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 ‘To me, the thing that is worse than death is betrayal. You see, I could conceive death, but I could not conceive betrayal.’


 


Malcolm X




Prologue


This cold is a living thing. It hungers. It hunts. It feeds. When Manu first felt its bitter kiss he feared to look upon his bare arms lest they appear denuded of flesh: chewed to stark white bone.


How strange, he had thought. How strange that fire and ice should have the same desires; the same craven lust for meat.


Manu is wrapped around himself; his arms blanketing a body as flimsy as the shelter in which he squats, trying to keep his backside above the muddy floor. His eyes are pennies; two perfect circles that stare at the flapping wing of canvas that serves as the doorway of his feeble shelter.


Manu shares this patch of scrubland on the outskirts of Calais in northern France with thousands of other men. There is no running water. The ground where he sleeps has the appearance and stench of an open sewer. Most mornings he wakes up semi-submerged. There are times when he has almost drowned himself during one of his midnight hallucinations; plunging nose and mouth into the shallow pool of filthy, fetid water.


He blinks. Stops it all. Cleanses himself in the absolute darkness behind his eyelids. The scene before him is so desolate that to look upon it for too long is to allow cold water into the soul. The image threatens to saps him of the murderous fury that has propelled him this far. And yet he considers himself fortunate. His tent is more luxurious than many. His neighbours protect themselves against the ceaseless rain within a nest of sticks, bin-liners and scavenged pieces of wood.


Manu could not say for certain how long ago he arrived here. Weeks certainly. Perhaps months. He has no recollection of his first few days in camp. He knows that the last leg of his journey almost killed him. He has been a passenger on many vehicles during his gruelling passage from his homeland and has long known the dangers of falling from his hiding place to be crushed beneath the great wheels of the wagons on which he stowed away. He has witnessed such gruesome incidents many times. But he had never expected to arrive in Calais as an effigy, a sculpture built of frost. Icy water had splashed up and coated him as he clung to the axle of the last lorry on its journey north. The water had turned to ice upon him; holding him fast, arms outstretched; Christ-like in the freezing dark.


Manu has never known the names of his saviours. He remembers only the sensation of strong hands as they unpeeled him. There was rain upon his face and a burn upon the back of his leg where his skin had touched hot metal. His shivers were feverish, like the malarial convulsions that shook his sister to her miserable death. But kinder, better men gave him warmth. Treasured sweaters and waterproof coats were bundled up to serve as pillow and blanket. He was fed soups that tasted a little like meat. He was given clothes of his own: a sporty jacket of a flimsy, shiny material; American jeans, canvas shoes. A woollen hat that he could pull down to hide the ugly semicircle of risen flesh where his ear used to sit . . .


He did not deserve such kindness. He, who had done such wicked things. But he took it because it was offered and because he had no wish to die.


The chill is a part of him now, in him like memory, like pain. Through his watery eyes, the dark brown skin on the backs of his hands has taken on a purplish hue, like the night sky before a storm.


‘Manu. Bread, my friend?’


Manu looks up at the sound of his companion’s voice. It is almost lost to the song of the wind as it pummels the side of the small red tent in which they sit and shelter from the swirling rain.


‘No, for you, my friend,’ says Manu. ‘Eat well.’


The Eritrean gives a wide smile, showing neat white teeth. He reaches into the carrier bag and retrieves another plastic-wrapped bread roll. It is stale but still sweet. The supermarkets here throw away food in such quantities that no man, woman or child should go hungry. But there are men here who prey upon the weak. They take all the food for themselves and hand it out only to those who can pay or who are willing to provide some small service in return.


‘In England we will have pizza.’ The Eritrean smiles as he takes a bite of hard brioche. ‘Pizza every night.’


Manu gives his friend the smile he seeks. The Eritrean is called Golgol. He is younger than Manu, perhaps not yet thirty, but his journey to this place has scarred deep lines into his face and his black moustache and beard are tinged with grey. There is little meat on his bones though he is still larger than Manu himself. Manu weighs no more than a child. He is all knotted joints and jagged bones.


‘Bad,’ says Golgol, as the rain and the wind double their assault on the flimsy tent.


‘We are lucky,’ says Manu. ‘The Sudanese have mud-slides.’


‘Mud-slides?’ asks Golgol, looking confused.


‘The ground,’ says Manu, patting the tattered floor of the tent. He makes a bird of his hands and demonstrates the earth moving away.


Golgol points a finger at him in understanding. ‘By God’s mercy,’ says Golgol.


They are silent for a while, listening to the rain. Manu is sitting up, hugging his knees with his forearms. Golgol is lying down, using Manu’s shell suit top as a pillow. Neither man speaks the language of the other but Golgol has a smattering of English and has learned more in Manu’s company. He has learned about England too. Manu has told him good words to use to make people like him. Told him that ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ are good but that ‘I’d be delighted’ and ‘I would love to’ serve as currency in the English culture. He has told him not to say ‘fucking’ or ‘cunt’ in front of people over fifty. In return, Golgol has taught Manu how to sign his own name in Eritrean and educated him on his people’s long battles for independence from Ethiopia. He has told him of his family and his own long journey and the hellish boat ride across black water that he took with so many terrified countrymen as he fought to reach the sacred shores of Europe.


