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To my grandparents – champion storytellers, one and all.







The quality of mercy is not strain’d,


It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven


Upon the place beneath: it is twice bless’d;


It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.


William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice








PROLOGUE



The old man looks up, and for a moment it feels as though he is staring through the wrong end of a telescope. The reporter is forty years away.


‘Mr Stein?’


A warm, tender hand on his bony knee.


‘Can you share your memories of that moment?’


It takes a physical effort of will to drag himself into the present.


He blinks.


Tells himself, with an old man’s fear of losing his memories, to get it together.


You’re still here, he tells himself. Still living.


‘Mr Stein? Fred?’


You’re alive, he tells himself, again. The supertanker Carla. Seventy miles off the Icelandic coast. One last interview, here in the galley, with its stink of fried food and burned coffee, its diesel and sea-spray; the deep, bass-note hum of unwashed men and wet wool.


So many memories …


He blinks again. It’s becoming a habit. There should be tears, he thinks. Deserves tears, this.


He sees her properly. Sitting forward on the hard-backed chair like a jockey on a horse. Holding the microphone in front of his face like she’s a toddler who wants him to lick her lolly.


Closes his eyes and it hits him like a wave.


For an instant, he is a young man again, starting an eighteen-hour shift, pulling on a jumper stiff with fish guts and slime. He’s warming his hands on a mug of tea when he’s not spooning enough porridge into his gob to fill his belly. He’s hurting. Trying to convince himself his hands are his own. He’s hearing the skipper’s voice. The urgency of his cries. He’s swinging the hook. The hatchet. Chopping at the ice. Hacking it free in lumps that could stove your skull in if you weren’t quick on your feet. He’s feeling the ship begin to go …


‘The sound of the wind,’ he says, and in his coat pocket he feels his fingers make the sign of the cross, genuflecting on the smooth, silky surface of the packet of Benson and Hedges. It’s an old habit, the residue of a Catholic upbringing.


‘Can you describe it for us?’


‘It was like being in a house on a bare moor,’ he says, closing one eye. ‘The wind was coming from all sides. Howling. Roaring. Banging. It was like it was out to get us. I was vibrating with it. Like one of those tuning forks. I could feel the vibrations coming through the deck, and I was stood stock-still, frozen to the bloody spot.’


She nods to her cameraman, and motions to keep going. He’s good value for money, this nice old chap in his charity-shop suit and Hull Kingston Rovers tie. Coping pretty well, considering. Handling the cold better than she is. Got better sea-legs, she’ll give him that. Better constitution, too. She’s barely kept a meal down since they hit this weather front, and it’s not helping that the only room on this supposed supertanker that’s big enough for her, the cameraman and the boom, is the greasy, food-spattered kitchen. Galley, she corrects herself, with a journalist’s particularity.


‘Go on, Mr Stein.’


‘If I’m honest, love, it was the boots,’ says the old man, looking away. ‘My mates’ boots. I could hear them on the deck. They were squeaking. They sounded all rubbery on the wood. I’d never heard it before. Eight years on the trawlers and I’d never heard the sound of footsteps. Not over the engines and the generators. Did that night, though. Wind dropped just long enough for me to hear them running. Kind of it, eh? Malicious bastard. It was like it was getting its breath back for the battering that was to come. And I was stood there, thinking: “I can hear their boots.” And forty years later, that’s what I remember. Their bloody boots. Can’t bear to hear it now. Won’t go out if it’s raining. I hear a boot squeak on a wet surface and I’m on my knees. Don’t even like thinking about them. That’s what I wasn’t sure about on this trip. It’s not the waves. Not the bloody weather. It’s the thought of hearing some welly boots on a wet deck and feeling like it never went away …’


The reporter is nodding now. Caroline. Thirty-odd. Big wooden earrings and hair like a nine-year-old boy. Nothing special to look at, but confident and bright as a button. Newsreader make-up. London accent and an expensive ring or three on fingers that had been manicured at the start of the trip, but which are beginning to look a little chipped and patched-up now.


‘Then it started up again,’ he says. ‘It was like being in a tin shed and somebody beating on it with a cricket bat. Worse than that. Like being on a runway with a hundred planes taking off. Then the waves started rolling in on us. The spray was turning to ice when it hit the air, so it was like being stabbed with a million needles all at once. My face and hands were agony. I thought my ears were being pushed into my head. I was numb. I couldn’t stand up. Couldn’t take a step in the direction I wanted. Was just tumbling around on the deck, bumping and banging around. A bloody pinball, that’s what I were. Rolling about, waiting for it all to stop. I must have broken a few bones during all that but I don’t remember it hurting. It was like my senses couldn’t take it all in. So then it was just noise and cold. And this feeling that the air was tearing itself apart.’


