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For Debbie




Prologue


Coming back into consciousness … his senses gradually returning … but they were piecemeal, disjointed … disconnected. Both from him and from each other. His sight fogged. A red mist viewed through half-closed lids too heavy to lift. A steering wheel. A dashboard. The bottom of a windscreen. Momentarily he was confused. Back in that other car, the passenger door swinging to and fro. The lights of the radio still on, though he couldn’t hear it above the ringing in his ears. The smoke from the discharged shotgun drifting through the interior of the car. The numbing cold spreading through his body as he bled out …


But this time there was no ringing in his ears. Instead, a distant, rhythmic shushing. No numbing cold. Rather a cloying dampness, a clammy shroud that clung to his skin. And in place of the smell of a discharged shotgun, an acerbic, astringent smell that was somehow familiar. He became aware that he was staring out through a windscreen at a low, white wall in a parking area. The distant shushing the sound of surf breaking on shingle. The clammy shroud his wet T-shirt. The acerbic smell that of petrol. His T-shirt, his jeans, the whole inside of the car saturated in it. Between his legs, on the car seat, something blue trembled and flickered. This, too, was familiar, though he couldn’t quite grasp its significance. It faltered for a moment, then caught, and recognition dawned. Too late, he understood. He was swallowed by the flames, and the pain came – an unimaginable, overwhelming, unbearable pain. That was when he started to scream …





PART ONE
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FRIDAY


Detective Sergeant Frank Pearson pressed the Mondeo’s electronic fob and opened the driver’s-side door. The door handle, the whole car, sticky with the sap from the tree that overhung the drive. A lime, he had been reliably informed. He slung his jacket on to the passenger seat and stood by the open door for a minute to allow the trapped heat inside to dissipate. He lifted the collar of his shirt and knotted his tie, tucking down his collar and pushing his tie up to his throat. In the winter, he thought, you could get away with just ironing part of your shirt, the front, the collar, or you would be tugging at it all day long, trying to get it to sit comfortably. Chances were, if you had to talk to someone in any professional capacity you would keep your jacket on. But in this hot weather you had to iron the whole bloody thing. And a couple of minutes in the car, your back sticking to the upholstery despite the air-conditioning, would leave the shirt wrinkled and looking like you’d slept in it by the time you got in to work anyway. Looking down, he admitted his suit, the trousers at least, could do with a press. They were creased around the crotch, bagging at the knees. This was the sort of weather he disliked the most. Better persistent drizzle, or heavy rain, or even freezing temperatures and deep snow, than hot and humid.


He had been woken by the ringing of his mobile. Groggy, unrested and already irritable, in a tangle of sheets, and having had to go to the bathroom three times during the night. He had a distinct queasiness, a greasy, unsettled sliding in his stomach. Last night he had been late home from work as usual. He had been too late to visit his mother in the hospital and found himself feeling both relieved and guilty. Probably, if he were honest with himself, more the former than the latter. He had rescued a lone bottle of semi-skimmed from the chiller cabinet of the local Premier, pulling up in the car just as the manager, Kai, was about to pull down the screen on the door. He was frowning, hands on hips, head shaking at the metal shutters on the rest of the shop’s windows. It was one of several local convenience stores that had recently been targeted because of an upsurge in anti-Muslim feeling. Even though Kai, being a Sri Lankan, was most likely a Buddhist. But the shutters were pebbledashed with the relics of a different religion. Vodka and stomach acid. Blood and snot. Regurgitated sweet-and-sour pork and egg-fried rice. The Via Dolorosa, the way of sorrows of any given night out in Southendon-Sea.


‘Hoodies,’ said Kai. ‘I had to chase them off.’


Pearson followed Kai’s gaze up the street. As if they might just make them out in the distance. On the farthest shutter there was the faintest impression of an enormous spray-painted cock which hadn’t been entirely successfully scrubbed away.


‘That was last week,’ said Kai, shaking his head again. ‘Animals.’


The milk had seemed all right when he had sniffed the bottle this morning. He’d shaken it to see if any globs of congealed fat floated to the surface before pouring it into his tea. Now, though, only a few minutes later, he wondered if it had been on the turn. He heard the reverberation of an engine, looked up expecting to see an easyJet plane in orange-and-white livery throttling down on its final approach into the airport. But there was no sign of it, no distant reflection of sunlight from a fuselage, not even the wispy remnants of a vapour trail in the featureless sky. The Hat Lady passed by, trailing her wheeled shopping basket. He put a finger to his forehead in a silent salute and she nodded an acknowledgement. Today she wore some kind of straw boater with a display of brightly coloured birds and flowers on its brim. He wondered what this particular arrangement might augur for the day ahead. But any day that started with a pre-dawn call to a shout wasn’t going to turn out well.


