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Chapter One


Mark thought Lena had left the cat’s food out, but not long enough for it to reek. This was a more subtle smell, a butcher’s shop smell of blood soaking into sawdust, cold and sweet, with something ominous at its edge, something that spoke of that journey from field to slaughterhouse, to butcher’s slab. Lena liked to give the cat food that didn’t come from tins, it was fond of liver, but there was no liver and no cat, not at first. Then Mark saw Danni, cowering under the settee, her black fur undulating as she breathed in rapidly, nostrils narrowed, eyes on fire, angry and fearful in equal measure. Though Mark had never much liked cats he clucked his tongue at her, but she retreated further under the recess, making a half-hearted hiss, that was more plea than threat.


Mark called for Lena but she didn’t answer. She’d be upstairs, sleeping the afternoon away, as she often did after the Amsterdam trip. He poured himself some of the orange juice she’d left out on the kitchen table. It was too warm, the day was too warm and his last job had been too warm. It was time to chill out a little, spend some money.


The smell wasn’t going away. Mark looked at the cat accusingly. The creature was desperate to get out and got up enough nerve to shoot past him, hurling herself through the flap in the door with a clatter and a strangled cry. He’d never seen it move so fast but the smell did not go with her and the cat’s bowl was empty. Mark left his juice, thought of something stronger then thought better of it and went upstairs. He’d shower, and join Lena. Maybe he wouldn’t even wake her until later. Maybe he wouldn’t shower.


The smell was getting stronger. Not so sweet now. Maybe it was the weather. They’d sweltered for the last week, hitting thirty some days. He looked in on Lena, as he’d done so many times before. She was often asleep when he came home. They led frenetic lifestyles that collided occasionally, fought occasionally and loved occasionally, but it suited them.


The blinds were drawn and Mark’s eyes took a moment to get used to the gloom. Lena was slumped on the bed, on her back in her usual position. She hadn’t even bothered to undress. Mark would have turned and gone to the shower room if it wasn’t for the smell. It was coming from here. It was coming from her. He switched on the light, stepped towards Lena, then stepped back quickly, almost falling. Mark stared for a few seconds, but didn’t want to believe his eyes. He turned away, opened the blinds, then the window, and leant on the sill for a few moments, blinking and breathing like the cat, filling his lungs with air in an effort to calm himself. Kids were chasing a kite in the park opposite, a few people walked dogs. An ice cream van was approaching, and the kids forgot about the kite when they heard its chimes, leaving it to lose shape and fall silently to the ground. The van was playing a snippet of Italian opera. It felt like an age before Mark could turn back to the bed.


There was not that much blood, not as much as you might expect, and what was there had congealed into a dull red paste. Lena’s eyes stared past him, as blue as the sky, and fixed on eternity. Her stomach had been ripped open, and other organs were visible. They glistened slightly. All the cheap horror films Mark had seen as a kid reared up before him. He’d watched videos with singular dedication, smoking and drinking away the wasteland of his youth. They had been substitutes for school, seen so many times that gore meant nothing, just paint on the screen. It meant something now.


Mark began to swear, a litany of rage as he steadied himself on a bedpost of that ridiculous four-poster Lena had insisted on, until he could look at her again. Her face was unmarked, if it had registered horror when she’d died someone had smoothed this from it and there was no sign of a struggle. Her top had been opened carefully, as if someone had calmly undressed her, and she’d let him. Mark was not sure how long he stood there before he touched her face. His senses had almost shut down, but he felt his eyes becoming wet. He stretched out a shaking hand to touch her skin and it was as cold as a church wall. He drew it away quickly. A fist was grabbing at his guts, trying to push its way out and make him like Lena. He pulled at his shirt and ripped open the top buttons, but it was still hard to get his breath. Mark looked around. Everything was in its place, neat and tidy, like Lena had always kept it. Nothing unusual except a gutted woman on the bed. His woman.


Mark sat down on the bed, gingerly, as if he didn’t want to cause Lena any more hurt. He wasn’t sure what he felt, it was a mix of rage, shock, disbelief, and maybe self-pity too, that old demon he’d all but conquered by putting his life back on track, and his past in its place. Mark looked around a bit more, but there was no sign of a break-in. Nothing had been touched. Nothing.


They’d think it was him. He tried to keep this thought out of his head but it jostled for first place amongst all the other emotions. His eyes kept going back to the wound. It was fixing itself in his mind, making a home there, becoming a permanent image that could be viewed any time in his private hell. He gently closed Lena’s blouse and began to tidy her long hair, a genuine dirty blonde, smoothing it into the style she liked. Then he closed her eyes. It took two attempts and he kept his own shut.


His mobile rang, his new blues ring tone, If You’re Looking For Trouble, and Mark answered it.


‘I’d get out of there now if I were you,’ a voice said, ‘they’ll think you did it.’ The voice had a slight accent which he couldn’t place, then it was gone. Mark had no reason to run, but the voice put his own thoughts into words. His past would scream out his guilt. Mark Richards, delinquent thug, serial burglar. Then they’d find out about his baby brother. He’d be news again, all across the country – again. After years of quiet, of something approaching a life, his world would be ripped apart. He was being stupid, his world was already ripped apart, Lena lying cut up and very dead besides him.


Mark went to the bottom drawer of a cupboard and took out a tin box. His passport and money were in it and hadn’t been touched. He put this stuff into his pockets and was almost out of the room before he forced himself to look back. He couldn’t leave Lena like this, found and abandoned in minutes, so he went into the other bedroom, brought a blanket back, and placed it over Lena, as if to cover up her pain, and his confusion. Mark was not confused about the white hot angry grief that was beginning to surge through him.