She’s happy, he thinks. Loving this. And he’s quite proud of himself too. It’s been forty years since he told this story without a pint in his hand, and the mug of tea he’s gripping in one plump, pink-marbled fist has been allowed to go cold without once reaching his lips.


‘So, when was the order given to abandon ship?’


‘It’s all very confused. It was so dark. The lights went off the second we hit the rocks. You ever seen snow and spray in the dark? It’s like being inside a busted TV. You can’t stand upright, neither. Don’t know which way’s up …’


He snatches a hand to his cheek. Catches a tear. He looks at it, sitting there accusingly on a broken, cracked knuckle. He hasn’t seen his own tears in years. Not since the wife died. They’d snuck up on him then, too. After the funeral. After the wake. After they’d all gone home and he was clearing away the plates and chucking crusts and crisps in the bin. Tears had come like somebody had opened a sluice. Had fallen for so long that he was laughing by the end of it, amazed at himself, standing over the washing-up bowl and fancying he had a tap either side of his nose: emptying himself of the ocean he had given up for her.


‘Mr Stein …’


‘We’ll leave it there, love. Have a break, eh?’ His voice is still gravelly. Rolled in cigarettes and bitter. But he seems to be shaking, suddenly. Shaking inside his suit with its shiny sleeves and worn knees. Sweating, too.


Caroline seems about to protest. To tell him that this is why they’re here. That any display of emotion will help show the viewers how deeply this has affected him. But she shuts herself up when she realises that it would sound like she was telling a sixty-three-year-old man to cry like a baby for the cameras.


‘Tomorrow, love. After the whatsit.’


‘OK,’ she says, and indicates to her cameraman that he should stop filming. ‘You know what’s happening, yes?’


‘I’m sure you’ll keep me right.’


‘Well, the captain has agreed to give us an hour at the spot where you went down. We’ll be up against it, and the weather isn’t going to be anything special, but we’ll have time for the ceremony. Wrap up warm, eh? Like we said, there will be a simple wreath and a plaque. We’ll film you passing them over the side.’


‘All right, love,’ he says, and his voice doesn’t sound like his own. It’s a squeak. Like a rubber-soled boot on wet wood.


There’s a sudden tightness in his chest. He gives her the best grandfatherly smile he can muster, and says goodnight, ignoring the protests from his knees as he pushes himself out of the hard-backed chair and takes three lurching steps to the open door. He pulls himself into the narrow corridor and walks, quicker than he has in years, towards the deck. One of the crew is coming the other way. He nods a smile and starfishes himself against the wall to allow the older man to pass. He mutters something in Icelandic, and gives him a grin, but Fred can’t summon up the strength to remember a language he’s hardly spoken in decades, and the noise he makes as he passes the orange-overalled man is little more than a gargled cough.


He can’t breathe. There’s a pain in his arm and across his shoulders.


Coughing, gasping, he clatters out onto the deck like a fish spilling from a trawl, and with his eyes screwed up shut, takes great lungfuls of the icy, blustering air.


The deck is deserted. To his rear stands the man-made mountain of cargo containers that this super-container vessel will be dropping off in three days’ time. Towards the bow, he can see the little squares of yellow light emanating from the bridge. Halogen lamps cast circles of pale illumination on the rubbery green surface of the deck.


He stares at the waters. Wonders what his mates look like now. Whether their skeletons remain intact, or whether the motion of the sea has torn them apart and mixed them up. He wonders whether Georgie Blanchard’s legs are tangled in with Archie Cartwright’s. The pair never got on.


He wonders what his own corpse should look like.


Drops his head as he considers how he has wasted forty stolen years.


He reaches into his pocket and takes out his cigarettes. It’s been years since he last had to strike a match in the face of a force 5, but he remembers the art of cupping the flame inside his palm and quickly drawing in a deep gulp of cigarette smoke. He leans with his back to the gunwale and looks around, trying to steady his thoughts. Looks at the ragged thumbnail of moon, scything down into a cushion of cloud. Looks at the white ripples on the black water as the cargo ship cuts through the deep waters.


Why you, Fred? Why did you make it back when they didn’t? Why—


Fred never finishes the thought. Never finishes the cigarette. Never gets to lay the wreath and drop the plaque, and say goodbye to eighteen crewmates who never made it back alive.


It feels for a moment as though the ship has run aground. He is thrown forward. Smashes into the gunwale with an impact that drives the air from his lungs and a single, splintered rib through the skin of his chest. Blood sprays from his lips as the strength leaves his legs. He slithers to his knees and then his belly as his hands slip on the wet deck. The shard of rib breaks off on impact with the ground and crimson agony explodes inside him, cutting through the dullness of his wits just long enough for him to open his eyes.