Pearson had to lean forward to peer through the windscreen. Beyond the wipers’ reach a layer of dust clung to the stickiness of tree sap, coronas of light refracted around the more obstinate patches inside the cleared space. And at its very centre sat a newly deposited splat of birdshit. He could see that a line of blue-and-white tape had already been strung across the road. Behind this, SOCOs unloaded metal boxes from a van and a white forensic tent was being assembled. The crime-scene manager, in a white forensic suit, six foot eight and stick-thin, was in conversation with a man who stood at least a foot shorter. Detective Chief Inspector Martin Roberts, his thinning red hair lifted by the faintest of breezes, had a between-standard-sizes body that left him constantly tucking in his shirt or adjusting some or other item of clothing. His West Country burr and ruddy complexion more suited a farmer or the owner of a garden centre than the senior investigating officer of the Essex Major Incident Team. A uniformed PC in a hi-vis jacket tapped on the side window and Pearson wound it down and passed him his warrant card.


‘Sarge,’ he said, passing the card back, ‘it’s pretty busy in there.’ He gestured behind him. ‘We’ve commandeered the pub car park across the road. You’d be better off parking in there.’


He opened the car door and got out into air soupy with heat and exhaust fumes as another car pulled in next to him. He shrugged on his jacket and pressed his electronic fob to lock the car as the other car’s driver got out. Podgy. Balding. Slamming his door, the man nodded in Pearson’s direction: ‘Frank.’


Pearson had always thought of DS Alan Lawrence as a decent copper, steady and meticulous. But lately he had begun to wonder about him. These days Lawrence seemed to prefer to stay in the nick, on the phone or the computer. If he wasn’t at his desk he would more than likely be in the bog with a copy of the Racing Post, studying form. Or on his mobile, making endless personal calls. Seeing out the last couple of years until his retirement. Lawrence had his all laid out. Something to do with horses, Pearson remembered. Or was it donkeys? So what was he doing here? Before he could ask, Lawrence’s mobile began to ring and he checked the screen.


‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I need to take this.’


Turning, he took a few steps away, talking quietly into the phone, glancing now and then over his shoulder. Rather than wait, Pearson made his way over the main road, flashing his warrant card once again at the uniformed PC. He made a beeline for Roberts, who, acknowledging his presence with a nod, finished his conversation with the CSM and walked over. Reaching into his inside jacket pocket, Roberts retrieved a packet of Extra Strong Mints. Unwrapping them, he waved the packet at Pearson.


‘Nah, you’re all right,’ said Pearson, shaking his head. ‘What’ve we got?’


Roberts put a mint in his mouth and crunched noisily.


‘Burnt-out car.’ He half turned and indicated with his chin in the direction of the white forensic tent. ‘There’s a body inside.’


‘We got an ID?’


‘Not as yet. The body’s too badly burned,’ said Roberts. ‘But the car’s an Audi A8. The back index number’s still legible. It’s registered to Sean Carragher.’


Pearson took this in as he scanned the crime scene. DI Sean Carragher. That explained it. The heavy police presence. It could only be for one of their own. The death of a cop would mean the whole circus would be mobilised. A strategic command-and-control hierarchy established, headed by Gold Command, overseen by the Deputy Chief Constable himself. Politics would necessitate that the death be solved, swiftly, incontrovertibly and with minimum impact on the reputation of the force. This focus on the force’s image had, in the past, resulted in an almost irresistible pressure for the cop in question to appear in the public mind as beyond reproach. The retroactive sanitisation of a career. Personal failings and professional misdemeanours airbrushed out. The elevation of an ordinary, flawed human being to model public servant.


‘Called in a couple of hours ago,’ continued Roberts.


Pearson automatically checked his watch, an old-fashioned Timex on a battered leather strap. For Pearson there were two types of copper: the Timex cop and the Rolex cop. The other sort, the Carraghers of the world, were all of a type. Lairy suits. Gelled hair. Plenty of chat. More like estate agents than coppers. The sort who identified themselves with the image of the cop portrayed in popular fiction. The maverick who ‘followed his gut’, who didn’t mind kicking down a few doors, cutting a few corners, leaning a little harder on a suspect to get at the truth. The sort of copper the public thought they admired. Until that same gut instinct led him astray. Until it was the door of an innocent man he kicked down. Until it was your door. Your head he held under the water. Until it was you who, coming up spluttering and gasping for air, made a confession, said anything to get it to stop. Until it was you who was in the interview room when that same copper leaned across the table, suspended the interview, turned off the tape recorder, made the threat. The sort of cop you might admire. Unless you worked with him. Unless he crossed the line and dragged you across that line with him.
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Four Days Earlier


MONDAY


The door of the café slowly swung closed behind her and Donna spotted the boy sitting alone at a table, disinterestedly flicking through the pages of a newspaper. Small and slight, his complexion was smooth, baby-like, except for the skin around one nostril and an eyebrow which was mottled and pimply where he had previously had piercings. An attempt had been made to spike his hair but it was too fine, even with product, to stand up properly. In any case, he had been leaning against the window of the café and it was flattened on one side, wet from the condensation.