Even so, they are unlikely confidantes. Golgol had not expected to find a friend in the dark-eyed, one-eared man from Mozambique. But God had been merciful, despite his sin. Golgol used to live among his countrymen in the Eritrean section of the camp, but he and another man tried to force themselves upon a young woman whose tent neighboured his own and, when her screams roused the other Eritreans, he was badly beaten and banished from the patch of waste ground where so many of his people had made a home. Friendless, Golgol had redoubled his efforts to get aboard one of the thousands of vehicles heading for the port. His dream was England and he had already suffered endless torments on his long journey to this bleak tip of northern France. Golgol had no luck. The truck drivers saw him and on the occasions they did not, he would be found by the heat scanners or the bastard sniffer dogs trained to seek out him and his kind. His bad luck was contagious. He had thought himself alone in the refrigerated compartment of a meat wagon heading for England. When the doors were opened and the men in uniform pulled him, shivering, onto the road, he learned he had been sharing the vehicle with Manu. They were placed in a police vehicle and driven inland and then dumped on the side of the road. It took them several hours to walk back to the campsite that its starving, freezing residents called the Jungle and which served as home to thousands of desperate souls.


Manu and Golgol have been friends since. They have shared stories. They have told one another their dreams.


Manu looks again at the other man. He looks happy. He has a full belly and the hooded sweatshirt he has wrapped around himself is keeping out the worst of the chill.


The rain rattles against the tent once more and the feeble shelter feels as though it will rise from the ground. Golgol closes his eyes and Manu turns to Aishita, who sits beside him, wordless and brooding.


‘It must be done,’ says Manu under his breath in his native Portuguese.


Aishita barely turns his head. He has already made up his mind. There is no other way.


Golgol raises his head and sees his friend in conversation.


‘Are you weak, little mouse?’ asks Aishita, his voice barely audible over the sound of the wind and the rain. ‘I can do this. Let me do this. Let me help my little mouse . . .’


Manu shakes his head violently, like a child refusing to eat. It has been this way for a long time. Aishita is fearless. He is cruel. He does what must be done and feels no remorse for the brutality he wields as a tool. Manu does not enjoy the barbarous acts he has both witnessed and performed. They bring him no pleasure, despite the skill with which he executes them.


‘He is content. He is happy. It is a kindness.’


As ever, Manu recognises the truth of the other man’s words. Golgol is unlucky. He will never make it to England. He will probably die here, of cold, or starvation, or at the hands of some criminal who wishes to relieve him of his clothes or his food or who remembers some terrible act in their nightmares and wakes with a fresh urge to kill.


‘Manu?’ asks Golgol, propping himself on one elbow. ‘Are you okay?’


Manu looks at him with a look of sad resignation upon his face. Truly, it must be done.


The bicycle spoke that Manu has concealed beneath him has been sharpened to a needle-point on a damp stone. The bicycle was abandoned by some tourist who would rather go home without it than repair the buckled wheel. Manu and Aishita snapped the spokes off by the side of the road, neither speaking as they silently agreed upon their course of action.


‘Manu?’


Quick as darkness, Manu grasps the silver spoke in a fist that looks like tarred rope. Golgol has only a moment in which to ask his friend why, and then the spoke is entering his chest between the second and third ribs. Above him, Manu releases a slight hiss as he feels the blade punch through between the bones and slide through Golgol’s heart. Manu is sprawled on top of the Eritrean, close as lovers, and though he tries to turn his head away he catches the smell of sweet, stale bread as the breath leaves Golgol’s body. Manu wants to spit; to vomit out this man’s dying exhalation, but he feels the imposing bulk of Aishita at his side and knows that such superstition should only scare children and fragile men. He is a soldier. A man. A warrior.


‘Quick now. The flame.’


Manu feels himself trembling but does not pause in his actions. He retrieves the shiny shell suit from beneath Golgol’s head. He opens it out as if laying a table and then wraps the garment around Golgol’s face.


‘This frees us, Manu. Anybody who searches for you – their path ends here. This is where your new existence begins. Become the weapon. Become the man you are.’


Manu nods. He searches Golgol’s pockets and takes the damp handful of euros that represent the little he has managed to beg and steal during his time here. Manu does not need to count the notes. He knows there to be a little over 800 euros in his hand. Added to his own savings, it will be enough.


With deft, efficient hands, Manu empties his pockets. He places his own passport in the dead man’s jeans, together with the receipt for the cigarettes and cola he had bought last night at one of the few shops willing to serve people from the Jungle, and which was covered inside and out with video surveillance.


‘The ear.’


Manu does not let himself display any emotion as he takes the small knife from his sock and cuts a chunk off Golgol’s ear. He cannot help but raise his hand to touch the gristled lump of scar tissue that marks the spot where his own ear was severed. He remembers the pain. The helplessness. The sense of becoming less. He puts both blade and ear into his pocket and does not let himself shudder at the touch of dead flesh.


‘Good work,’ growls Aishita. ‘Light him.’


It has been many years since Aishita taught Manu how to kill. Manu had feared that over the years since he last took a life he would have lost his flair for execution. But as he looks at the lighter in his hands, he realises that his hands are no longer shaking and that the chill has left his bones.