He tries to push himself up. To shout for help.


And then he is being scraped up in strong arms, like a flaking fillet of cod on a hot fish slice. For a moment, a solitary second, he is looking into his attacker’s eyes.


Then there is the feeling of flight. Of quick, graceless descent. Of rushing, cold air. Of wind in his ears, spray at his back.


Thud.


A bone-smashing, lung-crushing impact on the deck of a small, wooden boat, bobbing on water the colour of ale.


His eyes, opening in painful stages, allow his dulled senses a glimpse of the disappearing ship. To feel the rolling, rocking motion of a too-small lifeboat in a giant ocean.


He is too tired to turn his memories into pictures, but as the cold envelops him and the moon seems to wink out, he has a vague memory of familiarity.


Of having done this before.





PART ONE









CHAPTER 1



2.14 p.m., Holy Trinity Square. A fortnight until Christmas.


The air smells of snow. Tastes of it. That metallic tang; a sensation at the back of the throat. Cold and menthol. Coppery, perhaps.


McAvoy breathes deeply. Fills himself up with it. This chilly, complicated Yorkshire air, laced with the salt and spray of the coast; the smoke of the oil refineries; the burned cocoa of the chocolate factory; the pungency of the animal feed unloaded from the super-container at the docks this morning; the cigarettes and fried food of a people in decline, and a city on its arse.


Here.


Hull.


Home.


McAvoy glances at the sky, ribboned with ragged strips of cloud.


Cold as the grave.


He searches for the sun. Whips his head this way and that, trying to find the source of the bright, watery light that fills up this market square and darkens the glass of the coffee shops and pubs which ring this bustling piazza. Smiles as he finds it, safe at the rear of the church, nailed to the sky like a brass plaque: obscured by the towering spire and its shroud of tarpaulin and scaffold.


‘Again, Daddy. Again.’


McAvoy glances down. Pulls a face at his son. ‘Sorry. Miles away.’ He raises the fork and deposits another portion of chocolate cake into the boy’s wide-open, grinning mouth. Watches him chew and swallow, then open his mouth again, like a baby chick awaiting a worm.


‘That’s what you are,’ laughs McAvoy, when it occurs to him that Finlay will find this description funny. ‘A baby bird asking for worms.’


‘Tweet tweet,’ laughs Finlay, flapping his arms like wings. ‘More worms.’


McAvoy laughs, and as he scrapes the last of the cake from the plate, he leans forward and kisses the boy’s head. Fin is wrapped up warm in bobble hat and fleece coat, so McAvoy is denied the delicious scent of his son’s shampooed hair. He’s tempted to whip off the hat and take a deep breath of the mown grass and honeycomb he associates with the boy’s shaggy red head, but it is bitterly cold here, outside the trendy coffee shop, with its silver tables and metal chairs, so he contents himself with tickling the lad under the chin and enjoying his smile.


‘When’s Mammy coming back?’ asks the boy, wiping his own face with the corner of a paper towel and licking his lips with a delightfully chocolate-smeared tongue.


‘Not long,’ replies McAvoy, instinctively glancing at his watch. ‘She’s getting prizes for Daddy.’


‘Prizes. What for?’


‘For being a good boy.’


‘Like me?’


‘Just like you.’


McAvoy leans in.


‘I’ve been really good. Father Christmas is bringing me loads of presents. Loads and loads and loads.’


McAvoy grins. His son is right. When Christmas comes, two weeks from now, Fin will find the equivalent of a month’s salary, wrapped and packaged, beneath the red tinsel and silver branches of the imitation tree. Half the living room of their nondescript new-build semi to the north of the city will be swamped with footballs, clothes and wrestling figures. They started shopping in June, just before Roisin discovered she was expecting again. They can’t afford what they’ve spent. Can’t afford the half of it, considering the expense the New Year will bring. But he knows what Christmas means to Roisin, and has given the credit card the hammering she deserves. She will find a garnet-and-platinum necklace in her own stocking on Christmas morning. A red leather jacket, sized for when she sheds the baby weight. Sex and the City DVDs. Tickets for the UB40 concert at Delamere Forest in March. She’ll squeal and make the noises he loves. Run to the mirror and try on the coat over her baggy T-shirt and swollen, pregnant belly. Fold her pretty, delicate face into smiles, then plaster him with kisses as she forgets that it is a day for children, and that their son has yet to open any of his presents.


McAvoy feels a sudden vibration next to his chest and removes the two slimline mobile phones that reside in his inside pocket. With a slight sensation of disappointment, he realises the sound is coming from his personal phone. A message from Roisin. You’re going to love what I’ve got you … Xxxx. He smiles. Sends her back a collection of kisses. Hears his dad’s voice, calling him a soft shite. Shrugs it off.


