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Chapter One


The door to Jon Shaw’s office clicked shut with the same finality of a gun jamming. He should have felt triumph for securing the release of an innocent man, the toughest legal gig there was. Innocents displayed outrage, defensiveness and, as often as not, unpredictability. Against all advice, they got shirty under cross-examination, viewed any slur on their character or integrity as a gross imposition and bellowed their blamelessness at judge and jury, thereby scuppering their own chances. As for those well-meaning folk who claimed that if you are innocent you have nothing to fear, they knew very little about the workings of the law. As Shaw was keen to point out to interns, spin it right and the Pope could be found guilty of unspecified crimes. So, yes, Shaw had argued his client’s case and won, yet his victory was bitter-sweet. Something deep inside always prevented him from fully embracing the moment.


He swivelled his chair, swung his legs up and parked his feet on the desk. Lamplight cast a dull glow across his highly polished shoes. Tipping his head back, he loosened his tie and briefly closed his eyes. It was churlish but he had no burning desire to join his colleagues and surround himself with fellow poets (piss off early, tomorrow it’s Saturday) or get stuck with the shiny-eyed intern on an adrenaline high at landing a month’s work placement at Toombs and West, Cheltenham’s most prestigious criminal defence firm. The poor kid didn’t yet understand that a few weeks mixing with the dangerous, mentally unstable and repeat offenders would soon dispel any glamorous illusions. Had he been so naïve back then? Hard to remember.


Perhaps if he huddled here in the silence, he’d find the certainty and peace he craved. Think of all the good things in life, a cranked-up life coach would say. Shaw harboured a deep suspicion of personal trainers, gurus and individuals who ripped you off to tell you what, in your darkest hours, you already knew. But, right now, he was prepared to give that sort of advice a go. Perhaps he was plain exhausted. His mountainous workload would make a Sherpa stagger. Hours spent reading files, visiting police stations and prisons, taking statements, liaising and negotiating and, yes, arm-twisting, was all part of the job. The law wasn’t so much about justice as doing deals. We agree to this if you give us that, and usually equated to a reduced sentence. This he could handle. Dealing with clients at the worst time in their lives, and whose liberty was often at stake, gave him a sense of worth and purpose. But he bloody hated repeat offenders.


As he saw it, a squandered chance to get a life back on track was his personal failure to turn a felon’s life around. Only yesterday, he’d heard that a former client, who’d walked on a technicality twelve months before, had been charged with the same offence: GBH. Bail would definitely be off the menu this time and, although Shaw hated to say it, richly deserved.


White noise, he thought grimly, his mind running full circle. The real mood-killer was Jo leaving. Although he couldn’t fault her observation that he had commitment issues, he wished she’d given him another chance. He missed the dimples on her cheeks when she smiled, the mole above her full top lip, her tempestuousness, her body dammit – really missed her, to the extent that it physically hurt. Forty-eight hours ago, they’d shared a lovely Regency-style home near the Suffolks, for which he was mortgaged up to the eyeballs, and willingly so. Without her, it felt pointless. Without Jo, his house was barren, cold and empty. He let out a sigh. Sort yourself out, Shaw thought, swinging his legs off the desk. Grabbing his jacket and umbrella, he headed out towards the corridor, snapping off lights as he walked.


Outside, he was greeted by a bloated grey sky pissing rain. Visibility reduced to a few feet, cars aquaplaned down busy St. George’s Road and shot great torrents of water over anyone unfortunate enough to be walking past.


Rolling up the collar of his jacket, he set off. It wouldn’t hurt to show his face and drop in for a swift drink. Some company might even do him good. It would be a hell of an improvement on letting himself into a house that looked as abandoned as he felt. Then, maybe later, emboldened by gin, he’d give Jo a call. See if she was OK. Find out if she needed anything. Would he have the guts to tell her that he loved her, that he needed her? Come home. Please. I can change.


June rain sheeted from dark clouds, bouncing off the uneven pavement, and sprayed the back of his trousers. People scurried chaotically, heads down, hoods up. Kids ran and squealed and splashed, with water-soaked hair and dripping faces. Another time it would be comic.


About to cut through into Montpellier Walk from Bayshill Road, something indefinable caught Shaw’s peripheral vision. His eyes flicked to the right and peered through the gloom. A figure barrelled down the street with a ‘who are you looking at?’ gait. Something about him felt horribly familiar. Disturbingly so. As Shaw’s brain made furious connections, he silently mouthed Danny Hallam.


Alarm chased through him.


It couldn’t be.


Wasn’t possible.


Not even remotely so. Not now, after Shaw had done so much to change. Not after twenty-five years.


Without a word, the figure swept past inches away from him, like an unquiet spirit vanishing as quickly as it came.


Thank Christ.




Chapter Two


It was a good question, if an obvious one, and yet Shaw, shaken by his recent encounter, was reluctant to answer. Because that wasn’t Danny Hallam, was it?


He took a slug of gin. Mind messing with his head, he’d made a mistake, cooked up an image that didn’t exist.


Giving Annie Mayfield his most winsome smile, he determined to give the young intern an honest answer.


‘I went into the law because I like underdogs. And winning. Not necessarily in that order,’ he said with a short laugh.


‘Jon is an underdog’s wet dream,’ Charlie Toombs, senior partner, showman and bonne viveur, boomed from the other end of the table. The rest of the team, including clerks and legal secretaries, one of whom Shaw suspected Charlie was bedding, erupted with laughter. ‘Jon was hugging hoodies way before it became a political slogan. He does more pro bono cases than you’ve had takeaways,’ Charlie continued, very slightly slurring his words. ‘Nothing Teflon Jon likes better than sticking it to the cops.’