As Donna approached he glanced up momentarily, the round, wire-rimmed glasses reflecting the overhead lights in two white discs like full moons. On the right lens was a stain of some kind. Tea or milk. He frowned, took off his glasses and untucked his shirt to clean them. The shirt was grey polycotton – the sort of shirt that the boys at their old school used to wear as part of their uniform. Without his glasses his eyes looked weak, the right noticeably duller. Moving more slowly through its own, denser, medium. A white rabbit twitched his nose and peered myopically at her through red eyes. Despite the hot, steamy atmosphere he was wearing a parka. Not the proper fishtail mod-type parka but the cheap, shitty, nylon knock-off with the red lining. Dirty on the sleeves and around the pockets. She pulled out a chair and sat down opposite him, taking off her own jacket and slipping it onto the back. This, too, was too heavy for the weather. Some designer-name thing. Black, naturally. She didn’t like it that much really, too old-fashioned. And not in a retro way. But you had to have something to carry your fags round in, it was either the jacket or a handbag and it wasn’t so easy to nick a handbag. She had picked up the jacket at a party she hadn’t been invited to. It was easy: all those idiots who posted their parties on social media and then were amazed when dozens of people gatecrashed it. You just had to wait for the party to get going, front it out on the doorstep, blag your way in: ‘Darren invited me, he’s inside.’ There was always a Darren inside somewhere. Then mooch through and see what was on offer; everyone was usually so off their face you could walk out with whatever you wanted.


‘It’s Mitch, isn’t it?’ she asked.


His last name was Mitchell. At school he had tried to get everyone to call him that. No one had. He didn’t look much like a Mitch. Mitch was a lifeguard on a California beach. Mitch was a denim-clad oil worker from Texas. Mitch was a cowboy.


‘Malcolm,’ he corrected. Yeah, he was definitely a Malcolm. Malcolm Mitchell hooked his glasses back over his ears and blinked at her. A mouth breather – gormless – but he had brightened a little, was obviously flattered.


‘You been at the bus stop?’ she asked. ‘You know who I am, right? Donna. Donna Freeman.’


He stared at her for a moment. ‘Yeah. You look different – your hair.’


She tucked it back behind an ear. Black, shoulder-length. At school she’d had it spiky. Black, with streaks. Nuclear red. Atomic pink. Napalm orange. Blue mayhem. She’d grown it out since. Had had it all sorts. Peacock blue. Canary yellow. Flamingo pink. And now, raven black. Fuck knows what colour it was naturally. Mousy, she thought. Malcolm looked down and started running his fingers along the plastic tablecloth.


It had been just an ordinary bus stop. At first. Then there had been an appeal on the telly when Alicia was declared missing. The police asking for any information on her last known movements. They had received a report that Alicia had been seen there on the day she went missing: the last official sighting they had. So it had become an impromptu shrine. A place for serious-faced teenage girls to hold solemn candlelit vigils and read soppy, bad poetry. Hoping to get their teary, mascara-smeared faces on television.


When her body had been found things had changed. Someone had set up one of those Facebook pages where people who never knew her, never cared for her, people who wouldn’t have given her the time of day when she was alive, could leave their tribute. ‘We all miss you, Alicia’; ‘You were beautiful and kind, my best friend’; and the most popular, the most unimaginative of all: ‘RIP, Alicia’. Until, over time, everybody had gradually lost interest.


Then it had been revealed on the local news that the sighting at the bus stop had never happened: a bogus report by some attention seeker who might be charged with wasting the police’s time. So today she had watched, had watched Malcolm watching, as some council workmen cleared away the shrine. Peeled off the poems pasted there. Scrubbed away the graffiti tributes. Dumped the wilted, dead and dying bouquets of flowers. Thrown away the mouldering teddy bears. Why did people always leave teddy fucking bears?


‘They shouldn’t have done that,’ said Malcolm, ‘took it all down.’ He was playing with the tablecloth again, running his fingers along the edge, collecting toast crumbs on the tips before rubbing his fingers together and watching them fall to the floor. Then, looking up, he said, ‘We used to come in here all the time, do you remember? We always used to sit at this table.’ As if he was part of their crowd, as if he had been invited. She looked at the table. Around the café, trying to place it in her memory. Could be. But it was just a table. She had a vague image of him at the periphery of their group. In the same parka. Not saying much. Not joining in. Not really wanting to be noticed in case someone challenged his right to be there. Told him to fuck off.


‘Oh yeah, I remember, you always had a book in your pocket.’ She hadn’t meant it to come out quite that way. Sneering. Taking the piss.


He shrugged. ‘I like stories. Something that’s not …’ He looked around the café, out of the window.