‘Your mam’s silly,’ he says to Fin, and the boy nods solemnly.


‘Yes,’ he says. ‘She is.’


The mere thought of his wife is enough to make him smile. He has heard it said that to love truly is to care more for somebody else than you do for yourself. McAvoy dismisses the notion. He cares more for everybody else than he does for himself. He’d die for a stranger. His love for Roisin is as perfect and otherworldly as she is herself. Delicate, passionate, loyal, fearless … She keeps his heart safe for him.


McAvoy stares into space for a while. Looks at the church. He’s been inside it a few times. Has been inside most of Hull’s important buildings in the five years since he moved to the city. He and Roisin once saw a concert here; an hour-long set by the Cologne Philharmonic Orchestra. It had done little for him, but reduced his wife to happy tears. He’d sat and read the guidebook, clapping when prompted, pouring knowledge into his brain like a drink down a parched throat and occasionally lifting his head long enough to gaze at Roisin, wrapped up in scarf and denim jacket, wide-eyed as she became lost in the soaring strings that echoed, ghostly and majestic, from the high ceilings and vaulted columns of the church.


As the noise of the passing shoppers and nearby traffic drops to a sudden and peculiar hush, McAvoy hears the faint strains of a choirboy’s voice, floating across the square. The song weaves through the pedestrians like string from a loom, causing heads to turn, footfall to slow, conversation to hush. It’s a warm, Christmassy moment. McAvoy sees smiles. Sees mouths opening to form vowels of pleasure and encouragement.


For a moment, McAvoy is tempted to take his son inside. To slide in at the back of the church and listen to the service. To sing ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ with his son’s hand in his and watch the candlelight flicker on the church walls. Fin had been fascinated when they had looked up from placing their order at the coffee shop till and seen the tail end of the procession of choirboys and clergy pass through the big ironstudded double wooden doors at the mouth of the church. McAvoy, embarrassed at his inadequacy, had not been able to explain the significance of the different robes, but Fin had found the colours intoxicating. ‘Why are there boys and girls?’ he’d asked, pointing at the choristers in their red pepper-pot cassocks and white ruffs. McAvoy had wished he could answer. He had been raised Catholic. Had never bothered to learn the different meanings of the costumes favoured by the Church of England.


McAvoy makes a mental note to remedy his inadequacy and turns his head to look in the direction from which he assumes Roisin will appear. He can’t see her among the milling shoppers, who are taking care on the slick cobbles that carpet this most historic part of town. Were this one of the nearby cities, York or Lincoln, the streets would be chock-a-block with tourists. But this is Hull. It’s the last stop before the sea, on the road to nowhere, and it’s falling to bloody pieces.


The tremble by his heart again. The fumble for the phones. It’s the work phone this time. The on-call phone. He feels a tightening in his stomach as he answers.


‘Detective Sergeant McAvoy. Serious and Organised Crime Unit.’ To say that still gives him a thrill.


‘Now then, Sarge. Just checking in.’ It’s Helen Tremberg, a tall, earnest detective constable who transferred over from Grimsby when she made the move from uniform a few months before.


‘Excellent. What have we got?’


‘Quiet one, given the time of year. City are playing away this weekend so all pretty basic stuff. Bit of a scrap off Beverley Road way but nobody wants to take it any further. Family party that got a bit out of control. Oh, the ACC asked if you’d give him a call when you have a moment.’


‘Yes?’ McAvoy tries to keep the squeak from his voice. ‘Any clue?’


‘Oh, I doubt it’s much to worry about. Said he wanted a favour. No screaming or anything. Didn’t use any rude words.’


They both give a little laugh at that. The Assistant Chief Constable is not a daunting man. Skinny, spry and softly spoken, he’s more of an accountant than a thief-taker; his most telling contribution to the local force being the introduction of a ‘data-sharing intranet matrix’ and a memo warning against the use of bad language during a visit to Priory Road station by Princess Anne.


‘Right. So. Nothing pressing?’


‘Sorry, Sarge. I wouldn’t even have called, but you asked to be notified …’


‘No, no. You did right.’


McAvoy hangs up with a sigh. His immediate boss, Acting Detective Superintendent Trish Pharaoh, is on a course this weekend. The station’s two detective inspectors are both off duty. Should anything major occur, he will be the senior officer on call, the one to take the reins. While he feels the familiar prickling of guilt in his belly at wishing for a set of circumstances that would spell misfortune and pain for some poor soul, he knows that such circumstances are inescapable. There will be crime. Same as there will be snow. It’s just a question of where it falls, and how deep.


A waitress appears, goose pimples on her bare forearms. She gives a good-natured scowl at McAvoy and his son. ‘You must be mad,’ she says, with exaggerated shivering.