Teflon Jon. Sticking it to the cops. Charlie made him sound like a sleazy lawyer working for some Mafia don.


Shaw smiled indulgently, a mask for the irritation crackling beneath. Responding to Annie’s perplexed expression, Shaw explained that he’d earned the soubriquet by holding the practice record for the greatest number of clients to whom charges had failed to stick. Annie the intern looked unimpressed, as if he were somehow protecting the guilty and shafting the victim. He took another swallow of gin, wondering how in God’s name he could disentangle himself.


Annie inclined towards him. He caught a distinct and familiar waft of Miss Dior Original. Jo was fond of it. Oh shit. ‘About you and the police,’ Annie sliced through his thoughts, ‘Mr Toombs was joking, right?’


Another burst of laughter exploded from their table. Shaw raised his voice so he could be heard. ‘Charlie has a wicked sense of humour, Annie. Of course, I don’t set out to thwart the activities of the police. We need them but sometimes mistakes are made and, unfortunately, the police are inextric­ably linked to the system.’


Annie nodded blankly, the vacancy in her eyes suggesting that a) she didn’t have a clue and b) very much feared the intensity of any strongly held opinion.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘Children aren’t born bad. They’re made. Poverty, neglect and abuse creates angry, pissed-off people who often become criminals when there is nobody significant enough in their lives to deter them. Fundamentally, it’s a failure of the system to protect the most vulnerable in society. What’s so damned rich is that the same system has the temerity to punish them.’


‘Yes, I see,’ Annie said, although, from the height of her sculpted eyebrows, he could tell that she saw no further than her own cute little nose.


‘It’s our job to give those people a voice and a defence, whatever they’ve done,’ he continued.


‘I understand, but—’


‘And then we negotiate the best outcome for our clients. If you can’t get your head around that, you might be better suited to one of the other legal disciplines.’


‘Fuck’s sake, Jon,’ Charlie roared over the clamour, ‘get another round in before the poor girl changes her mind and becomes a plumber.’


Relieved to escape, Shaw excused himself, slipped off his stool and, to a chorus of same again, headed to a bar thick with customers brandishing wallets like City traders waving bits of papers at the Stock Exchange.


About to sneak into a small gap that had opened up, breath left his body as surely as if he‘d been stabbed in the back. Surrounding noise vanished, sucked into a tunnel of nothingness. His mouth dried, filled with tar and sand, it seemed. Condemned, he tried to move. No, to flee, but was tethered by paralysis; nailed to the spot. Every muscle in his body had clenched, except his jaw, which was slack.


There was no mistake, no delusion. What he’d thought a figment of his imagination was all too horribly real. A part of him had always known that Danny Hallam, his one-time closest friend, would materialise and return to haunt him.


Frozen, Shaw could not take a step forward or take one back. Danny didn’t look stoked or drunk, but it was still very identifiably him. Despite the passage of time, Shaw would recognise that spitting bundle of human energy anywhere.


And Danny was looking straight at him.


Shaw briefly wondered whether he could slip out of the bar and run. A coward’s way out for sure. There was little point. It would be like trying to outsmart a saltwater crocodile intent on grabbing his next meal. Danny would hunt him down and, if Shaw were honest, he couldn’t blame him.


A good five inches shorter than Shaw, at around five feet, nine inches tall, Danny had a blocky, powerful boxer’s build. The intervening years had not seen him run to fat. Older, with deep lines chiselled into his forehead and carving a trench from his nose to the corner of his mouth, his pale stubbly face was thinner, and his narrow pale blue eyes harder. A serious number-one haircut failed to disguise the flecks of grey in his mouse-brown hair. He looked every bit down on his luck, a loser, some might say, except that Shaw knew better. Way better.


He unfolded his fingers and touched the cuff of his tailored shirt, an unconscious response, maybe, to Danny’s tatty vest top, grey jogging bottoms that were too short and covered with smuts of dirty rainwater, and plimsolls. Tempting to categorise a man by what he wore, yet Danny was beyond definition. With his edgy undertow, he would always be a paradoxical force of nature. Handed a different set of cards, he could have been a leader, someone memorable, who made a mark on the world. But Danny, like so many, had only Jokers in his pack. A ball of fury at nineteen years of age, he was the epitome of the men and women whose anger mutated their DNA. Shaw was in no doubt that nothing had dulled his old friend’s rage. Worse, hardened by prison life, Danny had come to collect.


Without dropping his gaze, Danny lifted his glass. It was almost empty. To emphasise the point, he tipped his chin, a provocative gesture Shaw recognised. Danny had used it extensively as a ‘come on’ to any idiot kid stupid enough to underestimate him. A ‘bit of bother’ would start with verbal taunts, Your mam shags anything with a pulse, threats and two fingers up (not one back then), followed by extravagant hand gestures, suggesting dickhead. Next – and by now Danny mad for it – fists and boots and, unlucky for some, a blade or razor. One of Shaw’s abiding memories was Danny flicking his chin at him in anger. Only that time Danny had done the underestimating. Believed he’d won; just like always, business as usual.


And he’d been so wrong.


But that was then and this was now.


Glancing wistfully back to his current life, which no longer seemed half as bad as it did five minutes ago, to Charlie and the others, with their booze and their bravado, Shaw resigned himself to his fate. Pushing one foot in front of the other, he cut through the scrum of drinkers and walked slowly towards the man he had once loved and, with a greater passion, hated.