Very few people knew the number of his private mobile, but the voice did, and it knew he was here, so that meant someone was watching him. It might be the voice of Lena’s killer, it might be inviting him to run into the arms of the police, but he had to get out, to get away and think. He stumbled towards the door, seeing Lena smile again, seeing her snarl, the complicated Lena of a thousand scenes, the tender lover of more than a few. So beautiful.


Mark heard sirens and began to run, out into the sunlight of the block’s back yard, up and over the rear wall like the cat he’d always been, then down the alleyway and into the bustling street on the other side, his head blown apart. He’d gone straight since he turned twenty, that was the crazy fucking part of all this. His reward.


He slowed down, and tried to walk calmly into the adjacent street, where he went down the steps of the underground and got on the first train that pulled in. His head felt like the shaking tube, hollow, rushing, digging deep into the belly of the earth. It was mid-afternoon of a lazy summer day but it wasn’t that full. Tourists mainly, inquisitive faces, some happy, some tired and lost, but none running away from a butchered partner. Someone was staring at him, a woman, Japanese maybe, one of a group that looked as if they’d been welded together. Was he talking to himself? He hadn’t done that since the old days. Mark looked away, down at the floor, then at his reflection in the dirty window glass. It merged with the walls as the train rushed past. A snatch of anguish here, a wild eye there. A desperate face flashing back at him every time.


The police would be tapping him into a computer any minute. His past would arrange itself neatly and stop at the last young offenders’ home. It wouldn’t take them long to track him to the agency, to find out what he did. He’d have to get out of the city. Kelly would help, as long as Mark didn’t mention Lena. That would be too much for that Irish runt.


Mark got off after two stops, and walked the rest of the way, trying to merge with other people, to put all his self-imposed training into practice. The life long ability to fade into shadows, to lose himself into the night, all the stuff he’d played at when he was a kid was now real. Kelly was in the Queen’s Head; he always was at this time, in a corner, his table a mess of betting slips, piled cigarette ends, and a few empty half pint glasses. Kelly thought he saved money drinking this way. There were a few others in there of similar stamp, and no one else.


Kelly was sinking into an alcohol and no-wins fug when Mark tapped him on the shoulder.


‘Jesus, Mr Richards, don’t do that, man.’


Kelly had lost a little of his brogue. Now it had merged into a strange mix of south London and Donegal. The Irishman scanned him shrewdly as he sat down.


‘Where’s the fire?’


‘Go and get me a drink. A large one.’


Mark found a crumpled ten and threw it at Kelly.


‘And get yourself one.’


‘Large one?’


‘Whatever.’


He came back with two large shots of Jameson’s and a small jug of water. Like many drunks, Kelly was meticulous in his preparation, and messy afterwards.


‘I want you to get me a car,’ Mark said.


‘What’s up with you? You know I don’t do that no more. I’m always too pissed to drive for a start.’


‘You’ve never been too pissed. You could drive asleep. You probably have.’


Mark was calming a little. At least outwardly. The last hour was starting to become dreamlike. He’d wake up in a minute, sit up in bed sweating, swearing, then see Lena besides him in that deep sleep she’d perfected that always mocked his own fractured napping. The last few years with her had been an interlude, a time that had almost got him believing that change was possible, believing in things like normal, ordinary, and almost daring to believe in happy.


Mark felt the wad of notes in his chest pocket and wondered how much to give Kelly. His chosen helper was not much to look at, and there was probably even less inside. Kelly was a wasted little man, maybe fifty, but he’d fucked himself up so much he looked far older. A bit of red fuzz was left for hair, watery grey eyes were set too close to his nose, which was small and sharp, and amazingly had never been broken, and his teeth were just a decaying memory. There was always a certain smell about the man, nicotine, whisky and sweat combined for the Kelly trademark, plus the overcoat that was always with him, even on a hot day like this. Watching Kelly mix water with his drink Mark realised how alone he was, again.


‘I want something fast, but not showy,’ Mark murmured.


Kelly studied his drink and sighed.


‘Water, never ice, that’s the trick with Irish.’


He raised his glass against the window light, which the sun caught for a moment in the fuliginous air, making the liquid burnt orange. Kelly gazed on it with a moment’s reverence and downed it.


‘Look, Mr Richards, what’s going on? You never asked me to rob no car before. A bit of following people, getting you the odd name, but never robbing.’


Lena flashed into Mark’s mind, open and bloody, he couldn’t keep her out. He fought to stop his hands from shaking and drank his own drink, quickly, so that it seared and kicked at his empty gut. She’d eaten pasta for lunch, he thought, before almost coughing up the drink.


‘What’s the matter, Mr Richards, I ain’t never seen you like this. You look like you bin to hell and back. Been on a bender, eh?’


‘Nothing’s the matter.’


‘You’re spooked, that’s what you are.’


Kelly said this with a certain satisfaction. Mr Richards, with a body opposite to his in every way, and a lifestyle to match, was shaking, and wanted a car. Kelly felt important.


‘Must be something bad for you to be like this. Wanna car that blends in, eh? Well, I don’t know.’


Mark took hold of Kelly’s arm, which felt like a stick in his powerful grip.


‘You do know. You used to nick cars for fifty quid, and change the number plates.’


‘That was years ago. Fifty quid, you must be joking.’


Mark looked at Kelly’s charity shop pick-and-mix outfit.


‘I’ll give you two hundred if you get me one by six. You’ll have plates in that hovel you live in. You’ll have kept some, just in case.’


‘Look, I don’t want no bother, Mr Richards.’


Mark put three twenties on the table.


‘The rest later. I’ll come round to your place at six.’


He worked his thumb through the roll of the money as Kelly watched, his eyes sharp flints, his body on greed alert.


