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The Highest Beauty


It had just gone eight when the boy finally died.


As he lay there, unmoving, the room was filled with a sudden stillness. But the naked man crouched over the body of the boy was oblivious to every sensation but the deafening rush of blood in his own head.


After the man had paid due homage to what he had done, he stood up and paced the room, flexing the fingers of both hands, then contracting them into hard balls of fist. He breathed steadily and deeply, pushing his diaphragm out to its limits, holding it until his windpipe and lungs started to ache, expelling the air in a slow, smooth stream until there was none left in his body.


He regarded the fragile masterpiece lying on the bare boards. The back of the child’s head, where the initial knock-out blow had connected, was caked with dried blood; blue-black bruises, evidence of their earlier love-tussle, highlighted the skin wounds which decorated the delicate flesh. Streaked tears lay glistening on purple handprints: a final reminder that life had been choked out of him.


Looking steadily at the broken body, all the man saw was the beauty of innocence. The highest beauty. This wasn’t a bad thing that had happened – quite the opposite. Now the child would never grow old, corrupted. The butterfly of his soul had been preserved forever in an amber of innocence. The world would lay no hand on him.


The man turned and smiled at the camera. Perfection.




1: Shot With His Own Gun


“Het, look a’ her! Body of a sixteen-year-old, brain of a nine-year-old. Champion. Just what you want.”


Larkin sighed and looked away. Another girl walked past.


“Hey, look at them baps! Wouldn’t mind seein’ them with the gloves off!”


Larkin stared resolutely across the road, promising himself that he would kill the man if he uttered another word. But Houchen, seemingly ignorant of his companion’s dark thoughts, wasn’t about to be put off.


“Wa’s the time?”


The man must have a fear of silence, thought Larkin. “Haven’t you got a watch?”


“Yeah.”


“So why don’t you look at it, then?”


Houchen seemed quite upset by Larkin’s abrupt tone. “Just makin’ conversation.”


Larkin stared out of the window; Houchen looked at his watch.


“It’s half ten. Funny that. It was half ten last time I looked.”


Larkin ignored him.


Houchen nodded, as if that was what he had expected. He fidgeted his bulk in the passenger seat. There was silence again for a few minutes.


“You nervous, then?”


That’s it, thought Larkin, mentally slipping the boxing gloves on. Houchen continued unabated.


“I am. I mean, when I say I’m nervous, I mean that I’m … you know, keyed-up like. Anxious. Aye, that’s it, anxious.”


Larkin said nothing.


Houchen gave a big elaborate sigh, conveying tension and boredom in equal measures. “It’s just … you know … I mean, how long does it take to get a stiffy, for Christ’s sake? Feels like we’ve been sat here for hours.”


It was no good, thought Larkin: he was going to have to talk to him, if only to shut him up. “Well, you know how it is,” he said, eyes fixed straight ahead on the hotel’s upstairs front bay window, watching the weak light in the room faintly illuminate the shadowy figures behind the glass. “Some people take longer than others. Their erogenous zones are a bit more rarified. Their buttons take a bit more pushing.”


“Aye, you’re right, like,” said Houchen, and settled back into his seat. Larkin turned to look at him. He was big, with an old quayside market leather jacket stretched tight across his flabby frame. His greasy, piggy face made his eyes resemble two raisins thumbed into soft white dough; his hair had the appearance of an ill-fitting black wig that had dropped onto his head from a great height. He wasn’t the sort of man Larkin was used to working with.


Larkin turned back to the window, mainly to escape from Houchen’s raging halitosis. Outside it was a clear August evening. Vehicles moved up and down Osbourne Road, oblivious to the occupants of the battered Volvo. People strolled along the pavement, enjoying the last of the day’s sun. All the while they had sat there, Larkin had been treated to Houchen’s opinion on every single girl who had walked past. That, combined with an almost endless stream of verbal punctuation accompanying his farts – “There you go”; “Have that one on me” – had almost moved Larkin to threaten violence on his new partner. If Houchen hadn’t been so good at his job, Larkin would cheerfully have strangled him by now.


He wasn’t all bad, though. At least he had opened the window. Eventually.