Chapter Three


‘You thought I’d disappear, didn’t you?’ Danny pitched an amused smile that did not connect to his eyes.


‘I did.’ More accurately, he thought that Danny would not find him. Shaw had changed himself, his life, his everything. He’d dumped his old persona, fashioned a new image and become the man he aspired to be. That Danny was sitting here now proved that his efforts had been pointless. You couldn’t do a runner from the past.


Shaw reached grimly for his glass and recalled how, twenty-five years before, he’d frantically scoured the news. There’d been a false start when a man’s body was pulled from the river. He’d been convinced it was Danny, so certain. And with that certainty had come relief. It didn’t last. Days later Danny was picked up, arrested and charged. Throughout that anxious period of time, a teenaged Shaw had expected a dawn assault with a battering ram at his door, police swooping on him in the street, a foot on his back, face in the dirt, wrestled to the pavement, onlookers jeering and spitting at him when bundled into a police van. The pressure was so great that, once, he’d seriously considered giving himself up. As best he could, he’d prepared what he would say if interviewed, or to his young mind, interrogated. But then there would be more questions, with answers he couldn’t give because it would put others at risk. At least, that’s what he’d told himself back then. Riddled with guilt, those were dark and dismal months and yet his worst fears had not come to pass. Amid lurid headlines, Danny was tried and convicted. After that Shaw had compartmentalised the incident in his brain and labelled it with a skull and crossbones: open at risk of death.


‘You’ve changed.’


‘We’ve all changed, Danny.’


‘Nah, man. Me – I’m the same under the skin, but you?’ Danny rolled his eyes. ‘Still got your louche blond looks and your swept-back hair, you lucky fucker, but you’ve lost your Manc accent. All that bleeding hearts shit made me want to throw up. Gone soft in the head, Jon. Mind, I can see you’re doing all right for yourself,’ he said, casting a sly look to where Charlie and the others were sitting. Shaw followed Danny’s gaze and noticed that one of the clerks was missing. Charlie had probably given up on him returning any time soon and had dispatched an underling to get in a round.


‘And how’s things with you?’ Shaw silently cursed how banal he sounded.


‘Oh, I’m fine and dandy and ta for asking,’ Danny replied with a lop-sided smile. ‘You going to get me a lager or what? I’m gagging.’


Shaw ordered a drink for Danny and another gin and tonic for himself. ‘Make it a double.’ His mouth felt stiff and mechanical as if he were recovering from serious oral surgery.


‘See, even your booze is a toff’s.’


The drinks arrived. Shaw took a big swallow, rolling the astringent taste around his tonsils, and looked his old friend in the eye.


‘What do you want, Danny?’


‘Is that any way to treat a mate?’


‘Bought you a drink, haven’t I?’


Danny grinned. ‘That’s more like it. Still got your old spark. I’m glad. Really. Besides Carl, I always thought you were the bright one out of the lot of us. Yeah, you were definitely the thinker, the brains in the operation but, fuck me, you a lawyer in your sharp suit, doing all nicely in Ponceville with your bestest mates.’


Shaw could see where this was going. Danny was about to blow his cover, announce in long and loud tones the list of crimes he’d committed, including attempted murder. Thank Christ Jo wasn’t around to see the spectacle. He opened his mouth to speak but Danny wasn’t done.


‘Man, you look like you’ve shat yourself.’ Danny threw back his head and laughed, the noise loud enough to break windows. Shaw was given a ringside view of several missing molars and a couple of decayed teeth.


‘Just spit it out and say what you came for,’ Shaw growled.


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘The fight. The—’


‘Nothing more than a lover’s tiff.’


Shaw kept his voice artificially low. ‘I tried to kill you, for God’s sake. And you know and I know that I meant to.’ And if he hadn’t dumped Danny in the drink, would Danny have escaped the attention of the police? Neither of them would ever know.


A dark light entered Danny’s pale eyes. It was like the mood music suddenly changed from pop to Wagner. ‘I almost drowned, you cunt.’


An image of them knocking the shit out of each other careered through Shaw’s mind. Brawling on the side of a riverbank in the driving rain, throwing punch after punch, receiving blow after blow, Shaw finally doubling over, wringing wet and in severe pain. Triumphant, jacked up on cocaine and Christ knows what, Danny had whooped and crowed and thumped his chest, king of the fucking jungle. Shaw remembered it like it was yesterday.


Danny issued a cold stare, raised the glass to his mouth, took a deep drink and wiped underneath his nose with the side of his hand. Shaw noticed the short fingernails, hard-bitten at the edges, like the owner. He briefly wondered whether his old friend was armed.


‘You’re here to collect, Danny. And if I don’t do whatever it is you want, you’re going to destroy my reputation and my comfortable life. I get it.’ He was surprised how calm he sounded. A few moments ago he was thick with fear and didn’t mind admitting it.


Static filled the air. To Shaw’s ears, the bar fell silent and it was just him and Danny and a threat that hadn’t yet made good on a promise. Still, Danny didn’t speak. Shaw tried to read him and found he couldn’t.


‘I’ve come,’ Danny said, at last, ‘because I need your help.’




Chapter Four


‘You’re in trouble?’ He wished to God that Charlie hadn’t called him Teflon Jon.


‘Not just me.’


It wasn’t what Shaw expected, although he never knew what to expect from Danny Hallam. His unpredictability was what had made him the most thrilling friend he’d ever had.