‘You owe me, Kelly.’


‘Yeah, I know, but …’


Mark dug his fingers into Kelly’s arm, making him gasp.


‘You owe me.’


‘Okay, okay.’


‘Don’t fuck up and you’ll have enough to bet on everything that runs tomorrow. Get going.’


Mark helped Kelly out of his chair and left with him. It wasn’t much of a plan. The police might pick up Kelly any time that night but they wouldn’t get much out of him, or the Queen’s Head. It was full of people who were deaf, dumb and blind. Kelly would be shaken when the news hit, but fear would be added to it, and his tongue would lock up even more. If it didn’t happen like this there was nothing Mark could do about it.









Chapter Two


That voice on the phone. Mark could hear it echoing in his head. They’ll think it was you. The accent was Dutch, maybe Slav, one of those bandit territory places, but he’d never had contact with anyone like that, and Lena, what connection could she possibly have, for Christ sake? Lena, a full-time model and part-time student. Her never-ending Open University degree, women’s studies, which had gone on for as long as he’d known her. Mark had made no real enemies in London, as far as he knew, or anywhere else, for that matter. The childhood stuff in Wales was of no interest to anyone here. Yes, his two-year-old brother Shane had gone missing from the garden of their council house, yes it had fucked his mother up, it had fucked him up, and the fact Shane had never been found had kept it fresh but no one else cared about that. It was the Richards family tragedy, history he had to live with. And he had, in his way, keeping out of trouble, doing bailiff work, sometimes providing protection for Z-list celebs, and lately private dick stuff. Checking out on a few missing people, and the odd shagging-away husband for an agency up town.


Mark had met Lena on a celeb minder job. She’d just finished a photo shoot and noticed him hanging around on the fringes of a function, looking tough and uncomfortable in his suit. She’d picked him up, at least that was how it seemed at the time. He’d been flattered enough to ignore his usual suspicion, though he did think she might have been a high-class call girl. She wasn’t and it had worked, and lasted, until a few hours ago. None of it made any sense, but he’d have to make sense of it. For Lena, and himself.


Mark hadn’t thought of Shane for some time, but finding your girlfriend butchered focused the mind on such things. Mark saw his mother Julie’s face that day when Shane didn’t turn up. The way she looked at him. The way she accused. He was on the phone, talking to his fence, Shane was in the garden playing, then gone. For good. A disappearance to end all others. The locals gorged on it, everyone had a take on what happened to Shane, every talking head wanker the media could dig up had its say, and most of the talk involved Mark. Julie no longer thought he’d had anything to do with it, they’d come that far at least, but in the pit of his guts Mark could never really be sure.


Tragedy had created space, and this had stretched to distance between them. When Julie heard about Lena all the pain would sharpen up again, and old doubts flood through her mind. The police would be down to see her pretty soon, sniffing around for him. Valley Boy running home. At least Julie wasn’t on that estate any more, she was twenty miles away, down on the coast, in a flat, and working in a TV factory. A new start, away from the tongues and the looks, and the awful celebrity. The media would bring Shane up again, of course they would. He could hear the voices getting into their stride again   ripped his girlfriend open did he, that proves it must have been him with the kid. Aye, I remember Mark Richards, a crazy bastard, Psycho Eyes we used to call him around here. I’d bring back the rope, I would. Then the nationals would piece it together and he’d be famous once more, for another long fifteen minutes.


Mark walked around until six, keeping off the main streets, going into a few parks, watching all the people going home, like he had only a few days ago. Like him, Lena hadn’t had much of a start in the world. Her father was just a yellowed black and white photograph, and she had never bothered with her mother as soon as she was old enough to get away. Lena had a brother somewhere in the Midlands – Tony, he’d have his address in the small book he always carried. Thank Christ he did, for everything else was in the flat. Mark had only met Tony a few times. The man was nothing like Lena, Tony was a man in his mid-thirties with big hair from another age, who looked like a cross between a pimp and a hairdresser, complete with rings and false tan. Lena never said much about him, which was one of the things Mark liked most about her. They shared a mutual reticence about the past, it had helped draw them together. They were a new beginning for each other and it had worked, in its way. When she went off on modelling jobs Mark never asked too much.


Mark felt his eyes becoming wet again and brushed them with the back of a hand. It was the first time in years they’d performed like this. The last time was on that beach in Shetland. He’d been sent there as the final part of his young offenders’ stint. They did things like that then, gave twisted kids the chance to try the life of the rich, as if a new way of life could be caught, like a disease. It was an outward bound course, a problem, one-parent, shattered family kid mixing with public school boys, crazy, but it took him to a beach near Lerwick, which was fresh, open, and empty. Flat sand and shingle stretching up to a big sky which might have been another planet for him. He’d learned to row and had seen whales, seen them swimming around the boat, seen them dead on the beach, washed up for no apparent reason. He’d cried then, for himself, and his whole cracked upbringing, he’d cried about the state of the world, and his own dark place in it, which also seemed to have no apparent reason. He cried for his missing baby brother, that more than anything. Now he did so for a woman, dabbing at his eyes and wondered if it had been love.


If Kelly cocked up there was no plan B. Mark’s mind was in no state to think of one. It was hard enough keeping that image of Lena out of it, he wanted to see her laughing in the park over the road, trying to brain him with a frisbee, he wanted to see her the only time they been on holiday; Paris, a place she knew well, which enveloped him in winter chill, strange light and long nights. He wanted to see her like this, but shades of red cut into him whenever he tried.