“So Ian,” said Larkin curiously, “what did you do before this?” Houchen’s past was cloaked in mystery; few were sufficiently interested to lift the veil.


“Well, you know. When I went freelance after The Chronicle I did a bit of everything. Weddin’s, fetes, that sort of thing. I did a lot of children’s parties for a while.”


Larkin could just imagine screaming kids running for their lives as Houchen lumbered after them, grinning and breathing on them, waving his camera like a club. He smiled to himself at the thought.


“Hey,” Houchen said suddenly, “there’s the signal.”


Larkin looked up. At the upstairs window stood a voluptuous silhouette, with big hair and a generous, hourglass shape. The figure made a surreptitious beckoning motion and then turned back into the room.


“That’s us,” said Larkin, and started to get out of the car. Houchen grabbed his camera from the floor between his legs, which was no mean feat, and began to prise himself out of the door.


They walked swiftly to the door of the hotel, an old converted Victorian mansion which looked like it had never seen better days, hurried up the steps and inside.


The ratty little moustachioed doorman’s smile quickly vanished when he saw Houchen’s camera. He tried to block their path, but Houchen swatted him out of the way without even breaking his stride. The doorman seemed about to protest, so Larkin pushed his left hand over the man’s mouth and shoved him against the wall.


“One word,” said Larkin, with his index finger so close to the man’s nose that it was sending him crosseyed, “one word, and you’ll be wearing your bollocks for earrings.”


The man’s face turned from indignation to fear. Larkin sensed he would be no more trouble. He let him go and followed Houchen upstairs.


Larkin found his colleague standing outside a door at the top of the landing.


“Number nine?”


“That’s the one,” said Larkin.


Houchen got his camera ready as Larkin opened the door for him and then stood aside. The photographer walked straight into the room, clicking away; the couple on the bed looked directly at him as his flashbulb popped.


“Lovely one, that,” said Houchen. “Nice clear face shot. Big smile now.” Off went the flashbulb again.


Larkin studied the man on the bed. His face was familiar from newspapers and the local news; he always seemed to have a response to every situation neatly encapsulated into a smooth, slick soundbite. But anything remotely resembling calmness and collection seemed to be well beyond him at the moment. His face resembled that of a rabbit caught in a car’s headlights on the M1. It wasn’t hard to see why he’d lost his composure. His well-fed, corpulent body was spread-eagled naked on the bed, secured at each corner by a different-coloured chiffon scarf, with a pastel yellow one around his throat and a pink one tied into a big bow round his rapidly deflating penis. The woman straddling him was wearing co-ordinated scarlet underwear, black stockings and fuck-me high heels. Her hair, immaculately long and dark, could only have been a wig, her perfectly made-up face was smiling at the camera.


“Get my good side, boys,” she said in a husky voice and put on a teasing little pout.


Eventually, after a long struggle, the man found his voice: not his carefully modulated TV voice, the treacly one that he poured over all the ills of society, but an angry, aggressive whine that Larkin suspected was a truer reflection of his character.


“Who are you and what the fuck do you want?”


Houchen looked at Larkin. “There you go – fiver to me. The cliché king. Not very original, is he?”


“They never are,” said Larkin.


The councillor seemed to be recovering a little of his professional demeanour. “Get out of here at once! Pauline, who are these people? Get my bloody hands loose, damn you!”


“Oh, Ian’s just come to do my modelling portfolio – haven’t you darling? D’you want me to strip off for you?” And so saying, she quickly whipped off her panties to show a perfectly formed set of male genitals. Pauline straddled the politician again. “Come on – get a good close up,” she said, smiling seductively.


“Canny set of tackle you’ve got there, pet,” Houchen said as his flashbulb popped yet again.


“Well,” said Larkin, “this won’t do much good for your reputation as family man and man of the people, will it?”


The councillor’s face flushed so red, Larkin thought that steam was about to explode from his ears. He fully expected him to let off a high-pitched whistle.


“Get me untied now! You’ll regret this!”


His tirade of clichés looked as if it might continue indefinitely.


“This is entrapment!”


“You wish.”


“Why I—”


Larkin silenced him. “Shut up.”


The councillor’s mouth audibly snapped shut.