‘Who else?’ Shaw believed it unlikely that Danny had ever moved out of criminal circles.


‘Remember Mickie?’


‘Fuck’s sake, Danny …’


‘It’s OK, I’m not a grass, Jon. You’re in the clear.’ Shaw would never be in the clear. His conscience wouldn’t allow it.


‘We did something indefensible.’


‘For which I paid,’ Danny said darkly.


Shaw felt like a man who had pushed his way through a blazing basement fire to the one emergency exit only to find it bricked up. Turning back and faced with the unthinkable, he had no alternative but to confront what had happened all those years ago on that awful night.


‘Let’s go somewhere quieter.’ He pointed to a free table at the back of an adjoining room and away from the main bar area.


Danny followed. Shaw scraped back a chair, sat down with a thud. ‘When did you get out of prison?’


Danny snatched a smile as if applauding Shaw’s powers of deduction.


‘Three weeks ago.’


Shaw guessed there was a supreme irony in that, despite his legal career, he had failed to check Danny’s precise release date. To do so would be like admitting an association. It would create bad karma. He felt a vein in his jaw pulse. Danny had wasted little time in tracking him down.


Danny took a long draft of lager, pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers. ‘Never expected you to do what you did. Never thought you had it in you.’


Shaw briefly closed his eyes. While Danny had celebrated knocking the crap out of him, Shaw had feigned defeat and, gathering the last dregs of his strength, straightened up and, balling his fists, smashed Danny with everything he had straight into the seething waters of a river in full spate. With cold detachment, he’d watched his friend carried away by strong currents, his head bobbing, mouth open in shock, before quickly disappearing beneath the surface. The reason for the argument was the only thing Shaw could not bear to recall. It’s why he’d spent so many years trying not only to forget, but attempting to make amends.


Danny spoke in a dull monotone. ‘After I hauled myself out of the drink, I went to ground. Stayed local, slept rough, lived on my wits.’ To which Danny was well suited, Shaw recalled.


‘Police found the blade?’ It was more of a rhetorical question.


‘With my prints all over it. Why the fuck didn’t you get rid?’


‘Someone was coming.’ And he’d panicked, Shaw remembered. Back then, he was just another kid running wild on a council estate in Manchester, his mates were his family because he, like the others, didn’t really have one. Mam dead. Father drunk. An all too familiar picture.


Shaw took another slug of booze and tiptoed up to the memory. Poor as hell, Danny and his crew intermittently ran drugs for Aaron Waterhouse, a man who, at thirty years of age, seemed old and wise and provided a route out of destitution. At least they had enough money to eat and, yes, to drink, which was all that mattered. But Waterhouse was a hard guy and Michelle Ashton, or Mickie, as everyone knew her, owed Danny drug money, which, in turn, meant Danny owed Waterhouse. It was Danny’s idea to put the frighteners on her to force her to pay up. ‘Nice one,’ Danny had said. ‘Waterhouse will be chuffed when he recognises we can sort things out for ourselves, and we’ll be minted.’


Shaw had seen the logic. Only ever going along to get along, he had not foreseen the danger. His eighteen-year-old self had thought in terms of verbal warning, not physical attack. It was a woman they were scaring shitless, after all, not some hairy-arsed bloke.


They’d outflanked Mickie walking along a riverbank at around ten o’clock one summer’s evening. After a long spell of hot weather, it was pissing down, just like tonight, and the sky had roared with thunder and flashed with lightning.


Mickie was as spirited as she was desperate. Threatened with violence, Mickie spat back that she didn’t have the money and they could go fuck themselves. When Mark, egged on by Danny, gave her a little slap, Mickie screamed. Next, Kenny and Carl piled in and went to work. The pack in action is a fearsome sight. Like fire, it has an unpredictable energy and power that consumes everything in its wake.


Shaw remembered grabbing Carl, receiving a rib-breaking elbow in his chest for his trouble. Wolf restrained Kenny. Still Mickie screamed. If Shaw closed his eyes, he could hear her; sometimes at three in the morning, pouring with sweat, and him shouting and waking anyone who happened to be sharing a bed with him at the time; most recently, Jo.


‘Fuckin’ shut her up,’ Danny had yelled, his rage morphing into something tangible, vicious and satanic. In that finely tuned moment, Shaw had sensed a step change. He’d shouted for them to stop, to sort themselves out. Nobody could hear and, even if they could, nobody was listening. Next thing, Danny barrelled into Mickie from behind and, as if he were hurt, let out a foul-mouthed curse, but it was Mickie who was doing the screeching. Then Danny lunged and the noise cut out immediately.


With big eyes, Mickie half twisted and pressed a hand to her back. Shaw saw blood blossoming through her jacket, seeping through her fingers. He’d never seen so much, despite a life in which he’d witnessed more of the stuff than he should have done.


And that was never part of the plan.


Staggering, Mickie went down on one knee and, clutching her stomach, pitched over. Sweat beaded her forehead. She was white-paper pale and her breathing was rapid and ragged.


Shaw recalled each of his mates’ reactions as clearly as the jury’s the day before to a description of a sexual assault on a young man. Stunned, slow and lumbering, Kenny clawed at his hair with his great big hands. Mark stumbled about too stoned to utter a coherent word. Wolf shrank back, his voice pegged to a whisper, ‘Man. Fuck. Man.’ Only Carl looked as though it was the best entertainment he’d seen all year. He had smiled in sick fascination until a shout from a walker a long way down the riverbank had made him scarper.