‘Thank you, my friend,’ says Manu, and lights the shiny material. It ignites in moments, the flames spreading around the entirety of the jacket and clinging to the face beneath. Manu slides the spoke from Golgol’s chest and bunches up his shirt to conceal the tiny hole in the material. He pulls on Golgol’s hooded shirt and slips the skewer up his sleeve. He feels heat at his back and his nostrils fill with the acrid smell of cooking skin and melting fabric.


‘Leave him,’ says Aishita and both men pull themselves free of the tent.


The storm has driven most of the Jungle’s inhabitants to seek shelter in one of the sturdier buildings on the site. Others will be begging for food and clothing from the elderly volunteers who man the charity stalls set up to give help to the helpless. Nobody sees Manu and Aishita as they weave between the ragged tents, splashing through muddy puddles and leaving prints in the churned-up grass.


They do not speak again until they have handed over their rolls of damp, muddy cash to the fat man with the painted arms and thick neck and who leaves the engine running as they climb up to the cab and slither inside. In return, he gives them a phone number and two names, scribbled on a piece of cigarette paper. Manu struggles to say the words. He will practise on the journey – silently repeating the names over and over until they are no longer unfamiliar to his lips.


They lie in the dark, vibrating like the vehicle, soaking and shivering on a carpet of magazines and food wrappers: crammed together in a coffin that stinks of piss and diesel.


This moment should not feel like victory.


But as Manu dares to imagine the prize that awaits him in England he cannot help but let his excitement show in his eyes.


Soon he will be in England.


Soon he will be rich.


And soon he will have revenge on the devil that made him become this terrible, terrible man.




Chapter 1


Last Wednesday, 3.53 p.m.


The rhythm of heavy, mud-caked hooves. Of iron on stone, iron on soft earth; iron splashing through water. The sound is a pulse. Each step is a tongue tick-tocked: clip-clopped against a wet palate. The pony isn’t moving quickly but any song composed to this beat would be a sprightly adagio. It is a cheerful sound.


Walking briskly at the animal’s side, Crystal finds herself half remembering a tune she heard on Strictly Come Dancing. She can’t place it. Wouldn’t know its name even if she saw it written down. There were trumpets and the dancers were wearing ruffled sleeves and carrying flowers. She makes a mental note to Google it when she gets a moment. Knows that she will forget.


It rained earlier. Came down hard. The sky is still overcast but the clouds have cried themselves out. Everything looks freshly painted: the grass somehow greener; the tree-trunks a rich chocolate brown. Even the puddles in the rutted track have an attractive rainbow shimmer to their surface, though Crystal presumes that is due to the spilled petrol from the same 4x4 vehicle that carved the great ruts in the bridleway.


The lead-rope in Crystal’s hand is soggy against her grubby palm. Muddy water gathers at the sleeve of her blue fleece. Grey hairs from the pony’s mane speckle the material. Strands of her own, longer hair cling to the material at her shoulder; delicate loops of golden brown. Mud streaks her boots. Her jodhpurs were black six months ago but have been faded to a storm-cloud grey by sunlight and detergent. They do not embarrass her. She has earned the right to look dishevelled. Her clothes demonstrate her devotion to her profession. She lives outdoors. She spends her time in the muck. She wears her faded work clothes the way rock stars sport their ripped jeans. She likes knowing that nothing about her appearance is an affectation. Her clothes look lived-in because she damn well lives in them.


‘Heels down,’ she says, surprising herself. The instruction is automatic. ‘Thumbs up.’


The girl in the saddle responds to the instruction. She’s eleven years old – almost half Crystal’s age. Her boots are shiny; her jodhpurs black as ink.


‘He keeps dropping his head,’ says the girl.


‘Show him who’s boss,’ says Crystal, stepping over a twist of tree root. ‘Don’t let him try it on. Give him a yank if he needs it.’


‘I don’t like hurting him,’ says the girl.


‘It won’t hurt him, Primrose. It will reassure him. He’ll know that you’re confident. He’ll thank you for it.’


Primrose gives a tug on the reins. The grey raises his head at once.


‘Better,’ says Crystal. ‘Look at you, eh! Lovely straight back. There’re some brambles coming up on the left so be wary of anything snagging him. He can be a silly one sometimes.’


‘Remember the carrier bag?’ says Primrose.


Crystal grins. Shakes her head. ‘Don’t know what he thought it was. A ghost maybe. I thought you were going to have a heart attack when he bolted. You did so well. The scream wasn’t your finest moment but you didn’t come off.’


Primrose sits a little higher in the saddle. Automatically, Crystal reaches up to pat the pony’s neck. He is a seven-year-old. Welsh, section A. Primrose’s father had wanted to spend a few thousand on his daughter’s new hobby but Crystal had told him to save his money. Primrose was just starting out. It would be like buying a Stradivarius for a rookie violinist. She’d laid it out for them straight. Money isn’t always a blessing in the equestrian world. Hard work and perseverance are worth a lot more. Joel had smiled at her after she said it. Told her she was a philosopher. Told her he would be paying her a lot more attention from now on.


Crystal’s breath catches a little as she remembers that conversation. She hadn’t had much to do with Joel Musgrave prior to that. It was his achingly beautiful wife, Viola, who had hired her as groom and riding tutor to their only child. Primrose had shown an interest in riding, she said. Wanted to become ‘a horsey person’. Later, Crystal discovered that what Primrose actually wanted was a unicorn.


