.’

			They had waited four hours outside Mikey’s house last night, getting cold. The estate had been quiet. Anyone young had gone into town; the old ones stayed in watching TV. The red motorbike never came back.

			There was only a sniff of petrol left in the moped’s tank. On the way back home they’d run out of fuel and had to push it. After half a mile, exhausted, they had wheeled it off the road into a gap in the hedge and abandoned it there, walking the rest of the way without it.

			Friday night, when they should have been out in town attempting fake IDs in the local bars, they had sat playing Spyro on Sloth’s PlayStation and working their way through Tap’s weed.

			In the morning, Sloth’s mother came back from her shift at the hospital, picked her way across the room and pulled the curtains back.

			‘Mum.’

			‘This room smells disgusting, Joseph. Put your laundry in the bin downstairs at least.’ She tugged his window open for him. She turned towards them. ‘You two boys happen to know anything about Mr Richardson’s motorbike?’

			‘No.’

			‘Someone stole it yesterday.’ She was looking at them, frowning. ‘He says they seen a couple of youngsters taking it.’

			Sloth shook his head, cool as anything. ‘That’s terrible, Mum. Not heard anything. Let you know if I do.’

			‘You do that, Joseph. And you, Benjamin.’

			‘Will do, Mrs Watt.’

			She paused at the door, looking tired. On nights at the hospital, she was more than ready for her bed now. ‘Joseph. I saw they’re looking for kitchen staff at the Wetherspoons.’

			‘Told you, Ma, I’m too young. You got to be eighteen.’

			‘Not in the kitchen. Mind you go down there today.’

			‘Right, Mum. Will do.’

			When she finally closed her bedroom door, Sloth stood, shut the window again and went downstairs to find the home phone. Back in the room, he threw the handset at Tap. ‘Call him again.’

			‘He doesn’t pick up. Ever.’

			‘Leave him another message then.’

			While Sloth fired up the stub of the spliff, Tap dialled the number which went straight to voicemail. ‘Uncle Mikey. Hit me back, man. I’m not at home, case you’ve been trying to reach me there. I’m at Slo’s house. It’s—’

			‘Don’t tell him my address. I don’t want him knowing my address.’ Sloth grabbed the handset off him. ‘Give us our money, man! You stole it.’

			Tap snatched the phone back. ‘Don’t.’ He ended the call.

			‘He’s got our cash. I’m skint.’

			‘He’s not like that, Uncle Mikey.’

			‘He’s full of shit,’ said Sloth. ‘Like you.’

			Sloth lifted his hoodie off the floor and started putting it on. The pay-as-you-go Alcatel from the man’s shoulder bag fell out of his pocket. He picked it up. ‘How much would we get from this one?’

			‘What have you got that for?’

			‘Ain’t worth nitch. Thought I put it back in the bag.’

			‘Anything on it?’

			Sloth fingered the keys. ‘Nah, man. It’s locked.’

			They finished the spliff and sat down on the bed. Sloth and Tap had been going round each other’s houses since Year 6 at school, staying over, getting up to the same mischief. They usually had Sloth’s place to themselves because his mum was out at work or asleep. Tap’s mum never worked, but she was out a lot too, or sleeping it off.

			‘What we going to do?’

			‘Nothing to do.’

			Seventeen was a bad age, too old for kids’ stuff, too young for anything else. The weekend was worse than the week if you had no money. Without cash, there was nothing to do in this town.

			‘I could borrow some paper off my mum,’ Tap suggested.

			‘Pff.’

			‘Don’t say that. She might have some.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘She’s not that bad, these days. Not really.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Sloth, encouragingly. ‘Maybe she’s getting it together, your mum.’

			‘Think so. She’s making an effort. Just had a little slip, that’s all.’

			‘Good for her, bro.’

			Tap nodded. ‘Right. So I should go and ask her if she’s got any money we can borrow.’ He got up and started pulling on his shirt. ‘Coming?’

			‘No. You’re all right, bro. I’m not bothered.’

			Probably better that way, thought Tap. Because after everything they’d just said, he didn’t like his friend to see her if she was a mess.

			*

			All their lives they had lived in this scrappy North Kent town where there was never anything to do.

			Tap got home just after midday; a 1950s pebble-dashed two-bedroom terrace on West View Road, just east of the town centre. A rusting bicycle frame which Tap had been meaning to fix leaned against the wall by the white uPVC door.