When the others fled, Danny had stood over Mickie and, jutting out his chin, demanded that Shaw roll her into the river. A roar, like the tide before it breaks and smashes against the rocks, erupted from the back of Shaw’s throat. The rest was a flurry of gouges, blows and kicks until, ­finally, one deliberate and perfectly pitched punch catapulted a grown young man into a seething and angry river. After that, Shaw ran. Mickie Ashton died a day later and he’d been running ever since.


Shaw glanced at Danny. From the strange, distant look in his eyes, Shaw guessed that he too was travelling back through the murderous terrain of that dreadful night. Mickie’s death had not only spelt the end of her life, it had irrevocably damaged the lives of everyone involved, not least because she’d been pregnant. They hadn’t known it at the time. No excuse. Christ, how bad could things get, Shaw had thought, when he’d made the discovery, courtesy of a sensationalist tabloid headline?


Shaw took another long drink to steady his nerves. How could they have been so stupid, so reckless? They were just kids and yet he understood only too well the malign energy a bunch of teenagers can generate. He saw it up close and personal, day in and day out. And despite not laying a finger on Mickie Ashton, under the current law of joint enterprise, he could still be regarded as culpable. This mattered less than, in his own mind, he was guilty.


He turned back to Danny. ‘If you want money, I can get you enough to start over.’ And go far away, get out of my life, and leave me the fuck alone.


Danny shook his head. ‘I’m not on the cadge.’


‘So?’


‘I visited Kenny and Mark.’


It was typical of Danny to be obtuse. ‘How are they?’


‘Dead.’




Chapter Five


Kenny and Mark dead?


‘Murdered,’ Danny said.


Shaw shot him a penetrating look. Consumed by the revelation, Shaw almost missed what Danny said next.


‘Kenny was killed two days ago, Mark some time last night.’


Shaw’s mind was a carousel of questions. ‘I need another drink.’ He downed what was left in his glass, which wasn’t very much. ‘You?’


‘Jack Daniels,’ Danny replied. ‘Make it a double,’ he added, in a pompous piss-take of Shaw’s accent.


Shaw went to the bar, ordered refills, paid and returned.


‘Tell me what happened,’ Shaw began, once seated.


‘Kenny had his head smashed in.’


‘What? Where?’


‘On the farm. Came off his quad bike.’


Relief stampeded out of him. ‘That’s an accident, Danny.’


Danny shook his head. ‘It’s not what you think. You don’t get it.’


Shaw was accustomed to clients taking labyrinthine routes. An internal logic existed in there somewhere. Part of his job was to work out the sequence of events. ‘Then help me out.’


‘Kenny stayed loyal,’ Danny began in a tone designed to needle. ‘He picked me up from prison, took me briefly to me mam’s and then back to his uncle’s farm in North Devon.’


Shaw vaguely remembered a relative who farmed land near Ilfracombe. Kenny was always telling them stories about him. To those who lived on a run-down estate in the north, where the residents numbed their pain with drugs and cheap cider, a place like that was nirvana.


‘His dad had him shipped out there after what happened,’ Danny explained.


What happened felt a poor way to describe the cold-blooded murder of a pregnant woman but Shaw went with it. There was no question in his mind that, had Kenny’s dad known his son was in trouble, however serious, he’d have kept his mouth shut. That’s the way the community, as fractured as it was, worked.


‘Happy as a pig in shite, he was.’ Danny’s eyes ghosted to the rain-soaked window. ‘Getting up at the crack. Spending half the night in a lambing shed. Building fences, feeding animals – I couldn’t see the appeal myself.


‘Anyways, I stayed there a couple of nights. It was good. We talked about the old days.’


Shaw briefly tuned out. He had a gag reel in his head of their escapades. Play-fighting that, like as not, erupted into real fighting; Danny nicking pies from corner shops while the others distracted the shopkeeper and Shaw kept lookout; lads against the world.


‘Kenny mentioned he’d been in touch with Mark and that he wasn’t doing so well,’ Danny said.


Shaw recalled a baby-faced kid with a gap-toothed smile. The class comedian, Mark had fooled around when he wasn’t stoned. Weed helped take the edge off regular beatings by his dad. Looking back, Shaw saw that Mark and Kenny were the vulnerable members of their group. Kenny because he was slow and Mark because he was bullied by a cruel and odious father. It wasn’t a stretch to picture them staying in contact.


‘Mark disappeared to the Midlands,’ Danny continued, ‘worked in a warehouse and then as a school caretaker until the booze got the better of him. After that, he wound up in a series of dead-end jobs. Drinking spiralled. Hard drugs followed – not that I’m one to judge,’ Danny remarked in a rare moment of insight. ‘When Kenny said I could borrow his motor so I could see him, I took off.’


Typical of Danny, Shaw thought. For all his faults Danny was a cause merchant. If he believed in you, you couldn’t ask for a more loyal friend. His drink felt suddenly sour on his tongue.


‘Kenny was right,’ Danny said plainly. ‘Mark was living in a shithole you wouldn’t keep a dog in, in a back street of Wolverhampton. I swear to God I almost didn’t recognise the guy. Thin as a whippet. Lost all his hair. Bald as a baby’s arse.’


The sour taste in Shaw’s mouth turned noticeably bitter. While he’d been living a comfortable life, a friend, who had once made him laugh at the bleakest of times, had fallen through the cracks in society’s thinly laid pavement.


‘He were that pleased to see me,’ Danny said. ‘It was fucking heartbreaking, man.’


‘When was this?’


‘A week ago.’


‘Then what?’