“Undo him, Pauline.”


Pauline worked her way round the bed, starting with his feet, untying one scarf after another, with Houchen snapping away, catching every moment. As soon as she had finished the politician sat bolt upright, pulled the scarves from his neck and from his now totally shrivelled penis, and stumbled to his feet to start hunting for his clothes.


Pauline crossed to Larkin. “Am I done for the night, lover?”


“Yeah. Thanks, Pauline.”


“Pleasure, love,” the transvestite said, pulling her underwear back on and picking up her skimpy red dress from the floor. As she stepped into it Larkin spoke.


“Here,” he said and handed her some bills. “Hundred.”


“Smashing. One step closer to Denmark,” she said, and turned around. “Could you do me up at the back? There’s a darl.”


Larkin zipped Pauline up. She stashed the money in her handbag and retrieved a fake leopardskin coat from where it was draped over an armchair. Larkin thought she couldn’t have been less subtle about her status if she’d walked round with a neon sign over her head.


“Well, I’ll be off then.”


“Er … just a minute.” It was Houchen.


Pauline sighed, rolled her eyes heavenward and delved into her bag, bringing out a pen and a scrap of paper.


“What’ll I make it out for? Services rendered?”


“Anythin’ you like. A receipt’s a receipt.”


She handed him the paper. “That all right for you?”


He looked at it, grunted, and put it in his pocket. “Cheers, Pauline.”


“Don’t mention it, sweetie.” She turned to the politician. “I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure. But I’d be a lyin’ old cow. Ta ta. Bye, Stephen – Ian. Give me a ring if you need me.”


They said goodbye and she swept out.


The councillor had managed to pull on his trousers; his shirt had defeated him. He sat hunched on the side of the bed, a sad sack of humanity.


Larkin moved to the armchair and sat down. “Well,” he said, “party’s died a death, hasn’t it?”


“Just say what you have to say and then let me leave.”


The man’s self-pity was as strong as his sweat; Larkin caught a whiff and almost felt sorry for him. Almost.


“Tell me what you want.”


Larkin sighed. “That’s the trouble with you people. Money, money, money.” He leaned forward. “There are more important things, wouldn’t you say?”


“Such as?”


Larkin reached into his leather jacket, drew out some folded pieces of paper and handed them to the politician.


“Look.”


The councillor unfolded them and looked.


“Familiar?”


“Well, yes, but … I don’t see how—”


“Then let me tell you. What you’ve got in your hot little hand is a list of all the companies that you and your cronies have some kind of stake in.”


“That’s a matter of public record. You can’t—”


“Let me finish.” Houchen handed him another sheaf of papers. The politician leafed through them, turning so pale it was as if the blood had been drained from his body.


“You led us a merry old paperchase. But we tracked you down. We got there in the end. The Rebirth of the Region, you lot call it. Your so-called grand scheme to rejuvenate the North East with lots of lovely lottery money. Don’t get me wrong – it’s a great idea.” Larkin leaned into the councillor’s face. “But let’s look closer. It’s all the schemes, all the urban renewal projects, that you’re supposed to have been in charge of. And guess what. It’s all your companies that have got the contracts. Look even closer and you can see where you’ve paid yourself consultancy fees to do the job the taxpayer already pays you to do.”


The politician opened his mouth to speak, but Larkin was fully into his stride.


“Don’t give me that competitive tendering crap. Don’t tell me that you’re just protecting the interests of your white-collar constituents. You can always find some bullshit to justify lining your own pockets. Didn’t Nolan and Scott get through to you? Or was that just something to throw to the press on a slow news day?”


The politician remained silent. Larkin stood up and began pacing. “Now, I’m not naive. I know how you lot work.” He moved closer to the bed, dwarfing the shrunken, defeated bundle where it sat. “All I’m saying is, if the people who elected you knew how much contempt you hold them in they’d tear you limb from limb.”


Larkin stood still in contemplation. “I’ve got your whole future in my hands. Maybe I should treat you like you treat the voters – just do what suits me and not give a fuck.”


The politician lifted his head. “So what do you propose to do?”