			Mum was sitting at the breakfast table with a mug of tea and a cigarette, Heart FM on the radio, dressed in the same clothes Tap had seen her in yesterday, lips still covered in a trace of lipstick, eyeliner spreading into the wrinkles around her eyes. She looked bad.

			‘Got any money, Mum?’

			‘Good morning to you too, Benjamin.’ There was a pile of washing-up in the sink. ‘What have you been up to, Benjamin Brown?’

			‘What do you mean?’ he asked cautiously.

			‘What I said. What kind of trouble have you been getting yourself into?’

			Tap took the sharp knife from the wooden block and opened the bread bin. The loaf inside was spotted with mould. He dropped it into the rubbish, returning the blade to the block. ‘You’re the one who gets into trouble all the time, Mum.’

			She stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Don’t be cheeky,’ she said quietly.

			In the cupboard he found a can of beans.

			‘Annie Lee says there was a man here just now, knocking on doors, looking for you.’

			The tin fell out of his hands, onto the floor and rolled across the vinyl.

			Annie Lee was an ancient next-door neighbour who had lived round here all his life, had to be in her eighties at least. You had to watch out for her, because she was always putting something into her dustbin in the hope of meeting someone to talk to, and when she started she was impossible to stop.

			‘Where were you?’ Tap asked.

			‘I was out, wasn’t I? Just got back five minutes ago. Was having this cup of tea before going to bed. Annie came rapping at the door, moment I got in.’

			Tap bent to pick up the can, dented from the fall. He rolled it between his palms, feeling the unevenness. ‘Heard anything from Uncle Mikey?’

			His mother frowned. ‘Why would I have heard anything from him?’

			‘This man. What did he look like?’

			‘So you have been up to something, then?’

			‘Mum. I was just asking.’

			His mother curled her upper lip. ‘What have you and Mikey been doing?’

			‘Nothing. Just wanted to talk to him about stuff.’ He dug his finger under the can’s ring pull, and paused. ‘Did Annie Lee say what he wanted, this man?’

			‘He wanted to know where you lived. And your mate.’

			‘He asked for Sloth by name?’

			‘Just said he was looking for you and a young black lad. What’s up, Benji?’

			Tap chewed his lip. ‘When was this?’

			‘I don’t know. Probably fifteen, twenty minutes ago. Wouldn’t surprise me, you being in some trouble.’

			‘Thanks for all the likes, Mum.’

			‘Don’t be cheeky.’ She rubbed her stomach. ‘God. My guts ache.’

			‘Can I borrow your phone?’

			‘What’s wrong with yours?’

			‘No credit.’

			She pulled her handbag onto the table and dug around in it. ‘Stick it back in when you’re done. I’m knackered. What a night I had. Should have seen me. I was on form.’ She stood, put her arms round him, and kissed him on the cheek, leaving him with the smell of cigarettes and make-up.

			*

			First time he dialled Sloth’s house it went to the answering machine so he tried again. Second time Sloth picked up.

			‘What?’

			‘It’s me. There’s a man looking for us,’ Tap said, keeping his voice low in case his mum was listening.

			‘What?’

			‘He was here, like, twenty minutes ago, before I got in, asking for both of us. Annie Lee talked to him. Probably told him all kinds of stuff about us. Know what she’s like.’

			‘Who is it?’

			‘Don’t know.’

			‘What about your uncle Mikey?’

			‘Nothing.’

			And then, over the phone, Tap heard the noise of the doorbell at Sloth’s house. ‘Shit.’

			‘Don’t answer.’

			The bell rang a second time.

			‘They’ll wake Mum.’

			‘Look out the window. Can you see? Who is it?’

			‘Can’t frickin’ see. Wait.’

			‘No, no, no. Don’t answer it.’

			‘Keep your hair on, Tap. I’m only looking through the curtains. It’s your uncle Mikey I think. I can see his motorbike parked outside. Think he’s got the cash?’ Tap heard the sound of Sloth clattering downstairs. ‘I’ll get back to you.’

			For just a second, Tap relaxed. If Mikey had the money, everything would be fine.

			A thought struck him.

			Mikey had never been to Sloth’s house. They hadn’t told him Sloth’s address. Tap’s scalp started to tingle. Was it just the weed, or was something very wrong? Picking up his mother’s handset again, he called Sloth a second time, but the phone rang until voicemail kicked in.

			He called it again.

			And again.