‘I slipped him a few quid and promised I’d be back. I drove to Kenny’s. His uncle wasn’t best pleased, thought I’d taken advantage of his nephew, or some such bollocks. Fuck him,’ Danny snarled. ‘Kenny was my mate. Remember how upset Kenny could get?’ Shaw did. For a big man, Kenny Sharples could become agitated by the smallest change in his existence.


‘So Kenny tells me I can take his motor and sleep in it while he talks his uncle round. Me? I wasn’t bothered. No way was I shovelling shit on some fucking farm in the land that time forgot. I took off for a few days, did some sightseeing.’


Danny’s version of sightseeing meant eyeing up a property with a view to robbing the owner blind. As if reading his mind, Danny wagged a grubby finger, ‘No way was I going back to Her Majesty’s vermin-infested hellhole. I mean proper tourist stuff, eating ice-cream and fish and chips, and walking along the beach and that.’


‘How the hell did you get around the probation system?’ All released prisoners serving lengthy sentences had to stick to certain conditions, including residing at an address approved by a supervising officer. Staying away meant prior permission had to be obtained.


‘Give over,’ Danny said, with a wolfish grin. ‘My probation officer doesn’t know his arse from his elbow. If I see him this side of Christmas, I’ll be lucky.’


Shaw stifled a sigh. Unfortunately, he could believe it. The probation service had reached crisis point some time ago. It had been made worse because some authorities placed services in the hands of private companies.


‘How did you manage for money?’


‘Kenny saw me right,’ Danny replied, snarky with it. Shaw had long ago learned that it was better to suck it up than react. ‘His dad died back end of last year and he was hoping to collect,’ Danny added.


Shaw thought about that. Money was the root of so many crimes but, contrary to what Danny claimed, Kenny hadn’t been murdered. He was simply a sad accident statistic. Shaw nodded for Danny to continue.


‘This morning, I drove to see Mark. Door was open. Inside smelt to high heaven but that wasn’t unusual. I called out. Nobody answered. So I took a look. I thought he was out on the streets begging, and then I saw him curled up, mouth open.’


‘Drunk? OD’d?’


Danny shook his head. ‘He wasn’t foaming at the mouth or nothing, then I noticed.’ When Danny took another pull of his drink, his hand shook.


Silence trailed around their feet like smoke from a recently tamped down campfire.


‘Noticed what, Danny?’


‘His scalp. Someone had decorated it with nails.’




Chapter Six


Detective Inspector Samantha Deeley checked herself in on the crime-scene log and entered the inner cordon. Flea-infested, littered with empty bottles of spirit and stinking of piss and shit, the place was not the kind of home you’d find on Rightmove, she thought grimly. Not only was it a junkie’s dream location, but also a fire hazard. One dropped match and the whole lot would go up. Once they caught up with the owner, Mr Khan, who was currently residing in Islamabad, she intended to introduce him to the good people of Health and Safety and Environmental Health.


Fighting the strong temptation to scratch, she moved tentat­ively from one stepping plate to another, along a route least likely to have been taken by either victim or suspect. Bright yellow crime-scene markers, adhesive labels highlighting the presence of evidence, flanked her path like flowers along a woodland walk.


The scene was not a hive of activity and personnel, as often depicted on film and in novels. In a limited space like this, it was essential that crime-scene examiners were restricted to the chosen few. Only the particular rhythm associated with working a crime scene, whether it was vast or small, remained the same.


Accompanied by the flash and click of a camera, slow and methodical evidence gathering went on quietly all around her. Unlike many of her colleagues, Deeley respected that she was one cog in a bigger machine. She appreciated that, without Scenes of Crimes officers identifying, securing, protecting and preserving evidence, her job would be impossible, which was why she knew her presence, despite being dressed in a scene suit, mask, gloves and overshoes, was not exactly welcomed at this precise moment.


Focus, as it should be, centred on the deceased, a homeless man whose head had been used like a dartboard by a maniac. The forensic pathologist had estimated that thirty nails had been driven into the victim’s skull with a nail gun. Aside from the brutality of the killing, any blood associated with the injury was limited, the extensive damage contained inside the unfortunate man’s head.


‘Where are we at?’ Deeley asked Lisa Harvey, the crime-scene manager, a stout woman with laughing eyes.


‘Slow but sure. We don’t yet know the identity of the victim.’


Deeley gave an inner groan. She hated the nameless ones. Too often the unidentified were the unloved. If nobody cared enough when they were alive, why make a fuss when they’re dead? It made her job harder. On the plus side, the dispossessed tended to stick together. There was a chance that someone among the town’s vagrant population knew him. She made a mental note to instruct uniforms to make approaches at known homeless hideouts.


‘Nothing in his belongings?’


‘Afraid not.’


So it would be down to DNA, Deeley thought. ‘Any distinguishing features?’ She was thinking of tattoos with a lover’s name scrawled in ink.


Harvey looked to one of the SOCOs who, assisted by another, was stripping the body. ‘Nicole?’


The young woman looked up. She had striking blue eyes and plain girl-next-door looks, unadorned by make-up. Nothing, however, could play down the frown that left two indentations between her eyebrows. Deeley had long thought that disturbing a SOCO at work was like breaking the concentration of a tennis player serving for the match.


‘The victim has a congenital nevus. Here,’ she said, indicat­ing an area of a skin the colour of old bone.


Deeley craned her head and saw a large dark hairy mole on the dead man’s torso. The SOCO was right about the state of emaciation. The man’s chest was a set of ribs encased in a thin veil of flesh. As for his scalp – Jesus Christ. She’d once seen a picture of a young Dinka boy who’d received a traditional head scarification. She’d stared then as she did now.