Mark stood in the alley behind Kelly’s place. All seemed quiet. Kelly had a bed-sit, on the second floor, not much more than a rancid squat. Downstairs was a boarded-up shop. Mark went up the back stairs and knocked his door lightly, thinking how easy it would be for Kelly to grass him up, for the Old Bill to open, and the rest of them rush up the stairs. Would he resist? He wasn’t sure, but old habits died hard.


There were no police. Kelly opened the door to a crack and squinted through with his stubbly, weasel-like face. Mark pushed past him.


‘Did you get it?’ Mark asked.


Kelly nodded towards the window with his head. In the street, amongst the bent and busted bangers was a Mondeo, not too old.


‘What do you think I am, a fucking rep?’ Mark said.


‘I know, Mr Richards, but I used my head, see. Millions of these buggers about, you won’t stick out, like, and I had some ‘Y’ plates that are the right year for it. It’s a good car that is, a good workhorse and it’s gotta full tank.’


‘Where are the real ones? I don’t want you keeping them.’


‘In the river.’


Mark doubted that they were. Number plates were collateral for Kelly.


‘Key?’


‘These will be OK. Got a good collection of Ford.’


Mark scoured the street. It was full of crap and a few people coming home from work but empty of police. Not much action at all, really. A few Rasta sweating and smoking on the corner, and a fat git slouched against the doorway of his video shop, probably wishing it was winter and pissing down, so that he might get a bit more trade. Kelly’s room stank. It had been innocent of a real clean since Kelly had moved in. Mark knew the smell, he’d been in so many places like this, they permeated his life from its earliest days. It was the smell of failure, that ‘going nowhere’ sourness that was so hard to get rid of once it attached itself to you. It was the deadliest virus he knew.


‘My money, Mr Richards?’


Mark took the notes from his inside pocket but stayed Kelly’s reaching hand. It seemed pathetically small inside his own.


‘Don’t go blowing this like a fool, I’ll know if you do.’


‘I won’t, I didn’t get where I am doing anything stupid like that.’


Mark’s eyes swept past him to Kelly’s few square feet of nothing and would have laughed if it wasn’t so tragic, if his girlfriend had not been cut up that morning. She’d be on some slab somewhere now, a bored pathologist going about his business one more time. Not that he felt any better than Kelly, not this day. Kelly would never have a killing pinned on him.


‘What will you say, Kelly, if anyone comes asking about me?’


Kelly jumped to his cue.


‘Nothing, Mr Richards, you know I’m good for that. Always good for that.’


‘And if someone says they saw us in the Queen’s Head?’


‘Not much chance of that, but if they did, well, I always drink there. We was just passing the time of day, like.’


‘Good.’


Kelly squirmed under Mark’s stare. He let him take the money. As Kelly pocketed it Mark wondered who else would be coming around, and what tactics they would use. Was anyone after him, too? How could he know? Lena was dead and he didn’t know why. He had no motive, no names, nothing was taken from the flat. He felt his body tense as he thought of catching up with her killer. Muscles were tightening, his hands flexed, six foot two and fourteen seven of perfect shape wanted a result. Kelly edged away from him, five foot four of hopelessness in piss-stained trousers, but Mark felt more kinship with the man than anything else.


‘It’s OK, Kelly,’ Mark said softly, ‘nothing’s going to happen to you, as long as you keep it shut.’


Mark took the keys and went out quickly. It wouldn’t do to keep the car long, but it should get him to Coventry, to Tony. It was all he could think to do. Lena had seen her brother quite recently, when she’d been working in Birmingham. As he thought of it now he remembered her quietness that following week, almost introverted, which wasn’t like her. That was his show.


The Mondeo had a full tank, and an air freshener hanging on the dash that immediately activated his hay fever. It was a two-litre job, its interior pretending to be something grand but it went well enough, which was all that interested him. Mark drove off, imagining eyes everywhere. He threw the air freshener out of the window and headed into the tail-end of the London rush hour. He was on the M1 in half an hour and drove at a careful seventy, keeping the windows shut despite the heat. He passed fields with crops the colour of Lena’s hair, lush with summer growth. He’d only been this way once before, when he’d driven up with Lena to be introduced to Tony. Mark hadn’t really been interested but it had seemed important to her at the time.


Mark tried to fix Tony’s location in his head; it was a terrace in one of the Coventry suburbs, not unlike the ones of his Welsh valley, but on the flat in the middle of a city, not stuck at crazy angles on hillsides. He was tired, so tired it didn’t so much creep up on him as zap him. If there was an opposite to an adrenaline rush he was feeling it now. Every sense told him to pull over and sleep but he couldn’t afford to. He turned on the radio, and searched for news. Nothing yet. He kept it on, enduring the useless music until the next newscast.


The sun was lowering in the western sky. Mark headed towards a deepening red, cut with the odd feathery vapour trail of a plane. He was one of thousands of cars heading home for the weekend, but maybe he’d be unique on this motorway, the only one running from a killing. He had a sudden flashback to the flat and blinked it out quickly, but not before the car swerved a little and someone behind honked. There were sunglasses in the glove compartment, amongst a few CDs by people he’d never heard of and a photograph of a couple with two kids. Everyone looked happy. How had one of Lena’s favourite songs gone   happy, shiny people? He put the glasses on and felt calmer as he turned onto the M6. Coventry wasn’t far away now.


Again nothing on the radio. The news was full of vile stuff, but not his vile stuff. Iraq was kicking off again, a kid had been found dead in Yorkshire, some football star was being paid too much attention, all the things that usually passed him by. Now they were more real. Lena was part of the game now, tomorrow she’d be added to the mix, just one more statistic, but one that belonged to him. Every one of the news items shattered lives somewhere but it wasn’t yours so you glossed over it, dismissed it in seconds before re-engaging with your life, the one that could never be touched by anything like that. Lena was officially part of the world’s mess, as Shane had been.