			And again.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			The way Peter Moon just felt it was all right to walk around her flat naked. Jesus, thought Jill Ferriter.

			She had windows, like anyone else. Even if she was on the seventh floor. He was in the living room now, not even underpants on, lifting up cushions, peering underneath them. From the kitchen area, she watched the muscular curve of his spine as he bent. He had patches of hair on his shoulders that she had noticed before. She shuddered.

			‘I heard it buzzing,’ he said.

			He was on his hands and knees now, looking under the sofa. Was she expected to go round looking for his phone too, because he’d put it down somewhere and couldn’t remember where?

			The kettle clicked off. She poured boiling water into a cup.

			‘I had it last night. I know I did. I wasn’t that drunk.’

			She must have been, though. In the Flying Boat for Friday drinks after work. Everyone from Serious Crime there, apart from McAdam. Even Alex Cupidi, though she left after they all said they were going clubbing. In Cameo, afterwards, she and this girl who did the prosecution paperwork started on shots. She took such good care of her diet, avoiding toxins and trans fats, then spent three hours pouring any shit down her throat.

			‘What’s that smell?’ he asked.

			‘Chamomile tea. Do you want one?’

			He wrinkled his nose. ‘Haven’t you got coffee?’

			‘No.’

			He turned to her, full frontal. ‘Everybody has coffee.’

			She shook her head. ‘Not me.’

			‘Could you phone it?’

			She dialled his number. ‘Can you hear it?’ He was off again, crawling around the floor on all fours, peering under furniture. ‘Have you looked in your trousers? Or your jacket?’

			‘Yes,’ he said, irritated.

			‘Worried your mum is wondering why her baby didn’t come home last night?’ Jill Ferriter was just a constable, but she had her own flat. In a few days’ time she would be twenty-five. A quarter of a century. Peter Moon, detective sergeant, three years older than her, still lived with his mother in a bedroom with his old school books and football trophies.

			‘I messaged her from the taxi,’ he said, missing the dig. ‘Will you go and listen in the other room in case I dropped it somewhere?’

			God. They had caught a taxi. She didn’t even remember that. Another lurch in her stomach. She put down her tea, undrunk, and went back to the bedroom.

			‘Was that the last time you used it?’ she called, dialling the number again. ‘Bet it’s in the cab.’

			‘No. I heard it buzz just now, I tell you. Listen.’

			She listened. He was right. There was a faint buzzing coming from somewhere and it stopped the moment the call went to voicemail. ‘Hi. Peter Moon here. I can’t get to the phone. Wait for the squeak.’ She spoke into the handset. ‘Message for Sergeant Peter Moon. If you want to sit on my sofa, wear bloody trousers.’

			‘What?’ he said from the living room.

			She dialled it again. The buzzing was close. She paused, listened, then pulled back the duvet. It was there, tangled in the linen. She picked it up, and was about to say, ‘Found it,’ when she noticed the details of five missed calls were on the lock screen. The last three were from her just now; but two before that were from the office. There was a text message too:

			U havin a good night? ;-) ;-)

			Oh God. Everyone knew.

			‘Where was it?’ he asked, when she came into the living room holding the handset out in front of her.

			‘Get your clothes on,’ she said.

			‘Give us a chance,’ complained Peter Moon.

			‘Who’s that texting you?’ She put the phone under his nose.

			He took the device, looked at the lock screen and had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Oh. Jesus. Sorry.’

			‘Get dressed, Peter. Go home.’

			‘Bloody hell.’ He stood, bollock naked, examining his call list. ‘The job called. Something must be up. I better get in touch.’ He started dialling.

			‘Pity’s sake, get some clothes on first.’ But the phone was already against his ear.

			She shouldn’t have got that drunk. Right now she just wanted him out of her flat so she could hoover, change the sheets, stick them in the hottest wash her machine had, and put fresh scent in the dispensers.

			‘An arm?’ Moon was saying. ‘What? A human arm? Bloody hell.’

			She went back to the bedroom, picked up his clothes from the floor and carried them through to the living room.

			‘Whose arm is it? Actually I’m not at home.’ She was about to drop his shirt and trousers and the rest of it at his feet when she heard him say, ‘Who told you? Yeah. Jill’s place. I’ll get in a taxi and get home, then head straight there.’

			‘What the actual . . . ?’ said Ferriter. ‘You just told someone on the job you were at mine?’

			‘They knew already.’ He put his hand over the phone. ‘I don’t know how they found out. Honest. Swear to God.’