“That’s entirely up to you. I’m giving you a choice. Mend your ways, do your job properly and these photos won’t find their way onto people’s breakfast tables when they throw open their morning papers.”


“Marmalade droppers, I think they call them,” chimed in Houchen.


“Thank you, Ian,” said Larkin.


The councillor was stunned. “What? But how can I …”


“Oh, I’m sure you can find a way. These photos could end your career, after all. I’m sure you could get yourself a nice comfy little directorship somewhere else – I know you’ve got friends in high places – but what about your wife? How will she cope when she’s walking round Sainsbury’s with people laughing and staring? What about your daughters? How would they manage at school? Children can be wicked, you know.”


“But what can I do? I don’t understand why you’re picking on me.” He sounded like a kid himself.


“Think about it. Surprise yourself. And what makes you think you’re the only one we’ve done this to?”


The politician was astonished. “How many others?”


Larkin smiled. “That would be telling.”


“So what’s to stop me from finding out who the others are and making a stand against you?”


“Nothing at all. But d’you really see yourself going up to your esteemed colleagues and saying, ‘Excuse me, but these two chaps burst into a hotel room that I was in last night and found me tied to the bed with a transvestite about to stick his knob into my mouth. Anything similar happen to you?’ ” Larkin crouched down, eyeball to eyeball with the man. “There’s an old Chinese proverb: Steal your neighbour’s wife. If you think you’re strong enough.”


Their eyes were locked, a battle of wills. The politician flinched away first; he couldn’t match Larkin’s unblinking stare. He sat in silence for a while. Then he said, “This is blackmail.”


Larkin almost laughted aloud; the clichés just kept on coming. Without his scriptwriter the man was nothing.


“Call it what you like. If it is blackmail, it’s politically correct blackmail. It’s a moral balancing of the books, if you like.”


“What if I go to the police?”


“They’ll have a bloody good laugh. And we’ll publish anyway.” He turned to face him. “And be damned.”


“Christ, you’re a shit.”


“Ah,” said Larkin lightly, “my secret is out.”


The councillor sighed heavily. “So what do you want me to do?”


“What I’ve told you. Start working for the people who got you elected.”


“And then?”


“The photos will be destroyed.”


“And if I don’t do what you say?”


“I’m not even going to dignify that question with an answer.”


Larkin stood up and turned to go. Houchen did likewise. As they reached the door, Larkin turned.


“Oh, by the way,” he said chattily, “I know you’ve got people, fixers and that, kept on your payroll for such an eventuality as this, but believe me, we’ve got this little operation sewn up tighter than a gnat’s chuff. If anything happens to us, the photos get published. You won’t be getting your hands on those negatives. If you think that’s a bluff, go ahead and call it.”


The politician had no strength left to fight. All the layers of security and power had been stripped away until his true self had been exposed: a fat, sad, middle-aged lech sitting half dressed on a semen-stained bed in a shabby hotel. A hollow white chocolate Buddha with no wisdom. Larkin gave it to him straight.


“You got where you are today by treating people as if they’re stupid. Don’t make that mistake with us.”


Aware that that was a suitably dramatic exit line, Larkin swept out.


“See you then,” said Houchen and lumbered after him.


Outside on the pavement, Larkin stood propping up Houchen’s rusty Volvo, shaking a little as the tension ebbed away. Houchen came to join him. Taking a packet of Silk Cut from his jacket pocket he offered one to Larkin.


“Celebration fag?”


“I don’t smoke, and you know it.”


“Yeah.” Houchen took one for himself, lit it, breathed it down to the pit of his lungs and exhaled slowly. “Well, that was an easy night’s work.”


“Yeah.”


“Liked the bit about askin’ his mates if they’d met us. Good one that.”


“Yeah.”


“What’s up?”


Larkin sighed. “Oh … I don’t know. I thought I’d get a real kick out of it. You know, justice being done, seeing that bastard put in his place.” He looked up at the room; the light was still on. Larkin imagined the politician would still be sitting in the same spot, huddled and abject. “I just feel … sordid. Pathetic, really.”


“Aye well,” said Houchen, untouched, “it gets better as it goes on.”


“Hope so.”


“Aye.” Houchen opened the car door and climbed in. “Wanna lift?”