Something that’s not this, she thought. ‘Something that’s not crap,’ she said out loud. He nodded at the tabletop. ‘I used to like books,’ she said, ‘when I was little. But I can’t read them now. The words get all, like, jumbled up? Like moving about and stuff. I prefer the telly now. Nature programmes, soaps, films. They’re stories as well, right? Cartoons, mostly. Disney. Stuff like that.’


Not really listening, he looked down at the table. Started doing that thing with the tablecloth again. Fidgeting. Looking like he was getting ready to go.


‘D’you want another?’ she asked.


When he looked up she indicated the dregs of the cup of tea, the Mars wrapper. He nodded. Donna called out to the woman behind the counter and got herself a tea, even though she didn’t much like it.


‘Is that the local?’ she asked, pointing at the newspaper. He held it out to her and she took it from him and started flicking through the pages, trying to find any mention of Alicia. The café seemed to fall silent. Outside somewhere there was a sound. Indistinct and undefined. An indication of movement, a presence. Then as she listened, stopped turning the pages, concentrated more fully on it, she thought she could hear breathing. Then it was gone.


The woman from behind the counter – fat, middle-aged, too much perfume and way too much make-up – put the two teas and the Mars bar in front of them and waited for her money. Donna fished in the pocket of her jacket, pulled out a crumpled fiver. Her last, until her benefits were paid on Friday. The woman looked at it for a moment – an alien artefact – then made a disgusted face. Moments later she was back, dumping Donna’s change on the table. Shrapnel. Donna wondered if the woman had deliberately sorted through the till for the coppers. She scooped up the coins and put them in the pocket of her jacket as Malcolm unwrapped his Mars bar, dipped it in his tea and bit it.


She started leafing through the paper again. There was nothing. Not a single mention of Alicia. She scanned every single article, even the tiny ones with only a few sentences. Nothing. Malcolm looked over as she refolded the newspaper and pushed it across the table to him. ‘It’s like everyone’s just forgotten her,’ she said.
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Cat Russell waited for the Scottish detective to speak. He seemed to take an eternity to ask each question, consider her response, then ask the next. Sometimes asking the same thing several times. It was really starting to get on her bastard nerves.


It already seemed a very long time since they had entered the interview room, Ferguson rattling the window in its frame until finally, with an audible protest, it opened. The previously muted susurration of the rain becoming a noisy tattoo on the metal fire escape, overlaid with the plink-plink of drips falling from the window frame on to the sill. Ferguson dragged a chair across the linoleum floor, and sitting down, indicating that she should sit in the chair opposite, even though it was the only other chair in the room.


The rain had come as a sudden break in the weather, several weeks of unbearably hot days followed by equally uncomfortable nights. She suspected, though, that it would not be enough to clear the air. The atmosphere in the room was already beginning to feel too close. The man was talking. Or perhaps he had just cleared his throat. Ferguson had an annoying habit of talking into his paperwork. Addressing the table top, as if he were reading from a script at a first rehearsal. As if he didn’t quite know his lines. He hadn’t actually looked at her once since they had entered the room. Cat had spent most of that time looking at the top of his head. Thick black hair shot with silver. As was the moustache, like the ones favoured by footballers in the seventies. He had ruddy cheeks but was the sort of bloke who grew a five o’clock shadow by lunchtime. According to Pearson, not exactly the fount of all knowledge when it came to these things, there were two types of officer from the Professional Standards Department. The ex-Job, the misfit with a grudge against the force. Or the pencil pusher who, in Pearson’s words, ‘avoided making mistakes by doing fuck-all’. But then again, for Pearson there were two types, and only ever two types, of everything. And everybody. She wasn’t quite sure at the moment into which of Pearson’s categories Ferguson might fall. He riffled through some sheets of A4 notes, then cleared his throat again.


‘So, Detective Constable Russell, how would you describe the relationship between yourself and Detective Inspector Sean Carragher?’


‘We were partners.’


‘“Partners”?’ He paused. ‘What does that mean?’


There was a vague insinuation in the question. She had caught it in some of the other questions he had asked, his attitude towards her, as if he were in possession of an as yet unacknowledged fact. As if there were more to her relationship with Carragher than she was letting on. Could there be some rumour going around the nick that he’d picked up on? Or, if he was one of Pearson’s misfits, maybe he’d never had a partner, was genuinely unsure of what the term meant. Then again, maybe he had had a partner at one time, before she’d finally had enough of his irritating fucking habits and left him, so that now he had no kind of personal life at all, had nothing better to do than spend his time sitting at his desk shuffling paper. And wasting the time of proper coppers. Russell heaved a sigh.


‘We were “partnered” together. As a mentoring process? In the hope, I suppose, that I would gain something from DI Carragher’s experience in the Job.’


‘OK,’ said Ferguson, ‘so how would you define the term “partners”?’


‘We were partners. We looked out for each other.’


‘You looked out for each other.’ That was another annoying habit Ferguson had. The repetition of a statement. There was no inflection to indicate as to whether he doubted its veracity, but the implication was there all the same. Cat was beginning to realise that everything this man did needled her in some way.