			Still holding the clothes, she walked out to the small balcony and looked out over the town. Her flat. It was her own. She had bought it with the money she’d inherited when her mother died. She loved this little outdoor spot, with the metal table and chairs and a string of solar lamps. It was her special place. Some evenings, even in winter, she would sit there, looking out at the lights and listening to the noise below her. She was above it all, untouchable.

			She held Peter Moon’s clothes over the railing and looked down at the parked cars.

			‘What are you doing?’ he mouthed, ear to his handset.

			‘Get your bloody things on or I’m dropping them.’

			‘I have to go home first,’ he was saying to whoever he was talking to. ‘Have a shave.’

			She dropped a shoe.

			‘Fuck,’ he said.

			The shoe fell between two parked cars, bounced and ended up underneath a Kia.

			‘What are you doing? You mad cow. Jesus. OK. I’m getting bloody dressed.’

			The second one landed sole up on the tarmac just as her own phone started ringing.

		

	
		
			SIX

			Tap ran the half-mile between his house and Sloth’s, taking the shortest way across Central Park, zig-zagging past biddies with shopping trolleys, leaping over dog walkers’ leads, swerving off onto the flower beds to avoid toddlers tantruming on the path.

			By the time he got to Phoenix Place his lungs were hurting: too much weed. Sloth’s street was a cul-de-sac, but you could get to it by a cut-through by the flats. Tap slowed as he rounded the corner, tucked himself behind the front door of the block, chest heaving, and took a quick look down the short road.

			Beyond the flats stood a terrace of small houses. It was a nicer neighbourhood than the other side of the park where he and his mum lived; bigger cars, not so much debris on the streets, homes with flower pots hanging outside. Sloth’s place was in the middle of the row.

			Why was he worried? Maybe Mikey had figured out Sloth’s address after all. Maybe he had brought round the money he owed them. He probably didn’t want to come round to his house and end up tangling with Tap’s mother, specially not when he’d told him his mum was using again. It was just the weed making him paranoid.

			Peering round the yellow brick of the flats, he looked towards Sloth’s door. As far as he could see, there was no motorbike outside.

			An old man emerged from the front door of the block and turned in Tap’s direction, hesitated, nervous of the young man in a hoodie.

			Old people were so anxious. How could you live your life like that?

			‘Boo,’ whispered Tap, still out of breath from the run.

			‘’K off,’ said the old man, turning the other way, deliberately walking the long way round to avoid him. Pathetic, really. These people, they had no idea how scary life really was.

			Cautiously Tap walked closer to Sloth’s house. Still no sign of Mikey’s motorbike.

			Sloth’s mum’s nets were always drawn, her windows always clean. Tap put his face up against the glass and looked in. The front room was dark. On the opposite wall, framed family photos of weddings, birthdays and graduation days stared back at him, but the room was empty.

			Sloth’s mum would be fast asleep upstairs now. He’d ring the bell but she went nuts if you woke her after a night shift.

			There was no point trying to shout up to him either, because Sloth’s room was at the rear of the house, so he walked back towards the flats, then round the end of the terrace and back down the next road, to Sloth’s small garden.

			The back gate was always locked. He hauled himself up over the fence and dropped onto the path.

			First thing he noticed: the kitchen door was open, which was unusual.

			Tap stuck his head into the small kitchen. A hint of last night’s food hung in the air. ‘Slo?’

			No answer.

			A little louder, but not too loud. ‘Sloth. You there?’

			He went through into the hallway and peered up the stairs. Everything seemed quiet.

			He knocked on Sloth’s door – ‘Mate?’ – then opened it to the thick, familiar waft of trainers and weed, but the room was empty, looking just as it had been three-quarters of an hour earlier, except without his friend on the bed.

			So where the hell was he?

			Maybe Sloth had gone to find him and they’d missed each other, crossing town? Maybe he’d got the money after all. But why had he left the back door open, then? Sloth hadn’t been that stoned.

			He was still standing in the doorway to Sloth’s room when a hand touched his shoulder.

			He jumped, spun round, and there was Sloth’s mother, in a large white nightie.

			‘Christ. What you doing, creeping up?’

			‘What’s wrong with you, Benjamin?’

			‘I thought—’

			‘You thought what?’

			‘Nothin’.’

			She looked at him disapprovingly, arms crossed in front of her chest. ‘Where’s Sloth?’