“No thanks. I feel like a walk.”


“Suit yourself.” Houchen leaned out of the car window. “Oh, and I think I’m on to somethin’ else. You’ll like this one – it’s a good ’un. Big an’ all. I’ll let you know when I know for definite, right?”


“Yeah, sure. Take care.”


“Aye.” Houchen laughed. “See you at work tomorrow.”


And with that he sped off noisily, the car belching toxic fumes from its ruptured exhaust.


Larkin walked to the house, his feet becoming heavier the nearer he got. He stopped in front of it, searching his pockets for a key. The house loomed huge and dark against the clear night sky. Desolate.


An estate agent’s board in the overgrown front garden had FOR SALE slapped across it in big red letters. No takers so far, though. No one to pour life into it; make it a home as Larkin never could.


He scanned the front of the house, his gaze focusing on what used to be her bedroom window. He scrutinised it, vainly looking for signs of life. But the void stared back, a dark, empty socket in a dead red brick skull.


“I’m doing what I can,” he said. “I’m doing what I can.”


He walked up the path, key in hand, feeling as hollow as the house. He opened the front door and entered. A light bulb flared briefly from deep inside the house, then all was darkness again.




2: Welcome To The Working Week


It was the incessant bleeping of Larkin’s travel alarm that woke him. He opened his eyes, took a couple of deep breaths and sat up, mentally taking stock.


He was in bed, and his sleep had been undisturbed. Judging from his position he had hardly moved. And there had been no dreams. The ghosts had left him alone for another night.


While turning the alarm off, he noticed that his hand had a touch of the shakes: nothing new there. He flopped back on the bed, thirsty, his mouth dry. He should buy a teasmade, he thought, and smiled to himself, knowing full well that, like wife-swapping, such suburban banalities would never form part of his life.


He knew he would go back to sleep if he lay in bed much longer, so with a supreme effort of will, he groped for the remote on the bedside table and pointed it at the TV. The BBC breakfast programme came on. Larkin watched sober-suited men with sober expressions relating sober news. Politicians delivered pithy sound-bites over the nation’s muesli. A familiar face appeared; Blake Carrington’s younger, more handsome brother, possessing teeth so white they must have been boiled. It was Alan Swanson, a charismatic local chancer who was now making waves nationally. Earnestly pontificating about something or other he looked, to Larkin, about as trustworthy as a basking shark. This man and his cheekbones were the driving force behind the “Rebirth of the Region” scheme – not to mention electing himself unofficial Minister of Youth – and it had won him more than votes.


“ ‘And what smooth beast, his hour come round at last, goes slouching towards Westminster …’ ” murmured Larkin, pleased that he could misquote poetry this early in the morning. He cocked his thumb and forefinger at the screen and fired his imaginary handgun until Swanson’s image disappeared. You’re next, thought Larkin, and yawned.


Switching off the television, he picked up the other remote and pointed it at the CD player. The melancholy, swooping pedal steel guitar and tinkling piano, followed by gruff vocals, announced itself as “Sweet Dreams”, an old Patsy Cline song, covered by Elvis Costello and the Attractions. A soulful, lost start to the day. The song made him look at the empty Glenfiddich bottle sitting on his desk – and he remembered the night before.


Shaking down the politician hadn’t given him the righteous kick he thought it would. Coming home to an empty house, he had opened the bottle, flirted with it, kissed it, made love to it, cried into it and, eventually, killed it. His sleep had been deathly, dreamless. The whisky had kept his subconscious in check, stopped the ghosts from haunting him. The bottle was proving to be a good jailer, and lately he had been relying on it more and more.


He flung back the duvet and swung his feet to the floor where they landed with a slapping plonk, as if they didn’t belong to him. Standing up, he waited for the hangover to hit, but was pleasantly surprised to discover that it had decided not to put in an appearance this morning. Just the shakes, then. No problem. He padded around the attic, feeling the space. He hadn’t long possessed the room and it still felt alien to him.