Joel had been perfectly polite during their brief encounters but Crystal had rarely given him much thought. Her focus was always the horses. Joel was just Primrose’s father. He was Viola’s husband. He was a good-looking, hippyish sort with nice eyes and a beaded necklace and a huge great house in the country. She had no time for fantasy. She was through with all that. Daft men and their game-playing; headaches and histrionics and jealousy. She didn’t need any of it. She was happy with horses.


Falling for him was insidious. There was no single moment when she realised that she was in love with him. It stole over her in inches; a creeping, colonising passion that took her over like tangled ivy. By the time she accepted what she was feeling she had no reserves with which to fight it.


‘What are you thinking about?’ asks Primrose from the saddle. ‘You’re smiling.’


Crystal presses her lips into a tight smile. Concentrates on the track. It’s a cold, blustery day and the pony is easily spooked. The rustle of a leaf or the sudden emergence of a pheasant from a hedge and the silly sod could take off like a rocket. Crystal’s palm still bears the rope burns from his last outburst. Her right thigh is still empurpled with a crescent bruise. The kick had brought tears to her eyes. So did what came next.


Joel had witnessed what occurred; had come running from the big house, barefoot and bare-chested, desperate to know if she was okay. She was leaning on the fence, gasping for breath, cursing at her charge through clenched teeth. The daft nag had kicked her with enough force to take the wind right out of her. Dealt her pride a body-blow too. A good groom should never be kicked. Don’t ever let a horse turn its back on you. That’s what she had been taught.


Her thigh throbbed. She hurt from her hip to her toes. Joel had let her lean on him as he helped her hobble up to the house. Made her coffee with his big expensive machine. Gave her prescription painkillers and a tub of some sweet-smelling gunk that he said was used by tribespeople in one of the African countries where he used to spend his time. Was it Sudan? No, Madagascar. Or was that where the vanilla came from? She can’t remember. Her thoughts are too jumbled. She just remembers Joel’s instructions. The way he looked at her. His hands, soft and creamy, on the back of her rough fingers.


Take off your jodhpurs. Rub it on slowly. Let it soak in. I can help you if you want . . .


Gooseflesh pimples Crystal’s body. She’s a slim girl; jointy and knotted and sharp at the shoulder blades. She has sunken cheeks and staining on her teeth and her hair smells of hay and leather and the cheap washing powder in which she washes her Primark bedsheets. But Joel had pressed his nose to her crown and inhaled her as if she were a bouquet of roses.


‘It’s there again,’ says Primrose. ‘Same one.’


Crystal looks up, concentrating on the here and now. She squints. The track is winding back down towards the little road that curves round to the village. It is not a place where people regularly park. This is a public bridleway but Primrose and her mother are the only people who ride here. It’s a nice spot. The trees form a canopy that shields them from the worst excesses of sunshine or rain and at this time of year there are snowdrops poking through the rich greenery. Sloes and elderberries ripen among the hedgerows each autumn. The air carries the taste of wild garlic; of standing water and crushed rosehips. Sometimes Crystal brings one of the other horses down here and treats herself to a canter. Before Joel laid his hands upon her she did not believe there was a better feeling.


‘Same van?’ asks Crystal, bemused. ‘What do you think they’re up to?’


‘An affair,’ says Primrose solemnly. ‘A secret assignation. Is that the right word? Assignation?’


Crystal smirks. When she was Primrose’s age she would not have known what an assignation was. But she would have been very aware that sometimes grown-ups meet down country lanes and fuck each other. Without such inclinations, she doubts she would be here at all. Crystal was not born to the privilege that Primrose enjoys. She had made mistakes. Got herself into bother without really meaning to be bad. Helped people who didn’t deserve it and ignored those who did. It took an effort of will to get her life in order.


Stop being a silly cow, she’d told herself. You’re better than this. Make a life you want to live.


She knows she has a tendency to obsess. She becomes addicted too easily. Her unceasing graft with the horses could easily be seen as an exercise in masochism. She is hooked on the feeling of exhaustion that suffuses her limbs. Is that what she is doing with Joel? she wonders. Is he her new addiction? Her new high? She is onto a good thing here. They treat her as one of the family. Primrose could almost be a little sister. She has to stop thinking about what could be and focus instead on what she has . . .


The pony senses the disturbance before either his rider or her tutor. It is a primal thing; a sensory disturbance. The animal pulls. Whinnies. His ears flatten. Primrose reaches down to pat his neck as Crystal looks up from her contemplations and raises a hand to his flanks . . .


The man emerges behind them. His approaching footsteps have been disguised by the regularity of the pony’s hoofbeats. Crystal sees him only an instant before he reaches them. She has a blurred impression of dark skin. Bright eyes. A dark coat blackened with rain. A peculiarity to his features; a sensation of some indescribable wrongness; a missing piece . . .


There is a black-handled object in his right hand.


Crystal’s thoughts seem to crush together; to bottleneck as they jostle for attention. So she stands, half-twisted, unmoving, mouth open, as the man jabs the device into the pony’s rump and pumps the electric current through his flesh.


The pony rears back – a cardboard cut-out, paralysed by the current that surges through his meat and up into the delicate skin of his rider.


The air becomes a dreadful commotion of screeches and desperate shouts and then Crystal is falling onto her back and pain is shooting through her twisted knee and Primrose and her pony are collapsing down towards her like a toppling wall.