			‘His name is Joseph.’ He stared at a small glob of moisturiser on her forehead that she had missed before going to bed.

			‘Where is he?’

			‘How did you get in here, anyway. He give you a key? I told him you’re not allowed a key.’

			‘He’s not in his room. Where’s he gone?’

			‘How would I know?’ Her Guyanese accent was always stronger when she was angry. ‘I’m just trying to get some sleep without you banging on my front door and ringing the bell. Go away. You’re not welcome here.’

			Tap blinked. ‘I didn’t ring the bell.’

			‘Don’t you lie to me, boy. You woke me up, ringing it.’

			‘Wasn’t me. Swear to God, Mrs Watt.’

			She shrugged, disbelieving, and retreated to her bedroom, padding back across the laminate floor. Her door had a sign hanging on it: My worries are few because my blessings are many. Before she closed it behind her, she said, ‘Let me sleep, Benjamin, please.’

			Downstairs, he locked the kitchen door, then left by the front, looking both ways before stepping out onto the path. Out in the open, he felt anxious now, just like that old man. He broke into a run again, this time heading up Lowfield Street, and into town.

			Ten minutes later, he was pushing his nose up against the glass of the KFC, but Sloth wasn’t in there. He looked up the High Street and saw some lads who had been in his year at school standing outside Primark, sharing a cigarette. They gazed at him with contempt as he approached them. ‘Hey. Any of you seen Sloth?’

			‘Joseph? No, mate.’ The tallest of them shook his head. ‘That black lad you mean? Your boyfriend? You still hanging round with him?’ A snigger.

			‘Can I borrow your phone to call him?’

			‘Give me a fag and you can.’

			‘Haven’t got any.’

			‘’K off then, scrounger.’ He turned his back on Tap. It was like being back at school again with them. He’d hated them then, too.

			This place where he had lived all his life: he loathed everything about it. Pathetic people who would live and die here. Sloth and him had never been in the in-crowd.

			He was about to walk away when a fat lad named Dennis, who always wore khaki like he was a commando, called, ‘Oi, Tap. What about Mikey Dillman?’

			Tap’s head snapped round to look the boy in the eye. ‘What about him?’

			‘What happened to him? What’s the story?’ Dennis was close enough that Tap could smell his breath.

			Tap looked at him, frowning. ‘What do you mean, what happened?’

			‘Who do you think shot him?’ Dennis asked.

			Shot him? Tap wasn’t sure he’d heard properly. ‘What?’

			‘Shot him.’

			 Tap felt an unexpected prick of tears at the corners of his eyes, a brittleness in his chest.

			The other lads looked round, interested now.

			‘On the radio this morning,’ Dennis said. ‘My mum knew him.’

			‘Dennis, your mum probably shagged him.’

			‘Shut up,’ shouted Tap. ‘Shut up, shut up. What did they say?’

			‘Somebody shot him,’ said Dennis. ‘Honest to God. Gangland assassination, they said. Found his body at a scrap metal yard out towards Crayford Ness. He’d been shot, like, a million times.’

			Tap tried not to let the shock show on his face.

			‘Had it coming,’ said one of the boys. ‘Bad lad.’

			‘’K off. He’s dead?’

			‘Your mum used to muck about with him too, didn’t she, Tap?’

			Tap nodded cautiously. ‘While back, yeah.’

			A man on a maroon mobility scooter honked at them, even though there was plenty of space for him to go round. Tap stepped back, away from the group of lads, to let the man pass, trying to let nothing show on his face, and all the time thinking, what the hell was happening? And if Mikey was dead, who was that on his motorbike, ringing Sloth’s doorbell? Though he already had a pretty good idea.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			‘You were having some fun last night,’ Cupidi said, as she approached Ferriter.

			‘Don’t. You should have stopped me.’

			‘I know better than that, Jill.’ It was hardly a surprise, being called in to work on a Saturday. The spring had brought a reprise of the norovirus with it, thinning a team that had already cut back to achieve efficiency savings. After declining for years, robbery, rape and violent crime stats were all up.

			Six days ago a student had been killed in a drunken fight on the University of Kent campus in Canterbury. It was not a question of trying to find who was guilty – both the fatal blow and the face of the killer were clear in a CCTV recording taken from behind the bar – but every violent death made a mountain of work.