The attic was in Charlotte’s house. After her death, it had been bequeathed to Larkin, but he couldn’t bear to live in it. He had tried renting it out, but there were no takers, so he moved back in to the converted loft and left the rest of the house untouched. As long as he didn’t spend too much time in the other rooms the place was fine, apart from the fact that his height prohibited him from deviating from the centre of the room.


Stretching, bleary-eyed, he headed off for a shower and some coffee.


He parked the car behind the Central Station, in front of a piece of Roman Wall tucked away between the Federation Brewery and a grim-looking pub, and just opposite a railway arch turned hot-dog-stand warehouse. After locking up, he walked the rest of the way, hoping that his soft-top VW Golf wouldn’t be too conspicuous. God knows, he felt conspicuous enough driving it.


Rounding the corner he was confronted by Bolbec Hall, next to the library’s old Lit and Phil building. On the corner of Mosely Street, situated on the fringe of the city’s City district, it looked as though it had surrendered and was quietly dying in the middle of an uneasy truce between Victorian and Sixties architecture.


Larkin took the rickety iron lift up to the top floor, to where the sign on the door said THE NEWS AGENTS. He pushed the door open and entered. It was a newsroom in miniature, shortage of space determining depth of frenetic activity. The place consisted of three big rooms plus a kitchen-cum-toilet – or “restroom” as Bolland insisted on calling it – linked by a corridor. There was a rusted iron balcony on top of the fire escape, outside the main window, which the smokers had commandeered. If it wasn’t bad enough that they had to risk their health to smoke, they had to risk their lives on a daily basis to do it.


The two largest rooms had been knocked through and contained the workstations: terminals, desks, faxes and phones. The third room had become Bolland’s office. All the walls were painted a cool off-white grey, potted ferns were dotted strategically about the place. The decor tried hard to create the aura of an upmarket office space, but it still felt like a cheap lease in an old building.


“Mornin’, Steve.”


“Morning, Joyce,” said Larkin, as cheerfully as he could manage given the hour. “How you doing?”


“Not so bad,” Joyce replied. She was, possibly, in her mid-thirties; but ten years either side of that might have been equally accurate. Dark bottle-blonde hair, trim figure and a pretty face prematurely reddened by too many Happy Hours with the girls and not enough happy hours by herself. She hadn’t been in the agency long, but had quickly established a niche for herself as an indispensable and lovable piece of office furniture.


“Good night, was it?” asked Larkin with a small-talk smile.


“Ee, Steve, I’ll have to tell you all about it. You wouldn’t believe it.”


“You know, you shouldn’t drink that much during the week. It’s bad for you.”


“Why? Cos it gives you a stinkin’ hangover for work the next day?”


“No,” said Larkin still smiling, “because it spoils it for the weekend.”


“Ee, daft sod.” Joyce laughed; Larkin joined in. After all, it cost nothing. He took off his jacket, hung it on the communal stand and sat at his bare desk – the only one in the room unadorned by gonks, family photos and other useless objects.


He shook his head in wry disbelief. For one thing he couldn’t quite believe he had a regular job again; for another he couldn’t believe how hard he was working at it. He supposed he needed something to occupy his mind – some mindless routine – and at least he was good at it. It was therapy, and he was getting paid for it.


As he sat down, other members of the staff filed in. Frankie Baker, solid, middle-aged. An old pro, always getting a round in after work. Mick O’Brien, young, eager to succeed. The type to get up early and write novels, thought Larkin. Then there was Carrie Brewer. Young, dark and fiercely ambitious. The kind of reporter who gave chequebook journalism an even worse name. She wouldn’t sell her grandmother to get a good story, Larkin thought, because she’d done so already. A photo-journalist called Graham Rigby was hanging up his anorak as Dave Bolland made his entrance. Tall, splendidly coiffed and tailored, even with his jacket off and braces showing, Bolland both looked and acted as the ultimate Eighties revivalist. Larkin suspected that the much-vaunted image of Bolland masturbating at night over a picture of Michael Portillo might be a bit of a pisstake. He hoped so, anyway.


“OK, everyone, good morning,” enunciated Bolland. There was a general mumble in return. Bolland smiled. “Lovely! To business.” He swept his eyes round the room, headcounting. “Where’s Houchen?”


Another mumble, this time negative. Larkin kept silent.