‘Crystal! Help me!’


The log-jam in Crystal’s consciousness suddenly rights itself. She is suddenly absolutely, damnably present. Absolutely here.


Somebody is trying to take Primrose.


She raises herself up and glimpses the girl’s lifeless body being dragged, ragdoll-like, from beneath the motionless body of the animal. She hears herself shout; a desperate, furious ‘No!’ as she lashes out and grabs handfuls of earth, baring her teeth and snarling, bellowing – dire threats and vengeful warnings as everything within her becomes one single impulse. She must save Primrose. She must.


And now there is a shape. It becomes a face, swimming just inches above her own. Upside down. Cracked lips and grimy dark skin. Shadow and gnarled flesh where his ear should be. Eyes that burn with an intensity that makes her feel a spear has been thrust into her.


‘Tell him.’


She sees the lips move. Soft words, almost song-like. And then a hand, stinking of grass and plastic, closing over her mouth and nose; her world diminishing into one single ugly spot.


His lips, so close that his threat becomes a delicate kiss.


‘Tell him I have come to repay his betrayal.’


Her head is yanked upwards from the ground, fist gripping her chin.


A sudden downward thrust and a sickening impact with the rocky ground . . .


Colours turning monochrome; his words black ink on the dirty white that veils her vision.


‘Tell him he is going to pay.’




Chapter 2


Saturday night, 7.20 p.m.


A busy junction, not far from the centre of Hull.


It’s all headlights and misty rain; gaudy shop fronts and purplish skies. The scents from half a dozen different takeaways are battling for dominance of the chilly, damp air. Most of the pedestrians hurrying along the pavements look baffled as to why they are suddenly craving a Kentucky Fried pizza with onion bhaji and hoi sin sauce. Up near the traffic lights, a sodden cyclist leans with an elbow on the wet, black railings, unable to manoeuvre his expensive toy through the tiny gap left by a van driver who has no inclination to be benevolent to any grown man who wears Lycra.


A boxy people-carrier, stationary in the gap between a white bus and a pizza-delivery scooter.


It’s cosy inside the car. The smell of baby-wipes, Ribena and laundered clothes. The radio is turned down low but something folkish – all bodhrans and fiddles and a stomping right boot – is drifting out of the speakers. The driver and rear passengers are nodding along to the rhythm. Turned up high, the music would have a stirring effect upon their mood. The tune is fast and ferocious. Unfettered, it can make those with Celtic blood come over all wide-eyed and pagan. It is all the driver can do not to draw his claymore and declare war on anybody who has ever mocked the bagpipes or turned up their nose at a piece of shortbread.


An Irish voice, cheery and playful, emanating from the passenger in the front seat. She is petite and dark-haired and is busy writing the words ‘help me’ in the steam upon the glass.


‘Shall we just say we live here? Make this spot our new address?’


Detective Sergeant Aector McAvoy chuckles softly. Places his hand upon his wife’s thigh. She smiles, still delighted with his touch.


Fin McAvoy raises his head. Catches his father’s eye in the mirror. ‘Daddy . . .’ he begins, then corrects himself, forcing his voice an octave lower. ‘Dad, I mean. If you were a cake, what kind of cake would you be?’


The seven-year-old boy has the same bright brown eyes as his father. The same pale skin and red hair. At this moment Fin rivals his dad for width of shoulders and hugeness of chest, but that is due to the fact that he is wearing his ice hockey kit complete with helmet and shoulder pads.


‘Go on, Aector.’ Roisin smiles impishly from the passenger seat. ‘Answer your son.’


McAvoy gives it some thought as he stares out of the window and stretches some life back into his static right foot. He used to be a good driver, as far as he can recall. Then he moved to Hull. He can’t seem to remember having to change gear more than half a dozen times since. The streets are filled with motorists desperate to make it home in time to neutralise the effects of a day’s shopping with a six-pack of lager and some undemanding TV. McAvoy has been staring at the advert on the back of the bus in front for the past twenty minutes. He now knows, with absolute certainty, that if he wants a solicitor to take his case on a no-win-no-fee basis, there is a first-class chap waiting to take his call.


‘Speak, Daddy,’ says Lilah.


McAvoy shifts so he can see his daughter. She’s sitting in her child-seat doing an excellent impression of a Roman emperor. He fears that if he does not come up with a good answer she may be disinclined to show mercy.


‘I’d probably be a Battenberg,’ says McAvoy.


‘Why?’ asks Fin. ‘Is that the pink and yellow one?’


‘I’m an acquired taste,’ says McAvoy, nosing the people-carrier forward and switching the windscreen wipers on to smear a million tiny droplets into one big streak. ‘And I do go pink when I exercise.’


Fin and Lilah have a hurried discussion in the rear of the car. There is a thud as Lilah strikes her brother on his ice hockey helmet in response to some unhelpful suggestion. McAvoy watches them in the mirror and smiles when his wife takes his hand.


‘What about you?’ he asks Roisin. ‘What kind of cake would you be?’


‘A profiterole,’ she says, without preamble. ‘I’d love to be a profiterole. In reality I’d probably be a vanilla slice but I’d never give up on my profiterole ambitions.’


McAvoy looks at his wife. She’s wearing a fleecy top beneath her denim jacket and her lower half is clad in jodhpurs and riding boots. Even after eight years of marriage she is so beautiful as to make him catch his breath.