‘I’m not mad,’ says Fin, indignant. ‘You’re mad.’


McAvoy smiles down at his son, but says his name chidingly, to warn him about being rude to grown-ups. ‘It’s a lovely day,’ he says, turning back to the waitress, who’s wearing a black skirt and T-shirt and looks to be in her early thirties.


‘They say it’ll snow,’ she says, clearing away the remnants of the chocolate cake, the glass of lemonade, the mug of hot chocolate that McAvoy had devoured in three burning, delicious gulps.


‘There’ll be a scattering today, but not much more. Maybe another day or two. Be a heavy fall. A good few inches at least.’


The waitress surveys him. This big, barrel-chested man in the designer double-breasted coat. Good-looking, even with the unruly hair and broad, farmer’s face. He must be an easy six-foot-five, but there’s a gentleness about his movements, his gestures, that suggest he is afraid of his own size; as if constantly apprehensive that he will break something more fragile than himself. She can’t place his accent any more accurately than ‘posh’ and ‘Scottish’.


‘You a weatherman?’ she asks, smiling.


‘I grew up in the country,’ he replies. ‘You get a nose for these things.’


She grins at Fin and nods at his father. ‘Your dad got a nose for the weather?’


Fin regards her coolly. ‘We’re waiting for Mammy,’ he says.


‘Oh yes? And where’s Mammy?’


‘Getting prizes for Daddy.’


‘You been a good boy, have you?’ she asks McAvoy, and there’s a practised sauciness to her voice. She casts another glance over his well-muscled body, his thick, bullish neck, his round, square-jawed face, which, in this light, seems striped with the faintest of scars.


McAvoy smiles. ‘One tries,’ he says softly.


The waitress gives a last little grin then scurries back indoors.


McAvoy breathes out slowly. He plonks Fin back in his own chair and pulls out a notepad and a box of crayons from the recesses of the leather satchel at his feet. A man-bag, Roisin had called it when she’d presented him with the gift a few months before, along with the designer coat and trio of expensive suits. ‘Just trust me,’ she’d said, as she’d tugged down his old shiny black suit trousers and dragged his waterproofed hiking jacket from his hand. ‘Try it. Just let me dress you for a little while.’


He’d relented. Let her dress him. Carried the man-bag. Grown used to the coat, which was warm and kept the rain off, and spared him too many barbs about his unruly ginger hair.


When he insisted that clothes don’t make the man, she said: ‘When people see you, they need to see somebody to reckon with. Somebody with confidence. Somebody with style. It’s not as though you’re Columbo. You’re just badly dressed.’


And so Detective Sergeant Aector McAvoy had become a fashion victim. Turned up at the station that Monday morning to catcalls, wolf-whistles and a chorus of the Rawhide theme tune. For once, it had been good-natured banter. ‘You’re a scary-enough looking bugger at the best of times,’ DC Ben Nielsen had said, lounging against the custody suite wall as they waited for a suspected burglar to be brought down from the cells. ‘Now you’re looming in the doorway with a handbag. The poor sods don’t know whether they’re going to get shot or bummed. It confuses them. Stick with it.’


McAvoy likes Nielsen. He’s one of the half-dozen new faces brought in six months back by the brass to try and wipe out the stench of the bad old days. The era that had both made and cost McAvoy his name. Nailed him as the copper who cost a detective superintendent his job and sparked an internal investigation that scattered a crooked team of CID officers to the four winds. Who managed to glide through the whole thing without a blemish on his written record. He’s the copper who did for Doug Roper, the copper who nearly died out at the woods beneath the Humber Bridge, at the hands of a man whose crimes will never be known by anybody other than a handful of senior officers who stitched his face up more expertly than the doctors at Hull Royal. He’s the copper who refused to take up the offer of an easy transfer to a cosy community station. Who now finds himself on a team that doesn’t trust him, working for a boss who doesn’t rate him, and trying to blend into the background while carrying a Samsonite satchel with adjustable straps and waterproof bloody pockets …


Pharaoh has had to hit the ground running. In the wake of Doug Roper’s departure the Chief Constable decided the bad-boy’s old team should become an elite unit, specialising in serious crime. A unit within the greater body of CID, run by an experienced, reliable hand and staffed with the best officers from within the Humberside boundary. Nobody had expected the job to go to Trish Pharaoh, the sassy, determined ‘token woman’ from across the Humber. Detective Chief Inspector Colin Ray had been the bookies’ choice for promotion, with his protégée Sharon Archer as his number two. Instead, Trish Pharoah had been hand-picked by the Chief Constable, who needed something attention-grabbing to put in a press release. Brought her over from Grimsby and told her to make waves. Ray and Archer were drafted into the team as Pharaoh’s deputies, and neither took to the roll with good grace. Rumour had it the top brass told them on their first day that their new boss was a mere figurehead – a lightning conductor positioned to take the heat when it all went wrong. Told them that, in reality, they were the unit’s leaders. Pharaoh had different ideas, though; saw a chance to build something special and set about picking her team. But for every officer she recruited, Ray brought in one of his own. The unit was soon laced with intrigue and duplicity, split between Ray’s old campaigners and Pharaoh’s more forward-thinking, hand-picked specialists.