‘And would that include lying for each other?’ he asked. She did not answer. ‘The problem I have, DC Russell, is that if you were “partners”, if you “looked out for each other”, as you say, then I find it hard to believe that you wouldn’t know exactly what was going on with DI Carragher.’


After a minute he finally looked up. His eyes blue. But bloodshot.


‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘was that a question?’


This time it was Ferguson who didn’t answer. He looked back at his notes, lifted the top sheet, studied the one beneath.


‘I understand that DI Carragher did not turn up for duty this morning,’ he said.


Cat said nothing. The standard procedure in cases where an officer was under investigation was that they were ‘removed from the possible chain of evidence’, to ensure that their presence did not contaminate any potential criminal trials. In the meantime the officer in question would be asked to limit himself to filing or clearing out the property room. She could guess how that would go down with Sean Carragher – ‘Call me Sean. Surnames are for old farts.’ Old farts like Pearson being the implication.


‘Had DI Carragher given you any indication that he might be intending to report sick?’


Again that insinuation. She took a breath, tried to sound cool, but even so her answer was delivered through gritted teeth.


‘No. Why should he? I have no contact with Detective Inspector Carragher outside the Job. I worked with him for around six months and at the moment, as you well know, I’m back working with DS Frank Pearson.’


Detective Inspector Neil Ferguson looked down at the notes in front of him, not really taking anything in. He cleared his throat. He wished now he’d picked up a bottle of water on his way in. And taken some painkillers. He had a banging headache. He was wearing the same shirt that he’d worn the previous evening. And the same underpants, come to that. It was only meant to be a quick drink with a mate. But this morning he had woken up on a strange living-room floor, already hungover, fully dressed but frozen, and late for work. He could smell last night’s booze on him. Lager. Scotch. Some kind of rum-based cocktail. And his unwashed body. He hadn’t had time to shave. The trouble was, he wasn’t used to drinking, wasn’t a drinker. But when an old mate left the Job, you had to have a pint or two with him, didn’t you? Especially if you were in his debt. If that mate had done you a big favour. If that mate had arranged, at your request, a temporary secondment. A move from the ‘cultural wastelands of the north’, as he had put it, to ‘southern civilisation’. Though if this was ‘civilisation’ …


If they’d left it at just a couple of pints he’d have been all right. If they hadn’t gone on to shorts. If, on falling out of the pub, they hadn’t decided to go on somewhere else, he might have had some chance of doing his job properly this morning. Of carrying out this interview and asking the right questions. He was the one supposedly responsible for upholding standards of conduct. Instead he’d become a cliché, a stereotype: the Scottish Alkie. Worse than that, the Scottish Alkie Detective. DC Russell by contrast had her long brown hair tied back in a loose ponytail. Somewhere in her late twenties, she had the sort of complexion that would be English Rose in the winter, tanning to a golden brown in the summer, and make-up that was immaculate and minimal. Just a little mascara around her large hazel eyes. The merest hint of lippy. She was dressed in a black suit and white blouse and looked totally comfortable in the oppressive atmosphere of the room. DI Ferguson had no idea where he was in the interview, what questions he had asked. And he had the feeling he’d repeated himself on more than one occasion.


He made a show of studying his notes again, lifting a sheet of paper at random, pretending to read from it. Christ, he felt bad – he wished he’d followed Carragher’s example and called in sick himself. He needed to wrap this up, go home, take some painkillers, drink a pint of orange juice and go back to bed. He started to shuffle his papers into a pile, recapped his pen.


‘Is that it?’ asked Cat.


Ferguson picked up the pile of papers, tapped them on the desk, turned them ninety degrees and tapped them again. He picked up his briefcase from the floor and put his paperwork in it. Snapped the locks shut and slipped his pen into his inside jacket pocket. Finally he spoke. ‘No, Detective Constable Russell, that is not it. That is far from “it”. Unfortunately I’m due elsewhere and I’ll be tied up tomorrow. Shall we say we’ll reconvene on Wednesday morning?’


Cat nodded. ‘Sir.’


‘DI Carragher has a number of very serious charges to answer.’ For only the second time, he looked directly at her. ‘It would have been better for him if he hadn’t signed in sick today. It would be better for all concerned if he were here himself to answer any questions we might have. Don’t you agree?’ Cat managed to say nothing. ‘Until he does, his actions might be seen to cast a shadow across the reputation of all his colleagues.’ He paused. ‘And, as his partner,’ he lifted a palm to forestall any argument, ‘or one-time partner, you can see how it might not reflect well on yourself in particular.’