Iraq made Mark think of his last job. It had involved a guy who’d been working there. One of many picking over the corpse, looking for a quick return. Some sort of important engineer. He’d been cheating on his wife, and had set up a girl in a flat not far from Lena’s, so the agency had asked him to do surveillance. It was a poor job and he’d used Kelly to do most of the watching. He’d just taken a few photos at appropriate times. The man’s wife was a looker, more so than the mistress, but Mark had realised some time ago that these affairs had many dimensions, power, excitement, thrill, doing it because one could. They rarely made any sense. The wife sobbed in the office and told him she’d never really believed it, until he spread the photographs out on the desk. They always used black and white for this work. Cutting out colour seemed to tell the truth more. The woman had a kid away in a boarding school somewhere who loved his dad. Each time Mark did a job like this he wanted out.


Cloud was building up around the sun as it made its farewell, yellow on red. As Mark passed a place called Harborough Magna the nine o’clock news came on. Again nothing on Lena. It had been half a day now, this lack of news didn’t add up. He couldn’t think why this should be, but then it was hard to think at all. At least the need to sleep had gone. Energy had kicked in again but he needed to eat. He pulled off into a services. He was only miles away from Tony now but he had to take time out, to try and get some thought processes going. The guy might not be there anyway.


Mark sat in the car park for a while. Try to think, you stupid bastard. He hadn’t seen Lena much in the last few weeks. She’d been in Amsterdam, he’d been busy helping to destroy a marriage. He tracked back, to last Christmas, when they had gone to that cottage in the Cotswolds. Her idea. It was like on a postcard, she’d said, but it had been cold, cold enough for a dusting of snow. It was the kind of England she was always searching for, log fires, hearty people, polite people, no crime, no filth, the kind of world he had no experience of, maybe the kind that had never existed, but if it was an illusion, he’d enjoyed it. They’d walked back from a pub, Lena’s face radiant in the cold, his own happy, shiny person. We’ll have all this, one day, she said, waving a hand over the cottage and its large garden. I know we’ll have the money. He’d smiled, and let her dream. Then Mark moved on, month by month, looking for anything unusual, anything different in her behaviour. There was nothing. No reason and no sense to this, yet what she’d said about having money stuck in his mind.


Mark’s two positive years with Lena had balanced out everything that came before, offset the kiddy crap, the teenage crap, that extreme and illegal journey from fifteen to twenty, the years of trying to find out who he was. For a crazy moment he thought of phoning his mother, the only other person he’d ever been close to, but for her, his news would be a mainline back to Shane.


Mark went into the services’ rest room, he couldn’t think of a bleaker or more lonely place to be at this time. It smelt of stale piss and ineffective cleaning agent. He didn’t like what he saw as he stared in a mirror. A man who looked a lot older than thirty, but finding Lena like that had put another ten years on him. There was now a grey threat at the edge of his hairline. There were few photos of his early childhood. He had just one, of a crop-haired, bony kid, with an unsmiling face and hard eyes, perfect for any social documentary on the deprived. It still was. A hard man’s face now, rugged good looks, Lena calls it. She didn’t like ‘pretty’ men. A scar-free face, with surprisingly good teeth, none knocked out, or twisted. Lena calls it. Present tense, Mark. Dead people don’t do present tense. Girlfriends with their stomachs ripped open don’t do any tense at all. If someone hadn’t come in he would have punched the glass. It was an old teenage trick, a last resort when everything exploded in his brain. The pain in the fist was like a charge that settled him down again, his problems smashed away, for a while. A small man in a suit looked at him strangely, then tried to make himself invisible when Mark returned the look.


He walked into the restaurant. At this time it wasn’t very busy. The odd trucker, sitting in his special pen, dog-tired and wishing his journey was over. A few families, mothers trying to control over-tired kids on their way back from somewhere, fathers’ arms folded in resignation. Lena had talked about kids, someday, sometime. She was older than him, by two years, and had dreaded hitting thirty. Forget forty, fifty, bus pass time, thirty is the one, she’d said. He’d never thought much about it, and had slipped past his own milestone a few months ago. Despite Lena, a part of him still felt that time was to be served, not enjoyed.


Mark ordered a plate of grease, which tasted as if it was on overtime. It might have been adequate in the morning, an overpriced surfeit of cholesterol washed down by caffeine, but now it fell into his gut like lead. He chewed, he swallowed, it was necessary. Lena would have been horrified. She was a vegetarian, almost vegan, and had begun to work on him in the last few months. He’d just about given up red meat, apart from bacon. You’re doing well, she said, for a man.


Mark could see the motorway through the restaurant window, a police car went by, then another, chasing someone. His hands tightened on the cutlery. When he’d got back from Shetland, about to leave his teenage years, he’d told himself that he’d never run from anything again, and he hadn’t. Until now. He raised his eyes and saw the large red lips of a model on a poster on the wall. For a moment it was Lena, the wounded part of her, almost the same red, the same openness. He pushed the rest of the food away, making a clatter that turned heads, but not for long. People had their own thoughts and worries in the tiny piece of world they inhabited and this place was perfect for indulging them. It reeked of isolation, the restless routine of people endlessly passing through. Transient thoughts. That most of all.


One of the first things Mark learned as an investigator was how little people really noticed you. You thought they did, if you tripped on the pavement, walked around with your flies open, had a pulsating spot on the end of your nose, but they didn’t. Ask ten people to describe a suspect and you’ll get ten different answers, and each one sure. The world was too fast to notice, let alone care. Unless you were on the run from a killing, from gutting your girlfriend, an evil fiend who will sell papers and make people watch the TV. They’ll notice me, Mark thought, they’ll have a field day with me.