The arrangement of nails was precisely positioned in lines from the base of the skull to the hairline. And why thirty when one in the right place would do the job? Was the number significant? Thirty pieces of silver, or whatever? Why not stop at ten or fifteen? The viciousness of a premedit­ated act of extreme violence spoke of a highly dangerous individual, with a sense of theatre and taste for the macabre.


Tearing herself away from the sight, she asked about defence wounds. The SOCO shook her head. Deeley bent over the body to see for herself. Satisfied, she said, ‘Drug use?’


The SOCO raised the man’s left arm, the skin on the underside visibly scarred near a main vein.


‘Makes sense,’ Deeley said. ‘To inflict this much damage without a fight, the victim must have been high. Don’t suppose you’ve found the murder weapon?’ She asked more in hope than expectation.


Harvey shot a grin. ‘We’ll get back to you in a week, which is about the time it’s going to take to bag and tag every exhibit.’


Deeley had never witnessed murder by nail gun before. With thousands of the tools used in DIY and the building trade, it would be like searching for a specific blade of grass in a meadow.


‘What about nails?’


‘Nothing so far.’


Deeley contained a sigh. ‘Dr Speight wasn’t keen to tie herself down to time of death until she’s had a chance to conduct a post-mortem.’ Deeley didn’t mention that Speight, a cerebral and detached individual who looked as if she had more lively conversations with the dead than the living, had stated that establishing time of death was a mug’s game. ‘Any thoughts?’


Once more, Harvey looked to the SOCO.


‘Absence of rigor suggests he’s been dead for around twelve hours, but it’s important to bear in mind that the deceased is fairly emaciated. Without muscle bulk he might not appear to display any signs at all. Also a curled position retains more heat, which only demonstrates that estimating time of death is not an exact science.’


‘Nicole graduated in Biology before joining us,’ Harvey explained to Deeley.


The SOCO straightened up and flashed a winner’s smile. ‘I didn’t really know what to do with my degree afterwards. I more or less fell into forensics.’


‘Lucky us,’ Deeley said. ‘So what’s the story here, Nicole?’


The SOCO thought for a moment. ‘No sign of forced entry but, in this scenario, it’s hardly headline news. This is the type of place random people come and go.’


‘You think the victim knew the killer?’


The SOCO nodded. ‘Odds-on he didn’t feel threatened until it was too late.’


‘A drug buddy?’


‘Maybe. It could also be someone he owed.’


‘That fits with the profile of the killer, except it contradicts any lack of fear displayed by the victim and, consequently, the absence of defence injuries,’ Deeley said.


‘Whoever it was, a weapon was deliberately brought to the party with the intention of using it,’ the SOCO pointed out.


‘Perhaps the killer knew there was a fair chance that the victim would be wasted, making him more vulnerable,’ Deeley commented, thinking aloud.


‘Tox results should be able to clarify to what degree,’ Harvey chipped in.


‘Have you been able to isolate footwear marks?’ Deeley asked.


‘Near the body,’ Harvey replied.


Hallelujah, Deeley thought. The upper part of a shoe, and particularly with trainers, could be distinctive. From Harvey’s expression, however, she deduced a ‘but’ was coming. Harvey left it to the SOCO to deliver the bad tidings.


‘The footwear pattern suggests a trainer with a very worn, thin sole.’


‘Are you kidding?’ A pattern scuffed away over time would be a devil to identify. Deeley felt the stirrings of a headache behind her eyes. ‘What about size?’


‘Around a nine, certainly no smaller.’


‘OK, well, I guess that rules out a female killer.’ Which, Deeley was aware, was a pretty stupid thing to say at such an early stage in the investigation. In truth, the choice of weapon was a bigger factor. It simply didn’t seem the type of crime committed by a woman.


‘Further tests could throw up more information,’ Harvey said. ‘If you think of anything else, Nicole,’ she said, addressing the SOCO, ‘write it up in the crime-scene notes.’


Her cue to leave them to it, Deeley traced her steps back towards the cordon. A determined and organised killer, armed with a nail gun, and a thing for patterns and numbers. The more she thought about it, the more bizarre it seemed.




Chapter Seven


‘Extremely bad news for a convicted murderer to be within spitting distance of a dead body,’ Shaw said in consternation.


He knew of all kinds of methods employed to wipe another human being off the planet, but even he had to admit to shock. He’d also learnt, over the years, a certain measure of detachment. However fucked up things were, stay calm and, above all, focused. Whatever his emotional state now, he needed to concentrate.


‘Did anyone see you go in?’ he asked.


‘Nah, I was careful.’


Careful in what way? Careful not to get caught? ‘Did you touch anything?’


Danny issued an enormous pissed-off sigh. ‘I looked and then I legged it.’


‘Any CCTV cameras?’


‘Not ones I noticed. Anyway, I wore a hoodie.’


Shaw sparked with suspicion. ‘Why?’


‘Because it was fucking cold this morning, knobhead, and it was raining.’


‘OK, then what did you do?’


‘I went back to the car and phoned Kenny. His uncle picked up his mobile. That’s when he told me Kenny was dead.’


‘In very different circumstances to Mark,’ Shaw reminded him.


Danny pulled a face. ‘You don’t really believe that.’


‘In the absence of evidence to the contrary, it’s the only thing left to believe. Have you any idea how many people are killed on quad bikes every year, quite apart from those who sustain serious injuries? It’s right up there with flying helicopters.’