Cat deliberately did not watch him leave the room. But as she heard the door close behind him, looking out at the rain, she shivered.
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Donna stood at her half-open window, staring past her face, reflected in one of the rain-spackled panes, and out into the street. She struck a match and lit her cigarette, watching the match burn down to a blackened stump between her fingers before flicking it through the window. She ran an index finger absent-mindedly through the water that had pooled on the sill. The window had been painted shut when she had moved in and she had had to chip away at it and then lever it open with a big, flat-headed screwdriver. But it still didn’t move freely. Maybe the wood had become warped or something. It was a struggle to get it open and once it was open it was a struggle to get it closed again, so mostly she didn’t bother. Outside, the rain had stopped and the street was already nearly dry, the temperature back up in the thirties.


There it was again. That smell. Of course, it could be the black bags of rubbish piled up outside. Late afternoon and they still hadn’t been collected. Some of the bags were split. Eggshells. Teabags. Bloodied, plastic meat wrappers. Dirty, disposable nappies. Spilling onto the pavement and into the road. Last night the foxes had come. Mange-ridden and panting, padding on chafed and split paws. Calling out to each other. The rasping bark of a dog with a sore throat answered by a sound like babies crying. Then it had sounded as if one had had a baby in its jaws, worrying at it, the baby being tossed about like a rag doll, screaming in pain and terror. She had had to crawl down under the covers then and put the pillow over her ears and wait for it to go away. In the past Alicia would have lain with her in the cramped single bed, holding her, stroking her hair, singing softly to her. And everything would have been all right. Alicia made everything all right somehow.


Alicia had been the only person who had noticed she existed. The only person to have paid her any attention. The only person who had ever cared for her. Although their backgrounds were similar, with absentee dads and junkie mums with a string of violent and abusive boyfriends who came and went – fucked up, basically – somehow it hadn’t mattered to Alicia. Even being in that crap care home. The Abigail Burnett. She had no idea who Abigail Burnett was, didn’t want to know really. If Abigail Burnett was still alive she would probably be some stuck-up cow like the headmistress at their old school. A sink school where kids went who couldn’t get in anywhere else; kids from the local care homes like her and Alicia, or kids who had been disruptive or underperformed at their primaries, like Malcolm. Some stuck-up cow who looked down her nose at the likes of Donna and Alicia.


Maybe not Alicia. Alicia was beautiful and cool. Alicia could sing and play the piano and write songs. Alicia was going to be somebody – somebody rich, somebody famous. Now she was gone it seemed that everything good in the world, all the light, all the colour, had gone with her. Now everything seemed dulled, tainted and sickly.


There was a smell that had been driving her mad for weeks. It wasn’t the rubbish bags and she couldn’t for the life of her find out where it was coming from. She had turned her small room upside-down looking for it. Something rank, putrid, decaying, the smell of something rotting.


And someone had their telly or radio on again. Lately it seemed to be on constantly. She could never quite make out what programme it was or whose room it was coming from. And if she concentrated on the sound it seemed to get quieter rather than louder. Voices. People talking. But what they said was indistinct, muffled. It was always just loud enough for her to hear, but not quite loud enough for her to make out properly what the voices were saying. She had thought that it might be The Pervert from down the landing. But standing in the hall a few times outside his room, listening, she hadn’t been able to hear anything behind his door. And in the last few days she thought the voices might have followed her out on to the street. She took a last drag of her cigarette and ground it out in the ashtray on the windowsill. A small pottery ashtray she had made at school. Dark brown, it was supposed to have been a hedgehog. But something had gone wrong and it had sort of folded in on itself. Even she had to admit the end result looked more like a turd.


She turned back into the room. It was cluttered, cramped. An unmade single bed. Next to it, on the floor, a small lamp with a wonky shade, a cardboard chest of drawers with a cheap clock radio on it. Boxes and plastic shopping bags containing clothes, toiletries, tampons, make-up. On the wall an antique mirror with the silver peeling behind the glass, hung on wallpaper that hadn’t been changed since the seventies. The only decent thing in the room was the telly. Appropriated from another party. There had been a fight, someone had pulled a knife, cut someone else, so the Old Bill had been called. During the confusion, the wait for the police and ambulance to turn up, she had gone into one of the bedrooms and managed to walk out with the flat-screen TV with built-in Freeview, and the remote.


In the narrow strip of floor space remaining, on the threadbare carpet, lay Malcolm, asleep under his imitation parka. Without his glasses, his face at rest, he looked younger. He lay on one arm, the other balled into a fist near his face. As if he had wanted to suck his thumb in his sleep but resisted the temptation. His head lay on the book he had been reading to her earlier. An illustrated encyclopedia of Greek myths. He had read the stories and pointed out who each of the characters was in the drawings, explained them all to her. Malcolm’s mouth was hanging open, a string of dribble pooling on the open page. He looked kind of sweet, she thought, like a little toddler. Earlier, though, when they had come back from the café, Donna sitting on the edge of the bed and him on the floor, she had caught him trying to get a look up her skirt. Dirty little bugger.


She kicked the bottom of his trainer. ‘Oi!’ There was no response, so she kicked him again. ‘Oi, Malcolm!’