They’d be rooting around the old estate again, shooting off their quick words, and everyone would have a story on him. Lena had taken him away from Shane, she’d brought him out of that dark Richards place, made him talk about it in terms other than denial and despair. Here was someone who actually seemed to care about who he was, what he thought, where he’d been and even where he might be going. He was never sure why she was with him, she’d always earned more than him, and he was hardly Mr Security.


Mark saw Shane that last day in the garden, playing around in the sand the council had left. Spooning it up in the air, hair cropped like Mark’s, but Shane’s a blond fuzz to match his blue eyes, his mother’s eyes. He hadn’t been much like his father, one of the many creeps his mother had fetched up. Mark had loved the little sod, he hadn’t realised how much until he was gone, and he’d loved Lena. At least he thought it was love. He’d never been able to solve Shane’s mystery, the kid had vanished and had stayed gone. He’d put his brother into every horror situation he could think of, each one churning his guts, like a steel hand in there, twisting. The hand of fate, hah hah. Keeping the wound open, and always fresh. No, he couldn’t solve the mystery of Shane but he’d solve Lena’s, by Christ he would. At least he knew her end. He knew nothing else, understood nothing else, and didn’t yet know how to go about changing this, but he would find out, and put things right. Finish it.









Chapter Three


Mark left the restaurant and drove on. He was on the Coventry ring road in minutes. It was like a mini M25, but without the traffic. At this time on a warm Friday night most people had got where they where going or were going nowhere at all. He tried to remember where Tony lived. Lena had driven up that time she had persuaded him to come. Mark didn’t even know what Tony did. Something in advertising, Lena said, which could mean anything. The man didn’t look like Lena. Tony was like her mother, she said, but Mark had never seen her parents. They’d never got around to visiting. Neither of them wanted to get into families. Her parents were from Lithuania originally, Lena had told him, but Lena was born and bred a Brit, yet another accent seemed to force its way out when she was in temper, an echo of her ancestry perhaps. It was one of her quirks that marked her out as different, quirks that he liked. He liked the vagueness of her background, it made him worry about his own less. When they met he’d been a private island, ‘keep off’ signs bristling all over him, deliberately isolated, cut off from others, emotions kept in check, and hiding his past. All the things he’d learned to do to survive. Slowly, and very cautiously, Mark had opened up to Lena, and in her gently persistent way she drew his past out of him. She was the only person he’d ever told about Shane, but Lena had never said much about herself. Now Mark realised how little he knew about her. She liked the fact he didn’t ask questions, and he’d left it at that. Now he wished he hadn’t, now he thought she might have had reasons for her secrecy.


Mark drove into rows of terraces until he recognised Tony’s street. For the showy man he was, Tony’s house didn’t seem right. It was in a street of identikit homes, places for people on the first rung of the ladder, or maybe the last. A few were boarded up. Tony’s Merc was probably worth more than most of them. He was driving one the last time Mark saw him, proudly showing off the number plate to Lena. He’d arranged the letters to almost spell his name. Tony still had the car, which made it easier to find the house. Mark drove past it a few times. All the old instincts were kicking in. Ducking and diving, feeling the eyes of the pigs everywhere. Working for the agency had been perfect for him. He’d stayed on the right side of the law, just, but now Mark felt like a roaming kid again, with a chip on his shoulder the size of the world.


There was a light on in Tony’s front room, Mark could see in as he passed. Tony was there, on the phone, maybe making arrangements to come down to London. Maybe telling the police about his sister’s boyfriend. Mark still wasn’t sure what he was doing here. Telling Tony how he’d found Lena, and how he’d ran, might not be the best action, but the man was his only real link to her. He needed to tell someone he hadn’t done it, and he needed someone to share his grief.


Thought processes were slowly returning and Mark realised how stupid he’d been. There was practically no chance of finding out what had happened and if he went back now at least he could be involved in her funeral – they’d let him do that, even if he was chief suspect. Lena had never believed in an afterlife, or any type of ceremony, not even marriage. If anything ever happens to me, have a good drink, play some music, and get on with your life, she’d once told him. He’d thought it cold, but knew she was only reflecting his own beliefs. He wondered who’d be there, certainly more police and press than friends. Neither of them really had any. It must have hit the news by now. Stories like this were the real stuff of life. Not politics or sport or some film tart’s new boyfriend, but pain, suffering, someone going down in the most brutal way. They spread it over the front page, for people to enjoy their mock horror over their fucking cornflakes and buttered toast.


Mark was getting angry, which wouldn’t do. Getting even was much better. He realised revenge was uppermost in his mind. It was blocking out any other feelings and he didn’t want to think about the good times with Lena. There’d be time to do that later. She was another Shane. Two bolts from the blue to shoot him down. Yes, revenge was good, a counterbalance for the hurt, but he didn’t even have shadows to chase. Lena was dead, but he had no motive, no suspects, and no ideas.


After a final drive past, Mark parked about fifty yards away from Tony’s house. The daylight was almost gone and street lamps were coming on, pink slashes turning to orange amidst the gloom. There was a pub on the corner, and Mark felt the urge to go there, to sink a few large whiskies so quickly that they’d light a fire in his chest. Maybe there’d be an echo of the old illusory courage he’d tried to get out of bottles when he was a kid. He hadn’t needed this type of support for a long time, but it wouldn’t do, sitting at a bar when Lena’s story might be flashed onto any TV. They would have got hold of a photo of Lena by now. Her agency could provide hundreds, to suit every occasion. That would stop punters in mid-sip at their local.


Get a load of that, Dave, wouldn’t you like to go home to her?


No, not now, Carl, don’t you know what happened to her? I read it in The Sun, in work, done like a kipper, she was


Is she someone famous?