McAvoy falls into neither camp. His business cards declare him a member of the Serious and Organised Crime Unit, but he is nobody’s blue-eyed boy. He requested the transfer himself. Used up his thank-you from the top brass. Slid into the unit as a muted reward for nearly getting himself killed in the line of a duty that nobody had asked him to burden himself with.


In truth, he is somewhere between an ambassador and a mascot; an educated, well-spoken, physically imposing emblem of the brave new world of Humberside Police – tailor-made for giving talks to the Women’s Institute and local schools, and a valuable asset when putting together year-end reports on the force’s new software requirements.


‘What’s going on, Daddy?’


As McAvoy stares out across the square, the smell of snow grows suddenly stronger. He’s heard it said that it can be too cold for snow, but a childhood spent in the harsh and unforgiving embrace of the Western Highlands has taught him that it is never too cold for flakes to fall. This sudden plunging in temperature will harden the ground. Catch the snowfall without letting it settle. Cause the wind to rebound. Build a blizzard that will blind his young eyes and turn his fingers to blue stone …


In the back of his throat he tastes the metallic tang again, and for an instant wonders at the eerie similarity between the flavour of changing weather and the sharp, bitter taste of blood.


And then he hears screaming. Loud. Piercing. Multi-voiced. This is no drunken reveller, tickled by a boyfriend, chased by a pal. This is terror, unleashed.


McAvoy’s head snaps towards the direction of the sound. The movement in the square stops suddenly, as if the men, the women, the families moving on its surface are mere music-box ballerinas, spinning to a graceless, abrupt halt.


He stands, extricating his frame from the cramped confines of the table, and stares into the mouth of the church. He takes two steps and finds the table legs still blocking his thick shins. He kicks out. Knocks the table to the floor. Begins to run.


McAvoy sprints across the square, sensing movement on all sides. ‘Get back,’ he shouts, motioning with his arms as curious shoppers begin to jog towards Holy Trinity. His breathing becomes shallow, as adrenalin begins to pump into his veins. He feels the blood fill his cheeks. It is only as he runs through the open metal gates and into the shadow of the double doors that he remembers his son. He pulls up like a lame horse, all arms and legs and knotted, tumbling limbs. He stares back across the square. Sees a four-year-old boy sitting in front of an upended table, mouth open, crying for his daddy.


And for a moment, he is torn. Truly motionless with uncertainty.


A figure bursts from the doors. It is clad in black, head to toe.


There are fresh shrieks as this shadow springs forth from the open-mouthed House of God: a streak of silver in its left hand, stains upon its handle, damp upon its breast …


McAvoy has no time to raise his hands. He sees the blade rise. Fall. And then he is on his back, staring at the darkening sky, hearing running footsteps. Distant sirens. A voice. Feeling hands upon him.


‘You’ll be all right. Stay with me. Stay with me, lad.’


And harsher, stronger, like a firm black pencil stroke among shading and blurs, another voice, drenched in anguish …


‘He’s killed her. She’s dead. She’s dead!’


Staring wide-eyed into the sky, he is the first to see the snow begin to fall.





CHAPTER 2



She lies where she fell, crumpled and folded on the altar steps: one leg drawn up, bent the wrong way at the knee – a dislodged training shoe hanging precariously from stockinged toes.


She is a black girl, her face and hands a rich mahogany: her upturned palms soft, the colour of churned milk. She’s young. Still in the throes of adolescence. Not old enough to buy cigarettes. Not old enough to have sex. Not old enough to die.


Nobody has tried to restart her heart. There are too many holes in her. Pressing on her chest would be like squeezing a wet sponge.


Her pure white cassock has been pulled up behind her back, creased beneath her corpse. Its thick white material hugs tight to the curve of one small, firm breast.


The girl’s blood has made her robe sodden and crimson down one side. It remains pristine on the other. Were it not for the twisted expression that enfolds the entirety of her face, it would seem as though this hideous indignity had only been visited on one side of her small frame.


It is clear she died in agony. The blood that streaks her cheeks, neck, chin and lips looks as though it was hurled at her in great wet handfuls. It settled on her in a hazy red rain as she lay here, dead and staring, gaze fixed on a distant ceiling of curving columns and hand-drawn stars.