His eyes opened and he blinked a couple of times. ‘What?’


‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said.


He got himself into a sitting position, took a clean cotton handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his face. He looped his glasses over his ears, noticed the dribble on the page and dabbed at it before closing the book.


‘About what?’ he said without looking up.


‘Alicia, of course.’


She had been thinking about Alicia. And not just today. But today she had followed Malcolm from the bus-stop shrine, had let him come back with her to the bedsit. From his position on the floor Malcolm watched as, tucking her hair self-consciously behind an ear, she moved from the window and sat down on the edge of the bed.


‘What about her?’ he asked.


‘It’s like what I said in the café, Malc. It’s like everyone’s forgotten her. It’s like no one gives a fuck.’


Malcolm shrugged. ‘S’pose.’


‘It’s not right though,’ she said.


Malcolm picked up his book, turned it over in his hands, touched the plastic covering the library had put on it, scratched at some stain or other.


‘Someone should care, Malc, someone should give a fuck about her, shouldn’t they?’ Malcolm opened his book. ‘We should do something,’ she said.


‘Like what?’


It was a good question. She had no idea.


‘I don’t fucking know. Something.’


She shifted on the bed, parted her legs slightly. Watched his eyes move along her thighs. Let him see her knickers.


‘C’mon, Malc. What else have you got to do?’


Transfixed, he said nothing. Casually she closed her legs again.


‘We ought to do something,’ she said.
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Sean Carragher drummed impatiently on the steering wheel, both front windows wound down to try to take advantage of an intermittent and ineffectual breeze. The air outside was still, heavy with the smell of frying doughnuts. Over the sound of the incessant seafront traffic he could hear the high-pitched shrieks of passengers on the rollercoaster and, every now and then, a vaguely unsettling repeated melody – a sinister calliope motif which seemed more suited to a black-and-white film featuring a Victorian freak show than a late-summer afternoon on the Essex coast. Southend, in common with most of the country’s seaside towns, seemed to him in terminal decline. Despite some attempts at regeneration. New paving along the esplanade. The planting of tropical palms that already looked withered and dying. The new observation platform at the entrance to the pier. Southend Pier, at one and one-third of a mile, he had read somewhere, was the longest pleasure pier in the world. When he had first transferred from the Merseyside force he had walked the length of it – half demolished by fire, the other half creaking wooden planks. Buffeted by a biting, blustery wind. Only to find that there was nothing at the end of it. Apart from a large and all but empty community arts centre containing four badly executed paintings of local landmarks. And a tiny café that served the worst coffee he had ever tasted.


At the sound of approaching footsteps he checked the rear-view mirror. The passenger door opened and closed and he felt the suspension shift as someone got in. When he turned, Cat Russell was rummaging in her handbag.


Out of the corner of her eye she saw him check his watch. A Rolex. Cat thought about the Timex and Rolex cop speech that Pearson was forever trotting out, and smiled to herself.


‘Been waiting long?’ she asked.


‘A while.’


Good, she thought, but instead she asked, ‘It’s so hot in here. Why haven’t you got the air-con on?’


‘I like to hear when anyone’s coming,’ Carragher said. ‘I don’t have the windows closed. I don’t listen to music. Not when I’m parked. Not since I got this.’


When Cat looked over he was pulling his white T-shirt up and she saw once again the silver tracery of the shotgun wound. A peppering of lighter, puckered indentations littering his tanned stomach. She went back to searching her handbag and finally found her digital cigarette. She put it in her mouth and took a drag.


‘Do those things work?’ he asked.


‘You get a nicotine hit. But it’s not the same. I miss the tar.’ And like all junkies she missed the ritual. The sparking up of a lighter or striking of a match. The setting of the flame to the end of the tobacco. The flicking of the ash into an ashtray. The attenuated exhalation of the final draw. The grinding out of the cigarette.


Carragher, looking out through the windscreen, watching the pavement traffic, said, ‘I heard they give you eczema.’


Cat scratched her ribcage just under her bra cup, took the fag out of her mouth and looked at it. ‘Mmm, lung cancer or skin disease. Great choice.’


‘At least you don’t smell like an ashtray.’


‘There is that,’ she said, putting the fag back in her mouth and taking another drag. She looked out of the window, following his gaze as he tracked a group of teenage girls. Too much make-up. Roots showing. Too-short skirts.


After a minute he asked, ‘So, what happened today?’


She shifted her handbag on her lap, took the fag out of her mouth and regarded it again. It was the size and shape of a cigarette, but heavier. The artificial glow you got when you inhaled wasn’t quite convincing. The vapour you breathed in – well, it wasn’t really smoke. So it wasn’t really smoking.


‘Not a lot.’


As she had hoped it would, this response needled him.


‘They must have said something.’


‘Yeah,’ she nodded, ‘they said it would have been better if you had come in.’