Nah, just some model, foreign, I think.


Mark saw movement in the house. It was him, picking up something near the window. The guy hadn’t changed much, medium height, stocky turning to fat. Tony still had big hair and a T-shirt with a fcuk logo on it which summed him up. Mark decided to go round the back, there wasn’t any reason to, just old habits kicking in. He knew there was a yard there. Maybe Tony was the type who forgot to lock his back door. There’d been lots of houses like that in the valley, he’d rarely had to break in anywhere.


A double-glazed door opened for him and Mark was in the kitchen. Tony was on his mobile, he could hear him moving around the room. He was talking in a foreign language. Mark stood there until the talking stopped, then moved quietly towards the living room. He had seconds to decide how to play this. Mark was surprised Tony was still here and he was even more surprised that he knew anything other than English. The talking stopped, as Mark stood in the doorway watching Tony fiddle around with his TV remote. The set was his main feature, a yard or so of colour on his wall, but the sound wasn’t on. He’d turn any second now. People always sensed when they were being watched, some sooner than others.


‘Who the fuck’s that?’ Tony shouted, snatching up an ash-tray.


Mark stepped forward into the room as Tony stepped back.


‘What do you want?’


Tony blinked hard.


‘Mark? It is you, isn’t it? Where the hell did you come from? I almost had a turn then, you stupid bastard. Why didn’t you ring the bell, like everyone else?’


Tony put the ashtray down and smiled with relief. He stuck out a hand.


‘What you doing here, mate? Is my sister with you?’


‘No, she’s not.’


Mark hoped his voice was steady, and that his features were under control. This made no sense. How could he not know about Lena?


‘What’s wrong, pal?’ Tony said. ‘You look as rough as guts. I’ll get you a drink. Whisky, isn’t it?’


Nothing was right about this. Tony was the kind of man who liked to call strangers mate, pal, squire, but he was not a friendly man. He should be going off on one for him walking in the back way, someone he’d only seen a few times in his life. Mark wanted to blurt it out about Lena, to get rid of some of the burden and confide in someone, but something held him back, the same sense that had made him come in the back way. Tony handed him a very large scotch.


‘Good stuff, that is. Ten year malt. Sit down, mate, before you fall down.’


Mark did feel unsteady. He clutched his drink and sank into a chair. A large image of a woman perched on Tony’s shoulder as he also sat down. A woman on the TV who looked a little like Lena, but not enough to make Mark jump. She was on a talk show anyway, not the news. He thought of Lena alive, he wanted her to be alive, need surged through him, for the clock to be turned back, for the day to start again with him getting into bed with her, smelling her tired hair and waiting for her to wake.


‘Mark, you’re miles away, mate. Look, what’s up, you just appearing like this? You on a job up here, or something?’


‘Yeah, that’s right, a job. I thought I’d call in. Sorry I came round the back. Force of habit.’


Tony’s mouth opened into a wide grin, his whitened teeth matching his ridiculous tan.


‘Checking out some sap on a dirty weekend, eh?’


‘Something like that.’


‘So, how you been then?’


‘OK.’


Tony was afraid of him. Mark could recognise fear very quickly. Sometimes it was masked with aggression, but when it was there he knew. People had often been afraid of him, but usually they had a reason. Tony had no reason, but this brash, showy, guy was sweating badly now, and the more he smiled, the more he sweated. Tony smelt like a woman. He’d overdosed on expensive aftershave that still managed to smell cheap. Attempts had also been made to control his wiry black hair with gel. He was obviously going out.


Mark drank the whisky as calmly as he could, watching silver beads gather on the backs of Tony’s hairy hands. The man had an olive complexion, more south Europe than north and Mark could see nothing of Lena in him. He’d been disappointed when he first met the guy. Lena had been trying to draw him out of himself at the time and thought Tony might be useful for this but the look on his face when they met put paid to that. Tony’s way of talking was strange, like an actor who was poor at accents, and didn’t know which one to adopt. In one evening he’d gone through a mix of south London, black country, and something else, something indefinable which spoke of his past. Mark wished now he’d talked to Lena more about her background, but she had always pushed his questions away and got him to talk about his own life.


Tony fingered an oversized medallion that hung from a chain around his neck. It was a gold coin which had been re-shaped, and another one matched it on a little finger. The clusters of hair on his hands were quite moist now. Mark wondered if the guy was acting, if he knew about Lena and was waiting for the police to get here.


‘You look as if you were about to go out,’ Mark said.


‘I was. I am. A hot date, you might say.’


‘Huh huh. Well, don’t let me keep you. I’ll come out with you. I should have phoned when I was up here, but you know how it is, in my job.’


‘Yeah, sure, don’t worry. I know, Lena insisted you call in, didn’t she? How is my lovely sister? Haven’t heard from her lately.’


‘She’s been working a lot.’


‘Nice to see her so successful.’


Mark found it hard to keep his voice even. He finished the whisky and felt it burn. He wanted it to, it gave him something else to concentrate on, for something was wrong here.


‘Well, shall we go then?’ Tony said. ‘I’ve got to get across town. Are you going back down tonight?’


‘Yes, I’m all finished here.’


All finished. Only Lena was finished. Nothing else had started. He’d stolen a car and ran. No plan, no ideas, just rabbit action, and a surreal kind of action at that. You find your girlfriend cut up, a voice on the phone chills you, starts you running, and you head off for your one contact. At least Tony was the only one Mark knew about. If Lena had others she’d never shared them with him. He’d taken work calls for her sometimes, that was about it. They’d both been very private people and now it was costing him.