‘You’re thinking about me as a profiterole, aren’t you?’ asks Roisin, grinning at him in the way that suggests he will be expected to give her at least half an hour of his time before she lets him fall asleep tonight.


‘We’ve decided you’re not a Battenberg,’ says Fin solemnly. ‘You’re a rhubarb crumble.’


‘That’s not a cake, strictly speaking,’ points out McAvoy, drumming his fingers on the wheel and wishing there was a setting for his windscreen wipers that dealt specifically with the feeble and indecisive rain that swirls around Yorkshire at this time of year.


‘Listen,’ commands Lilah.


‘And Mammy is a Smartie Bun,’ says Fin.


‘I’ll take that,’ says Roisin, leaning into the back seat to high-five both children.


‘What are we?’ asks Fin, and his voice is muffled by the helmet.


‘You’re a gingerbread man,’ says Roisin to her son. ‘Lilah, I reckon you’re something squishy. Or maybe a rocky road, because you’re a bit nuts and you melt in the sun.’


The children are still giggling as the lights finally change and McAvoy is able to tailgate the bus across the busy intersection. This part of the city has changed a lot. The Aldi on his left was a nice pub with a stained-glass ceiling when he arrived more than a decade ago. There were definitely fewer takeaways and letting agencies. They are only half a mile from the university but the cut-price accommodation in this area is no longer intended just for students. It is a multicultural hub; a melting pot of ethnicities and cultures. It was in an upstairs flat not far from here that McAvoy discovered how Urdu sounds when spoken with a Hull accent. His ears have never been quite the same since.


‘What about Auntie Trish?’ asks Fin mischievously.


‘Some sort of tart,’ says Roisin without pause.


McAvoy concentrates on the road ahead. Another old building is being converted into low-cost flats and, according to the graffiti on the bus stop across the road, Kelly has been shagged by Saleem. The notice fills McAvoy with a feeling of nostalgia. He recently had to deal with an attempted murder case sparked off by something one teenage girl had written about another one’s personal hygiene on Facebook. It had made him yearn for simpler times, when writing ‘Daz is a Twat’ on somebody’s pencil case was as close as a person could come to bullying a schoolmate in perpetuity.


‘Are you going to take your helmet off, son?’ asks McAvoy, looking at his son in the mirror.


‘You said I could keep it on,’ he protests.


‘It’s just if you go into the back of Mummy there’s a good chance her head will pop,’ says McAvoy soothingly.


‘Are you willing to risk it, Mammy?’ he asks Roisin.


‘Aye, I’ve had a good life,’ she says, staring out of the window at two students, huddling under an umbrella and nodding along to some tune. They both have similar hair and clothes and could be conjoined twins who were born attached at the headphones.


‘I won’t be long,’ says McAvoy, as they cruise up Beverley Road and pass the tree where a dozen limp floral bouquets and a selection of soggy teddy bears have been left in memory of the latest group of girls to die in a car crash. ‘He probably wants to tell me about one of the local newsagents selling knock-off cigarettes.’


Roisin blesses herself as they pass the spot of remembrance and adds her own extra gesture to the genuflection by slapping her husband on the arm. ‘Be as long as you need. We’ll be grand. I want to know what kind of sandwich the kids think I would be. We’ve got ways to keep ourselves entertained.’


McAvoy turns right and into the quiet estate of newer houses. It’s a nice area, where three-bed semis and comfortable bungalows are shielded from view by the large Victorian properties on Beverley High Road. It’s the sort of community where people will check on their neighbours if they haven’t brought the milk in off the doorstep within twenty-four hours and where the elderly are invited to other people’s family parties because it’s less hassle than keeping the noise down.


‘You can come in,’ says McAvoy, as the car bumps over the speed hump at the entrance to the Autumn Days Care Home. He parks between a Daewoo and a Ford Ka and enjoys the fleeting sensation of owning the most luxurious vehicle in the row. ‘He’d like to see you.’


‘No, you go. Honestly. He doesn’t let himself be himself when I’m around. He can talk to you better if I’m not there. Anyway, I want to know if I’m cheese and pickle or corned beef.’


‘You’re strawberry jam,’ says McAvoy, undoing his seat belt and climbing out of the car. He closes the door on the final syllable of Lilah’s instruction not to be so ridiculous.


McAvoy smooths himself down and tries to make himself presentable. He kept his coat on during the drive from the Ice Arena and, despite the chill and the ugliness of the weather, he is perspiring a little at the temples. He trimmed his greying beard just this morning but already it is growing back, as if on some perverse mission to ensure he always looks a little like a biblical lumberjack. Beneath his expensive coat he wears a checked shirt and black V-neck jumper and somehow Roisin has managed to acquire jeans long enough to be worn with turn-ups at the bottom. At an easy six feet five, he is not accustomed to such a treat. He checks his reflection in the glass of the Daewoo. He doesn’t find himself anywhere near as attractive as women seem to, but he feels suitably attired to go and speak to Perry.


The trees that surround the car park are shaking. It’s been dark for a couple of hours and the light on the front porch of the red-brick building catches the miserable drizzle in its yellow circle of gaudy illumination. McAvoy wishes he were carrying a gift of some kind. He usually brings a couple of paperback books and a tin filled with home-made biscuits, but on his last visit Perry informed him that he was showing signs of diabetes and McAvoy had decided not to contribute to anything else going wrong with the poor old sod.