‘To do the filing? Tidy up the evidence room? Sit around on my arse and answer the phones, take messages for the rest of the team while they’re out? Come on, Cat, can you really see me doing that?’


She turned to look at his profile. She had to admit, despite everything else, that he really was great-looking. His features were chiselled: prominent cheekbones, a strong jaw. As he turned to look at her, taking off his sunglasses, she noticed how long and thick his eyelashes were. His eyes were strangely soft in such a masculine face. A grey so pale as to appear almost colourless. But they made him look cold, too. Dangerous.


‘They said it would have been better for everyone, for me, if you’d come in and answered their questions for yourself.’


Carragher said nothing. She could smell his aftershave, despite the open car windows. Something expensive, subtle.


‘It reflects badly on me,’ she said. ‘They’ve said as much.’


‘I can appreciate that.’


‘Can you, Sean? I’m not sure you can.’


‘Look, it’s just how they operate—’


‘And,’ she interrupted, ‘they implied that they knew there was a relationship going on. Outside of the Job.’


‘So?’


‘So I’m here, aren’t I?’


After a minute he said, ‘Look, I can’t come in yet. There’s things I need to sort out. But you’ve got nothing to worry about, Cat.’


‘Haven’t I? That’s just the thing, Sean. I don’t know if I’ve got anything to worry about or not, do I? I’ve already told lies for you. And really, I have no idea what you’ve been up to. Not a clue.’


‘Nothing. I haven’t been up to anything. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’


But at that precise moment, in the oppressive confines of the car, with the sickly, cloying smell of frying doughnuts drifting in through the open window, the shrieking of the passengers on the rollercoaster, and looking into those colourless eyes, she experienced a sudden pitch and lurch in the pit of her stomach.
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Frank Pearson sat in the hospital car park behind the wheel of the Mondeo. Looking out through the windscreen, he noticed again how dirty it was. He pressed the button and squirted water across the glass, turned on the wipers, watched them for a minute or two. Up in the main part of the building, on one of the wards, was his mother. He had driven here with every intention of visiting her. Now he was actually here, though, he wondered if he could go through with it. The constant struggle to think of things to say. Conversation between them had always been stilted – the two of them usually at cross-purposes. They had little enough in common, little enough to talk about, at the best of times. And now her world had been reduced to the activities and routine of the hospital ward. Even before this, his world had always been totally unfathomable and inexplicable to her. Add to that the overly hot ward. That underlying smell of boiled cabbage and human waste. He shot a cuff and checked his watch. His day off. His first day off in weeks. He hadn’t done much with it. Got up late. Switched on the box – daytime TV – switched it off again. Opened a book he had been meaning to read for months. After a few pages, he had put it down again. Emptied the laundry basket into the washing machine. Considered, then rejected, doing some of those ‘little jobs around the flat’ that he kept putting off. Wandered aimlessly from room to room for a while.


Finally he had picked up his sax. A second-hand Saramande tenor he had got off the internet. It was amazing what you could find on the net. He had downloaded some lessons, too. The kind where you didn’t have to learn to read music. He had a decent tone, he’d give himself that. It sounded nice to his ear. He’d played as a kid. Then he’d wanted to be ‘Cannonball’ Adderley, or Lester ‘Prez’ Young, or Charlie ‘Bird’ Parker. Maybe, he had to admit, what he’d really wanted was a cool nickname. But mostly he’d wanted to be Jonny Hodges. ‘Rabbit’. So, maybe not. He’d played alto as a kid. When he’d thought of taking it up again though, he’d fancied a tenor. He could play the notes, follow a tune. But that, really, was as far as it went. There was no … emotion. No duende. It was unfeeling. Mechanical. Perfunctory. What had he expected? It was why he’d given it up in the first place. If you couldn’t manage it when you were younger, when you had that obsessive infatuation and, above all, when you had the time, what chance did you have when you were middle-aged? It wasn’t helped by the fact that he always got home late, didn’t get enough practice. You couldn’t play the thing late at night. It was too … it was too fucking loud, was what it was. But, he admitted to himself, no end of practice would change the fact that he wouldn’t ever be able to play the thing the way he wanted. It was never going to happen. Having said all that, he was reluctant to sell the sax. Couldn’t quite bring himself to part with it. For him it was a thing of beauty. A feat of engineering: the brass, the rods and pads, the mother-of-pearl inlay on the buttons. He liked to just handle it. Feel the body of it warm beneath his touch. To rub a soft cloth over it and bring it to a high polish. It reminded him, up close, of some kind of steam-punk machine. The sort of thing you might find in the Nautilus: the crew gathered round a giant saxophone set like a column in the instrument panel. Nemo adjusting the dials, the rods moving of their own volition, the pads opening and closing and emitting soft peeps, whistles and breaths of steam as the giant submarine headed for the bottom of the ocean. The bell retransmitting the strange, alien emissions of the bio-luminescent jellyfish and giant squid outside.
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