“No one know? Oh well, let’s press on.” Bolland referred to his clipboard. “Right then – unless there’s something of staggering importance that you’re working on, here’s how I see today dividing up. Carrie, I take it there’s no news on Jason Winship?”


Carrie sat forward on the edge of her desk, looking pure business. “Nothing, I’m still following up me leads and pestering the police, but no. Nothing new as yet.”


“Well keep at it. Either the boy will turn up or his killer will. Either way it’s a result for us and I want it covered. Right – Graham. Cobbler in Gateshead, retiring, local interest, that kind of thing…”


Bolland’s voice droned on. Larkin looked at Carrie. She was lit from within by a fire that only showed in her eyes. With lizard’s blood and an actress’s range, she was perfect for the job. Larkin wondered what it was that drove her.


“Stephen?”


“Yeah?”


“Graced us with your presence, for which we are eternally grateful. Now – Newton Aycliffe bypass, crusty protestors versus landowners. Head to head piece. How’s that coming?”


“Well, I’ve got some tameish landowners ready to comment and I’ve got some Newbury veterans eager to talk. Which d’you want?” said Larkin.


“Does it matter?”


“Depends who wants the story.”


“Well,” said Bolland, “we’ve had some interest from the quality tabloids.”


“Now there’s an oxymoron,” said Larkin, raising a half-hearted laugh. He checked Bolland’s face; he was annoyed, but wouldn’t admit it. He hated anyone else to be the centre of attention. Larkin ploughed on.


“OK, I’ll visit the landowners. The Daily Mail’ll lap it up.”


“If you’re that bothered about balance you could also visit your veteran protestors and get a Guardian story from them.”


More half-hearted laughter. Larkin, tactfully, joined in. Bolland, his authority restored, continued. “Take Houchen with you – when he eventually shows his face.”


Larkin nodded; Bolland continued. “Anything else?”


“Yeah,” said Larkin, “I’m still doing this local thing about people in the community. Bravery, not conforming to the accepted stereotype, that sort of thing.”


“Oh – that. Yes. Any interest?”


“Colour sups. You know.”


Larkin felt Carrie Brewer snigger behind him. He made a mental note to throw her down the lift shaft at the first possible opportunity.


Bolland appeared not to have noticed. But he allowed a sketch of a smile to appear on his lips. “Right. Onward and upward…”


Bolland rambled on, believing he was imbuing his troops with the power to accomplish superhuman feats. Finally he left the room. Larkin crossed to Rigby and pestered him into lending him a camera; Rigby, reluctantly, complied.


As Larkin was about to leave, Bolland unexpectedly beckoned him into his office. Sitting down behind his matt-black desk, he motioned Larkin to one of the pieces of black leather and twisted chrome trying to pass as a comfortable chair. Larkin managed to perch. Bolland leaned back and steepled his fingers, giving the impression of entrepreneurial pensiveness. After plenty of brow-furrowing, he spoke.


“How are you doing, Steve?”


“Fine, thanks.” Larkin felt he should say something in return. “And you?”


“Oh, wonderful. Wonderful. The point is, Steve, I did have some initial misgivings when I offered you this job. I know we used to be friends way, way back, and that’s why, as soon as I heard you were in Newcastle again, I rushed to see you.”


Larkin felt the scar tissue on his right hand itch. “Aye. You heard what had happened and wanted an exclusive.”


“Which you gave.”


“In return for a job.”


“And a handsome salary. Yes.” Bolland allowed himself a smile. “That’s why I want you to know that I’m very pleased with the progress you’re making with us. Very pleased.”


“Thank you. Sir.”


Bolland reddened slightly but persevered. “I know you – have a reputation for – having – unorthodox working methods—”


“You mean, I’m a pain in the arse to work with?”


“Well, I wouldn’t have put it quite like that…”


“Oh, that’s OK. I’ve heard it that many times it doesn’t bother me anymore.”


“Mm. Well, what I mean is, you have a reputation for allowing … a higher sense of morality to creep in and inform your work.”


Larkin attempted to stifle a smile as Bolland tried to dig himself out of his hole.


“Yes, well. What I’m trying to say is, I’m pleased you have adapted yourself to our work ethic so readily.”