‘You didn’t have to drop everything,’ says Perry from the doorway, in an accent that is pure Hull. ‘I know you’ve got a life of your own.’


McAvoy waves a hand in greeting and then gives the old man a look of admonishment as he spots the cigarette in his hand.


‘I thought you quit,’ says McAvoy.


‘I did. Then I started again. I’ll quit again in the morning and start at lunchtime. Who are you, my mother?’


McAvoy shakes his head and joins the old man in the shelter of the reception area. From here he can catch the faintest whiff of slow-cooked meat and furniture polish. It almost masks the scent of detergent and urine that lingers despite the best intentions of both staff and guests.


‘Beef stroganoff tonight,’ says Perry, staring straight ahead at the car park.


‘You like beef stroganoff?’


‘Couldn’t give a shit either way,’ he says, rubbing out his cigarette against the wall. He turns his head and looks up. ‘Were you up to anything fun?’


McAvoy gives a shrug. ‘My boy had an ice hockey game.’


‘Ice hockey? Christ.’


‘They did okay. Fin scored twice and managed to avoid getting sent off for hooking an opposition player around the neck. I wish I could say the same about his mum. She spent the last ten minutes in the car park cooling off.’


Perry grins. He has met all the members of McAvoy’s family. He has little or nothing to say to the two young children but had been happy to tell McAvoy that his wife was a stunner with whom he would happily flatten some grass.


‘They in the car?’ asks Perry.


‘Discussing deeply philosophical matters.’


‘I’ll bet.’


McAvoy looks at the old man. He’s wearing smart grey trousers and a shirt and tie beneath a grey cardigan and a padded coat. The only concession to his age is the burgundy slippers he wears on feet clad in two pairs of socks. He was forced to concede defeat on the shoe front recently and add the tying of his shoelaces to the growing list of activities too hazardous to attempt without supervision.


Perry Royle is somewhere in his early eighties. There’s little fat on his bones and his clothes look on him the same way they do on the hanger. It has been thirty-three years since he was last able to flash his warrant card and call himself a policeman but he has never truly attuned his instincts to civilian life. He spent eight years as a security guard in Princes Quay and another few as a guide at the Ferens Art Gallery. At seventy-one he accepted retirement and gave himself over to a life of leisure with the wife who had waited decades for his full attention. She died a year later when an aneurysm exploded in her brain midway through the conundrum on an episode of Countdown. Perry had not been able to look at the word ‘indelible’ since. The couple never had children and Perry had little interest in the nieces and nephews who forgot his birthday with increasing regularity. He lived alone in a house in Gipsyville and looked forward to his two pints each Thursday afternoon with a couple of equally decrepit old colleagues. Then Jim suffered a heart attack and Gordon went doolally, and at the age of eighty-one Perry discovered that he was alone in the world.


He met McAvoy by chance. A teenager broke into the home of one of Perry’s neighbours while Perry was mowing his front lawn. He saw the little bleeder making a break for it on a flashy bicycle and instinct took over. Perry grabbed the little sod by the hood of his jumper and slapped the taste out of his mouth for the next twenty minutes. He retrieved the stolen goods and let the kid go on the condition that if he did it again, Perry would be within his rights to cut him off at the knees. The teenager’s parents reported the old boy to the police. McAvoy, in his role as emblem of geniality for Humberside Police, was asked by the top brass to go and smooth things over. Nobody wanted the old bugger prosecuted but likewise they couldn’t be seen to let him get away with it. McAvoy persuaded Perry to write a letter of apology and then managed to get the teen’s parents to leave the matter alone. McAvoy had taken a shine to the cantankerous old sod and dropped him off a bottle of single malt on behalf of his various colleagues at CID who would have otherwise nominated him for a medal. They got to talking. That turned to a sharing of opinions and a heated discussion about the future of the Labour Party. Without meaning to, they became friends and it was McAvoy who helped Perry move here, to the Autumn Days Care Home, when his last mini-stroke left him unable to put sugar in his tea without spilling half of it back into the bowl. McAvoy tries to see him once a fortnight. They sometimes play chess. On occasion, McAvoy has been known to read to him, though neither man is sufficiently at home with their feelings to be able to say how much they look forward to such events. Perry’s bedroom wall is decorated with drawings done by Fin and Lilah, even if McAvoy has never handed over a new artwork without blushing and trying to explain what the picture is meant to be.


‘I’m not talking shit,’ says Perry, who appears to be defending himself despite the absence of attack.


‘I’ve never heard you talk shit. I’ve heard you talk a bit of bollocks, but not out-and-out shit.’


‘Watch it, gingernut,’ says Perry, biting down on a smile. ‘I’ve still got enough moves to put you on your arse.’


McAvoy leans back against the wall, waiting for Perry to explain why he had left him a voicemail demanding his immediate presence at the care home. Perry is too proud ever to ask for help.


‘House, down yonder,’ says Perry, pointing with his foot in the traditional Hull way.


‘Bronte Hall, isn’t it?’


‘Aye. Nobody’s lived there for years. Lovely old place but falling to bits. Seems like every new set of builders buggers off before the job gets done. Saw in the Mail it’s being done up properly.’