‘You poor, poor girl.’


McAvoy stands by the altar, one big pink hand gripping the wooden back-rest of the front pew. He feels sick and dizzy and there’s a haziness to his vision where the swelling above his eye is disrupting the edges of his sight. The paramedic had wanted to take him straight to casualty for an X-ray, but McAvoy, no stranger to injury, knows that this wound brings nothing more harmful than pain. Pain can be endured.


‘Got lucky, eh Sarge?’


McAvoy turns too quickly as the voice rings out in the echoing cavern of the empty church. There is a fresh explosion of pain in his skull and he sinks into the pew as DC Helen Tremberg makes her way up the central aisle. A sickness hits him in the gut.


‘I’m sorry, Detective Constable Tremberg?’


‘They said he almost filleted you as well. Lucky break.’


Her cheeks are flushed. She’s excited. For the past hour she’s been marshalling the uniformed officers from their makeshift HQ in the verger’s office and one of the younger constables had called her ‘ma’am’, thinking her a senior officer. She had enjoyed the feeling. Enjoyed telling people what to do, and seeing it done. Already the dozen uniforms have taken the first batch of statements from the congregation, as well as the names and addresses of those currently too deeply in shock to be able to explain what they saw.


‘He hit me with the handle, not the blade.’


‘Must have liked the look of you, eh? Must have been more difficult to knock you out than to kill you. Heat of the moment, machete in your hand. Million to one that he decides to crack you one rather than slash you.’


McAvoy stares at his feet, waiting for the thudding pain to cease.


He knows how this story will be told. He has a reputation as a desk jockey; a master of spreadsheets and databases, computing and technology. To be knocked out cold at a crime scene by the prime suspect? He can hear the jokes already.


‘Your boy get home OK?’


McAvoy nods. Swallows. Coughs some gravel into his voice.


‘Roisin came and got him. The waitress from the coffee shop was looking after him. I think I’m in the doghouse with both of them.’


‘The waitress?’


McAvoy smiles. ‘Yeah, probably her as well.’


They fall silent for a moment, Tremberg letting herself look at the girl’s corpse for the first time. She shakes her head and looks away. Focuses on her notebook. Tries to get this right. She’s never had any worries about organising a crime scene or giving a report, but there’s something about McAvoy that she finds strangely disconcerting. It’s more than just his size. There’s a sadness to him. A quiet, brooding intensity that makes him difficult company. She gets on fine with the blokes at the station. She’s perfectly at ease telling jokes with the lads and can drink most of her male colleagues under the table, but there is a quality to her sergeant that makes her unsure how to impress him. He seems to take it all so personally. And he’s obsessed with getting things done by the book. With filling in forms and quoting the right sections and sub-sections, and using the politically correct references for every scumbag they come into contact with.


She knows he has his secrets. Something happened a year ago, up at the Country Park, and it cost a well-known copper his job and put McAvoy on the shelf for months. He was injured, she knows that. The faintest of scars are on his face. There are rumours of more beneath the expensive clothes he seems to wear so inelegantly. Tremberg had only joined Trish Pharaoh’s team a few weeks before McAvoy returned from sick leave, and she had been excited about having a chance to get to know him. But the first meeting was a disappointment. She’d found a small man trapped in a giant’s body. He had the personality of an unassuming, bespectacled accountant, but it was rattling around inside a colossal frame. And then there were the eyes. Those big, sad cow-eyes that seemed to be forever questioning, assessing, disapproving, judging. At times, he put her in mind of an old Scottish king, his sword across his knees and a blanket round his shoulders, coughing, wheezing, but still able to wield a claymore with enough force to decapitate a bull.


She looks at him now. Hopes to God that they make a start on this before Detective Chief Inspector Colin Ray and his trained seal can steam in and spoil the party.


McAvoy stands. Steadies himself and sees that his hand, supporting his weight on the pew, is resting on a leatherbound Bible.


‘So little mercy,’ he says, half to himself.


‘Sarge?’


‘Just makes you wonder,’ he mutters, and a disloyal blush climbs from his shirt and up his broad face. ‘Why her? Why here? Why now?’ He waves a huge, shovel-like hand. ‘Why any of it?’


‘Horrible world,’ says Tremberg with a shrug.


McAvoy looks at his feet and strokes the cover of the Bible. ‘Chapter and verse,’ he says softly, and closes his eyes.


‘She’s called Daphne Cotton,’ says Tremberg, her voice suddenly softer and less abrasive, as if, after the viewing of the corpse, her earlier bombast has been diluted by the sheer brutal sadness of the scene. ‘Fifteen years old. She’s been part of this church for four years. Adopted.’