Tony put out a greasy hand which Mark felt rather than shook, for it fell through his own without hardly touching it. Mark watched Tony drive off in the silver Merc with TON 1 on the plate, and walked to his own illicit vehicle. Tony glanced back once and Mark saw him put his mobile phone to his ear. He turned on the radio in the Mondeo and searched for news. A calm, well-modelled voice took him through the world horror show. Blood in Iraq, Afghanistan, Israel, Africa, the world was dripping in it; someone had stabbed a policeman in Leeds, politicians were being politicians, but again, no Lena. Nothing about a woman who’d been found butchered in a London flat. No comments from shocked neighbours about how she’d been a lovely girl who was always quiet and very friendly. Nothing at all.


The last few hours had been useless, Mark wasn’t even sure which way he should point the car. He wished it could drive him out of this nightmare but the tightening in his guts told him it was only just starting. He drove out of the city and stopped at the first services on the M6. It was the same one as before. It was almost midnight, not a good time to phone Kelly, but the man answered, on the mobile Mark had given him a few months ago. Kelly was stumbling about somewhere, going in and out of signal, his drink-sodden voice inquiring cautiously into the phone.


‘Kelly, stop moving around and listen.’


‘Whosat?’


‘Richards.’


Kelly’s voice steadied.


‘Mr Richards, good evening to you, sir.’


‘Yeah, sounds like it’s been, for you. Listen, and I want a clear fucking answer. Anything been happening around the flat? After I left?’


‘Happening, Mr Richards ?’


‘Don’t go vague on me, Kelly, you do that with other people.’


‘Sorry, I’ve had a bit to drink, like. Nothing’s been happening. It’s been a quiet as churches round here today, Mr Richards. I was just remarking on it to the lads in the Queen’s.’


Mark thought for a moment. Even pissed up, Kelly was reliable for information such as this. Police should have been all over the area. Cordoning it off with their blue and white ribbon, bringing in the men in white suits, all the usual rituals when a body is found.


‘You still there, Mr Richards?’


‘Yes.’


‘Uh, you still got that car?’


‘Never mind about that. Listen, you keep that phone on, and don’t even think of telling me you’ve lost the charger. Put it next to your head when you crash out. I might need you.’


Mark turned off his phone before Kelly could respond. He knew he’d do what he was told, no matter how pissed. Fear and greed always worked a perfect pincer movement on Kelly.


A plane was going over above, it was low, about to land somewhere. It fought against the motorway noise and won, for traffic was thin now. Planes had been one of Mark’s favourite sounds as a kid. Especially if they were really high up and he could hardly see them, just trace their vapour trails with his keen eyes, and hear the faint drone of engines as they tracked across his section of sky. He’d be on the hillside somewhere, hands behind his head, maybe rare sun on his face, watching them until the trails spread into white feathers, to be taken by the clouds. The planes were a comfort, they spoke of other places, other possibilities, things he might do one day. They meant people escaping, like he escaped to the hills, which were right for him, which understood his need to get away; within minutes of having been amongst people he could walk alone. Since he refused to fly, Lena would never have understood this childhood fondness. The one job he’d done abroad, in Holland, he’d had to drive and take the ferry, making things awkward and annoying the agency by the time taken, but it was that or nothing. He couldn’t get his head round the thought of being in that small capsule, many thousands of feet above the earth and completely helpless. His system rebelled against the thought of putting himself into anyone else’s hands so completely. Lena had started to change that.


Mark went into the services, needing to freshen up. This was part of his territory now, he’d become an urban man, something he’d once despised. He’d grown used to rush and bustle, it was where the work was. When he first started working as an investigator they often sent him around the country looking for people, it had amazed him how many people were hiding. Society had a secret inner layer of dodgers, everything from murder to debt, and service stations were the points on his search map. Their grim food, the ability they had to match the worst of his moods, had always told him how alone he was and how like the people he chased. Worse off, maybe, for he needed them, and they could certainly do without him. Then he met Lena and when he moved in with her his perception began to change. Night time places didn’t get to him so much, usually they told him he was on his way home, job finished, and their plastic emptiness made the journey sweeter. He’d had someone to go back to, but she was gone and Mark was back to the original thoughts. In the rest room he threw some water into his face, and heard someone throwing up in one of the cubicles.


Mark went back to the car and turned the radio on again. Still nothing. He found some music, nothing he could recognise, but that wasn’t surprising, for he’d never taken much interest in it, old or modern. It was one of the traits that had marked him out years ago. When the kids on the estate had gone on about the latest band, they were met by blank stares and lack of interest on his part, but what played was good for this time of night. A cowboy crooner wanted his woman back. You’re not alone there, mate, Mark thought. All the adrenaline had drained out of him. The shock of this day was turning to tiredness, he felt like he’d never slept and it was hard to think straight, or think at all. The motorway was practically empty now but blue lights were approaching rapidly. He tensed, and wondered where Kelly had got the false plates from, but the squad car was past him, travelling on fast.


Mark hit the edge of London at first light, the pale yellow light of late summer that forecast another hot day. He parked up the car. The police would run a check on the plates and find they were from something stolen years ago.


He went into the first café he saw open, and had more coffee and grease. There were a few truckers eating with him and one guy who looked like he’d been clubbing all night, maybe gone straight from work for he had that kind of suit on, fat, blue tie still around his neck, but at a crazy angle, as if it was attempted to garrotte him. He fingered it nervously as he ate. The man was about Mark’s age and ate the same breakfast. Their eyes met briefly, his registering consolation, the solidarity of the lonely, the loser. That sad git thinks I’m like him, Mark thought, that we’ve both been on the pull and failed, that we are on our own, then was guilty to be even thinking like this less than a day after he’d found Lena. Anyway, he was on his own. Never more so.
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