Larkin shook his head. “Needs must.”


“I mean, if there are any prizewinners in this agency, you’re the one.”


“I think Ms Brewer would disagree with that.”


Bolland smiled. “She probably would. But I just wanted to let you know. That’s all.”


“Thank you.”


They both sat there for what seemed like a century. Eventually Larkin stood up.


“Well, I have to go now, Dave. I’ve got the prejudices of Middle England to confirm. Thanks for the chat.” Larkin turned to go.


“Great, great. We must grab a beer sometime.”


Grab a beer? “Yeah, Dave, smashing. I’ll see if I’ve got a window. Sometime.”


“Steve.”


Larkin turned around.


“You are all right, aren’t you? I mean … all right?”


Larkin looked at Bolland. The smug-bastard mask had slipped away, leaving an expression of genuine concern.


“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”


“Good. I know work can be a help, taking your mind off things and all that, but … well, if you’re not, well, you know, old friends and everything…” He seemed to be having difficulty in finding the right words. Larkin was almost touched.


“Thanks, Dave. You’re a good mate.”


And he left the office and went to work.




3: Deep Pools Of Truth


Larkin drove down to Scotswood. If the Golf looked conspicuous behind the Central Station, then here it stood out like a Sunderland fan at a Newcastle game.


The area consisted of one dilapadated concrete monolith after another, with a few rows of two-storey houses thrown in: a half-hearted stab at community. But most of them had boarded up windows and doors sporting huge padlocks. That, and the blackened fronts, marked them out as easy, but pointless, targets for roaming gangs.


Brightly-coloured boards announced the imminence of urban renewal and promised a safe new future funded by EC money. But the glib declarations had the hollow and hopeless ring of a politician at election time. The Rebirth Of The Region didn’t extend to here, noted Larkin.


Although the sky was a brilliant, cloudless blue, announcing the last burst of a dying summer, it couldn’t make Scotswood look jovial. Larkin didn’t know how Jane could bear to live here. He didn’t know how anyone could. He rounded another corner, dodging the craters in the road, and thought back to his morning.


He’d just returned to the office from his conversation with the rabid landowning squire and found the message from Jane waiting. But before he could phone her, Bolland had asked him how the encounter had gone.


To describe the bloke as right-wing, Larkin had informed him, was to say that Hitler liked to start a bit of trouble. He had started off ranting about the bypass protesters; his diatribe had gone on to embrace the benefits of National Service, the wonders of capital punishment, the laxity of the immigration laws and the evils of homosexuality. In no particular order.


“Wonderful,” Bolland had replied. “Extreme opinions, irrespective of the truth, make the best copy.” He habitually spoke in epigrams.


“Yeah,” said Larkin. “It was when he started on compulsory sterilisation for the poor and the unemployed that it got me.”


Bolland smiled. “Not as bizarre a suggestion as you would think, Steve. Even that well-known vegetarian and left-wing intellectual George Bernard Shaw once vigorously championed the idea.”


“Really?”


“Oh, yes. I’ve found that no one is ever fully good. And no one is ever fully bad. And nothing is black and white.” He turned to go. “Oh, and Steve?”


“Yes?”


“Make it angry. The Mail will pay more.”


He had hated writing the article; hated putting his name to something he patently didn’t agree with. He had consoled himself by running over the events of the previous evening as the article took shape. The more he thought about it, the more justified he felt his actions had been. At least it was a way to make a difference, he thought, as he wrote. And he clung to that fact like a drowning man to a piece of driftwood.


And started to think about Jane Howell.


He had met her over six months ago, just after his return to Newcastle. It had been a boring party; she’d livened it up for him just by talking. Unmarried, living in a tower block in Scotswood with her young daughter, she ran a daycare centre for inner-city children and was trying to get a credit union going. She had established herself as a community activist despite disadvantages which would have turned most people into victims. They had gone out together a few times – drinking, the cinema, the odd meal – but it hadn’t really taken off. Larkin was still shell-shocked after Charlotte’s death and Jane was naturally wary of men in general. They had remained friends, however; Larkin was using her for one of his colour supplement features.
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