‘Stop there,’ says McAvoy, already dizzy with ideas and questions. He has a logical mind, but things make more sense to him when they are written down and neatly ordered. He likes the process of detection. Likes the orderliness of logging things properly. With his aching head and dulled wits, he wonders how much of this will go in. ‘Daphne Cotton,’ he repeats. ‘Fifteen. Adopted. Local?’


Tremberg looks confused. ‘Sarge?’


‘She’s a black girl, DC Tremberg. Was she adopted from overseas?’


‘Oh, right. Don’t know.’


‘Right.’


They fall into silence, both disappointed in the other and themselves. McAvoy finds himself worrying about his use of the word ‘black’. Would it be more appropriate to use the procedural moniker? Is it wrong to notice her colour? Is he being a good detective or a bigot? He knows few other officers concern themselves with such subtleties, but McAvoy would give himself an ulcer fretting about such things were it not for Roisin’s ability to calm him down.


‘So,’ says McAvoy, looking back at the girl’s body and then up to the ceiling. ‘What did they tell you, the witnesses?’


Tremberg glances at her notebook. ‘She’s an altar server, Sarge. An acolyte. They hold the candles in the procession. Sit in front of the altar during the service. Take the stuff the priest hands them and put it away. Lots of ceremony and pomp. It’s a big honour, apparently. She’s been doing it since she was twelve.’ There is enough scepticism and eyebrow-raising in Tremberg’s speech to hint at a set of religious beliefs somewhere south of agnostic.


‘You’re not a regular at Sunday service?’ asks McAvoy with a faint smile.


Tremberg gives a snort of derisory laughter. ‘In my family, Sundays were for the Grand Prix. We followed F1 religiously though.’


At the far end of the central aisle a door bangs open with a sudden gust of wind, and for a moment McAvoy sees gravestones and gates, Christmas lights and uniforms, as a blue light flashes rhythmically, illuminating the darkness in sweeping circles. He can imagine the scene out there. Police constables in yellow coats fixing blue-and-white striped police tape around the wrought-iron gates. Drinkers from the nearby pubs peering over half-empty pint glasses as cars do battle in the forecourt, screeching to a halt, inches from collision; anxious drivers leaping out to pick up loved ones who had been in the congregation and who are now emerging into the cold, snow-blown square, to be led away from the horror of what they have witnessed.


‘So whoever did this knew she would be here?’


‘If she’s who he was after, Sarge. We don’t know it wasn’t random.’


‘True. Do we have anything to that effect?’


‘Not yet. I’ve got a statement here from a Euan Leech who reckons the bloke pushed aside two other servers to get at her, but in all the confusion …’


‘And the other statements?’


‘Couldn’t say. Just saw a figure suddenly appear by the altar and the next thing he was hacking her down and it was all screams. It might become clearer when they have time to get their minds straight.’


‘Nothing from the patrols yet? No sign of him?’


‘Not a sausage. Too windy to get the chopper up, and too late now anyway. But with the amount of blood he’s covered in, somebody will have spotted him …’


‘OK,’ says McAvoy. He turns away from the girl’s body and looks into Tremberg’s face. She’s a very average-looking woman, compared to his Roisin, but she has a face that he reckons an artist would enjoy. Thin, elfin features sit in the centre of a round, broad head, like a gourmet meal in the middle of a large, plain plate. She’s tall and athletic, perhaps thirty years old, and dresses in an inoffensive, nondescript fashion that makes her neither a sex object to the male officers nor a threat to the more Machiavellian women. She’s funny, energetic and easy to get along with, and although there’s a slight tremble to her lips that betrays the adrenalin running through her body at the thought of being involved in the hunt for this killer, she is otherwise masking it with an aplomb McAvoy finds admirable.


‘The family,’ he says. ‘Were they here?’


‘No. They usually are. The verger said they were friends of the church, whatever you think that means. But no, she was here on her own. They dropped her off and she was going to make her own way back. That’s according to one of the other acolytes. An older lad. Wants to be a priest. Or a vicar. Don’t know the difference.’


‘But they’ve been informed, her parents. They know?’


‘Yes, sir. Family liaison have been contacted. I thought you’d want it to be our first port of call, soon as you got your faculties together.’


McAvoy gives a thin smile. He’s pleased he is standing up. Were he sitting down, his legs would be jiggling up and down with a feeling that a less specific man would call excitement. McAvoy does not think of it as such. It is not even nervousness. It is a feeling he associates with the beginning of things. The potential of the blank page. He wants to know about Daphne Cotton. Wants to know who killed her, and why. Wants to know why he, Aector McAvoy, was spared the blade. Why there were tears in the man’s eyes. Wants to show that he can do this. That he’s more than the copper who brought down Doug Roper.
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