‘Kenny knew the risks.’


‘He might well have done but you can’t mitigate against bad luck.’


‘Answer me this: why would someone that careful drive at speed down a hill with a 70-degree gradient?’


‘For fun. For kicks. I don’t know.’ Shaw failed to mask the scepticism in his voice. ‘Maybe he was driving away from a lunatic?’


‘That’s my point.’


The trouble with Danny: once he got an idea in his head, he was obsessed and nothing could distract him. Judging by his mutinous expression, Shaw knew he had to come up with a more persuasive argument.


‘As far as Mark is concerned,’ Shaw said, intent on staying on point, ‘unfortunately, people who live rough often operate on the margins of criminality.’ Something he felt well equipped to discuss. ‘It’s practically an occupational hazard, especially if they’re using, which, according to you, Mark was.’


‘Someone fucking did him. Kenny too.’


A tall, good-looking brunette sashayed past. Danny glanced up and followed her with his eyes in the way a starving dog drools after a piece of fresh meat. He turned back to Shaw and mouthed ‘Stacked.’


‘Don’t even think about it.’


Danny glowered. ‘Why? Think she’s out of my league?’


Shaw didn’t bother to answer. ‘Were either Kenny or Mark afraid or worried about something?’


‘Not that they said.’


‘How was Kenny’s health?’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Danny’s expression was one big sneer.


‘Did he mention blackouts, dizzy spells?’


‘Fuck’s sake, Mark had a filthy cough but it didn’t mean he hammered his own head.’


Typical of Danny to answer the question he hadn’t asked instead of the one he had. ‘Did either of them mention falling out with anyone?’


Danny shook his head vigorously. ‘Look,’ he said, his voice chill with frustration. ‘They died two days apart. That isn’t a coincidence.’


‘One man murdered and another who lost his life in a tragic accident does not represent a pattern.’


Danny shot forward and slammed the table with the side of his fist. Several drinkers looked round, including the brunette. ‘I’m telling you someone is rolling the old gang up. This is only the start.’


Danny was the only person who could induce a ‘hands around the throat’ reaction from him. Shaw checked any physical response, took a breath and prepared to peg his voice to the low tone adopted for the more unruly client. But Danny, whose eyes had narrowed to slits, wasn’t done.


‘Of all people I thought you’d be there for me, for us. You fucking owe me.’


‘I owe you nothing.’ A flash of pure anger blurred his vision. ‘And if you don’t go now and leave me the fuck alone, with every power I have I swear I will end you.’ The threat had erupted from nowhere and yet Shaw felt the truth of it with every fibre of his being.


Danny’s icy stare was enough to drop the temperature in the bar and surrounding streets by several degrees.


‘What happened to you?’ Danny was breathing hard. ‘Don’t you care? Don’t you remember what we had, how we stuck together through Christ knows what? Took care of each other? Remember me looking after you after your mam died?’


The mention of his mother’s death produced the same effect as if Danny had taken pliers to his fingernails and ripped them out one by one. A low emotional blow, designed to penetrate, it hurt. A lot.


Danny kicked back his chair and stood up. ‘I thought I could rely on you. Seems I was wrong.’ He pushed his hands into his pockets and made to leave.


‘Sit down,’ Shaw said. Pulsing with restless energy, Danny danced from one foot to the other.


It was true that Danny had protected him when he’d needed someone most. Kids could be brutal, but impoverished kids could be vicious and cruel. Small for his age, Shaw had been bullied directly after his mother’s funeral, following her ­miserable and extended fight with cancer. His first aggressor had received a broken nose, the second a broken arm. After that, nobody ever bothered Shaw again and he had worshipped Danny Hallam. But a lot had changed since then.


Shaw looked up. ‘Danny, for God’s sake, sit down.’


Danny glared and sat with the force of a building under demolition.


‘I’ll help,’ Shaw said grimly. ‘But let’s get two things straight. If you’ve committed a crime, I will not defend you. Secondly, I talk, you listen.’




Chapter Eight


‘I’m not in the speculation business,’ Shaw continued remorselessly. ‘I’m only interested in facts and, until I have a clearer picture of what actually occurred, as opposed to what you think occurred, we’re not jumping to unsubstantiated conclusions.’


When Danny opened his mouth to protest, Shaw dropped him with a look designed to have the same cutting precision as razor wire.


‘I’ll use the weekend to make enquiries. I need you to give me addresses and phone numbers. I also need to know exactly where you’ve been, where you’ve stayed and who with. In the meantime, you stick around and lay low. You will not, repeat not, ask questions or attempt to dig up information about Mark’s death. You leave that to me. You will not contact Kenny’s relatives. You will not speak a word of this to anyone.’


Danny’s knee jived. ‘Fuckin’ hell. Yes, sir, no, sir.’


‘Where’s Kenny’s car?’


‘I ditched it when it ran out of petrol.’


‘Yes, but specifically where is it? You must have some idea.’


‘Between here and Wolverhampton.’


‘Danny—’


‘I set light to it, all right? It’s burnt out on waste ground, somewhere near Tividale, a place that’s a lot less pretty than it sounds.’


Shaw gaped at him. ‘You torched a vehicle in broad daylight?’


‘Don’t get on your high fucking horse with me, or have you forgotten?’


An image of a burning Ford Escort flashed through Shaw’s mind. It had been Danny’s idea but Shaw had been happy to go along with it. They’d set light to a lot of stuff back then for the thrill.
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