McAvoy nods. ‘Yes?’


‘There’ve been comings and goings, Aector. Builders, aye, but it’s more than that. Something’s not right.’


McAvoy straightens himself up. He looks through the windows of the care home and catches a glimpse of the pensioners sitting in a semicircle, watching a young crooner in a purple suit belt out Sinatra numbers from an improvised stage.


‘I’ve taken down the number plates,’ says Perry. ‘One of them was a VW Transporter. It stopped for a moment while I was having a fag and I swear, even with my old eyes, I could see that the number plate had been tampered with. The “F” was an “L” and the “2” was a “7”. It was masking tape and a felt-tip pen. I wouldn’t have been looking if it wasn’t for the fact that there were more cars than usual heading down to the house.’


McAvoy listens, waiting for more.


‘This evening I heard shouts,’ says Perry. ‘Proper shouts, coming from the house. So I went to investigate.’


McAvoy gives the old man a warning look.


‘What? I’m not allowed to take a walk? I live here!’


‘What did you see?’


‘Security lights came on as soon as I was inside the grounds. Then this foreign prick came out and demanded to know what I was doing. Said some shit in foreign and told me to get off his land because it was private property.’


‘And did you?’


‘Sure,’ says Perry. His lip twitches. His eyes seem to lose focus as he considers his recent memory. He sees it again. ‘Had a look in the cars as I went though. Blood, Aector. I’m sure I saw it – the way it looks in the light – the stickiness . . . you know it when you see it, even if it’s a flash. I was going to call 999 but I had a feeling they’d think I was some daft old bastard. I called you instead because you already know I’m not.’


McAvoy looks back at the old people who are clapping along to the Sinatra impersonator. Most of them are younger than Perry and if any of them called the police to report suspicious activity at an abandoned house he would likely shrug it off as the result of old age and too much blue cheese before bedtime. Even so, he would check out their suspicions.


‘I’m doing my duty as a concerned citizen,’ says Perry. ‘What you do with it is up to you.’


McAvoy snorts. ‘You know what I’ll do with it.’


‘Aye, that’s why I called. And that’s why we’re friends.’


Ten minutes later, McAvoy is making his way down the dark, pitted driveway that leads to Bronte Hall. To the sound of tuts from Perry he used his phone to skim-read the details on the dilapidated property at the end of the road. He now knows as much about the place as the Hull City Council planning officers who wrote the report. The Hall was built in the eighteenth century by a toff who was destined to become MP for Hull and who would die impoverished in Canada within four decades of its construction. For the past thirty years it has been derelict and though it is owned by a private landlord who once expressed an interest in turning it into a set of luxury apartments, it has fallen into disrepair.Various local pressure groups have been in touch with the local authorities demanding it be brought under the control of the public sector and turned into some form of museum or community resource. The landlord has done little more than put sticking plasters over the cracks, though McAvoy recalls reading about plans for a larger scale redevelopment. It’s a twelve-bed, white-painted affair that backs onto the River Hull and is encircled on all sides by a wooden fence topped with barbed wire. As McAvoy makes his way down the path he spots three different placards warning him that this is private property and that trespassers will be prosecuted.


A white light winks into life as he leaves the rocky driveway and makes his way across the short neat grass towards the main doors. The light illuminates a three-storey construction. Up close, the white is more a chalky shade of grey, with rectangular windows divided into squares, which put McAvoy in mind of an old-fashioned chocolate bar. The balconies beneath the windows look a little like bowling pins and the twin chimneys as if they have been drawn in by a child.


Sighing a little, McAvoy climbs the stone stairs to the front door and bangs on the brown wood.


‘Humberside Police,’ he shouts, and his voice sounds loud against the silence of the early evening air.


McAvoy’s shout is met with silence. Out of habit he tries the door handle and is surprised to find it turn. The door hinges give a squeak as he pushes the door open.


‘Hello. Hull CID.’ And then, for completeness: ‘Police.’


McAvoy enters the hallway. It’s dark and cold. His feet disturb a pile of glossy papers and as he fumbles with his phone and tries to find a light, he makes his way down a hallway carpeted in chessboard tiles.


‘Police,’ he shouts again, and his voice is swallowed by the empty air.


Eventually, McAvoy locates the torch on his phone and finds himself standing in the centre of a small circle of yellow light. He looks down at the black and white floor and up to the distant ceiling, with its ruined rose and its trailing wires. He looks down again, for clarification.


To his right is a doorway, hinges and nails sticking out of the frame. The door has been wrenched off and is laid out flat, like a stretcher. McAvoy holds the light ahead of him as he enters a long room with wooden floors and a ceiling so high he cannot see it.


McAvoy sees the thing on the wall almost immediately. Feels the world slow down. His heart punches at his ribcage as fear runs clawed fingers through his hair.


Pursing his lips, letting out a long, slow exhalation, McAvoy stares up at the figure suspended two feet off the floor, pressed into the wall. He thinks of mummies. Fossils. His mind becomes a kaleidoscope of horrifying images. Some are memories, others projections. He realises his hands have become fists. He angles the torch, looking into the face of a man who died in pain. Tries to process the details. Nice suit. Good watch. Probably a similar age to himself. No bruises. Clean-shaven. A smell of decent aftershave under the buzzing stench of festering blood . . .
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