			More draining, resource-wise, was yesterday’s body, found last night in a scrap metal yard just outside Erith. A man shot twice, once in the chest, a second bullet in the side of the head. Michael ‘Mikey’ Dillman was a local hoodlum, known to police. The man’s wallet and phone were on him, so it wasn’t likely to be a robbery.

			‘I feel like hell. OK if I drive?’

			‘Sure you’re up to it?’

			Hungover or not, Ferriter still looked annoyingly well-kempt. Called in at short notice, Cupidi was in jeans and an un-ironed white T-shirt. As she got into the passenger seat, Ferriter started the engine of the unmarked Sierra. ‘Aren’t we supposed to be waiting for Sergeant Moon?’ Cupidi asked.

			‘Can’t he find his own bloody way?’

			‘Give him another five minutes.’

			‘First hour of an investigation,’ Ferriter said. The first hour was the most important, supposedly.

			Cupidi was keen to get under way too, but she looked at her watch. ‘It’s been sitting in a ceramic jar for a week at least, they said. It can wait a little longer.’

			Reluctantly Ferriter turned off the engine. ‘Weird one, eh?’

			‘They’re all weird.’

			An arm had been found inside a jar, an artwork by an artist Cupidi had never heard of.

			‘Bet it’s worth an extra million or two now.’

			‘Is that supposed to be a motive?’

			‘Got to admit, it’s a possibility, isn’t it?’ Ferriter sat, hands on the steering wheel. ‘I don’t think Moonie’s coming. Let’s just go, can’t we?’

			‘One more minute.’

			And then Peter Moon was there, loping around the corner at Bank Street, running his hand through his short hair, unusually dapper in a slim-fit suit. For a copper he was stupidly good-looking. Cupidi would look twice as dowdy standing next to these two.

			‘Hello again,’ he said as he pulled open the back door. ‘Didn’t realise you were being called in too.’

			‘Again?’ Cupidi said.

			‘You took your time,’ complained Ferriter, starting the engine. ‘Could be halfway there by now.’

			‘Had to go back to my mum’s first, didn’t I? Get a change of clothes. Freshen up.’

			‘Were you a dirty stop-out last night, Peter Moon?’ asked Cupidi.

			Moon didn’t answer. Cupidi could almost feel the heat from Jill Ferriter’s red face from where she was sitting. ‘Oh,’ she said as the penny dropped.

			‘Thanks a fucking bunch, Peter Moon,’ muttered Ferriter as she pulled out into traffic and headed out of town onto the Canterbury Road, heading up to the M2. ‘Arsehole.’

			‘Weird though, isn’t it?’ Moon continued blithely. ‘An arm is what I heard. What’s that about? How come nobody noticed it? Probably thought it was by Picasso or something.’

			‘What you on about?’ Ferriter said, irritated.

			‘Picasso.’ 

			They crossed the M20 on a flyover, lorries roaring beneath them. ‘Bet you never even been to the Turner, have you?’

			‘No.’

			‘Didn’t think so.’

			‘I mean, Jill, I like good art, obviously, but that contemporary stuff . . . They’re taking the mickey, aren’t they?’

			When they pulled over to fill up with petrol, Moon went out to get them some bottled water and crisps.

			‘The morning after the night before,’ said Cupidi.

			‘It’s not like I believe in regretting mistakes.’ Ferriter watched Moon in the shop. ‘I don’t. Except last night’s.’

			‘I thought you liked him.’

			Ferriter said nothing.

			‘Going to be a long day,’ said Cupidi.

			‘And how. You won’t tell anyone, will you, boss?’

			‘It’s him you should be saying that to.’

			Ferriter looked away. ‘Don’t I know it.’

			‘Are you going to be OK?’

			But Moon was making his way back to the car with a plastic bag full of snacks for him and Cupidi; Ferriter didn’t answer. ‘They didn’t have Chilli so I got you Caramelised Onion and Balsamic Vinegar.’

			Ferriter made a face; she disapproved of crisps. She drove on the dull road north towards the other coast.

			‘Wonder where the rest of him is.’ Moon popped open one of the packets. ‘Not being funny, but I don’t suppose they’ve checked the other sculptures and stuff for him yet.’

			‘If it’s a him. Could be a her,’ suggested Ferriter.

			‘It’s an arm. He or she might not even be dead,’ said Cupidi.

			‘Oh,’ said Moon. ‘Shit.’

			They knew nothing yet. Apart from the fact that there was an arm. Out of nowhere, a gust of rain splattered against the windscreen.
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