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  For Dolly, Shackleton and Mol. Splendid doggers ...


  But I say, anyone who even looks at a woman with lust in his eye has already committed adultery with her in his heart. So if your eye – even if it is your good eye – causes you to lust, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.


  Matthew 5:28–30


  Nymphomaniac: a woman as obsessed with sex as an average man.


  Mignon McLaughlin, The Neurotic’s Notebook, 1960 


  
PROLOGUE



  Should have Hoovered, he thinks, picking a piece of fluff from his tongue. Should have made it pretty.


  He feels a pressure in his lower back.


  Should have had a piss too.


  He pushes himself up, raising his body from the floor, a mermaid ascending in a crash of spray, and attempts to brush the crumbs and cat hairs from his shiny chest.


  All this bloody oil, he thinks. So slippy. So slick. Going to be like wrestling a dolphin …


  The alarm on his phone bleeps. It is gone ten. His visitor is later than he had intended to allow.


  Big girl’s blouse, he calls himself, and then, in his father’s voice: ‘Fucking poof.’


  The boy has been here some time. He is feeling uncomfortable. The wrong kind of dirty. Desire is starting to fade.


  He wonders if there is a word to describe this opposite of ardour: the dissipation of lust; the moment when passion loosens its noose.


  He is beginning to feel a little silly. A little undignified.


  He tries to think of a better way to describe the sensation. He likes words. Likes to be thought of as articulate. Uses the apostrophe in the right place when promising to fulfil any lover’s desire. Takes an effort with his poetry.


  Shabby.


  He is suddenly aware of the shabbiness of this picture. Here, in his cheap, first-floor flat, naked on his cheap carpet, shooing away his cat when she appears at his bedroom door and fixes him with an expression of sneering superiority.


  ‘Five more minutes,’ he says again, and wonders if this will be another let-down. Whether he will have wasted time and expectation on another coward.


  His back and shoulders are beginning to burn in the glare of the three-bar heater. It’s an odd feeling. The rest of him is shivering and goose-pimpled. He turns himself over, suppressing a giggle as he thinks of himself as a chicken on a rotisserie.


  ‘Spit-roasted,’ he says to himself and laughs into his bare arm.


  His face is now in the glare. It’s too hot. He turns back again, concerned that he will look red and sweaty. He raises a hand to pick more crumbs and fluff from his face.


  The lad is in his mid-twenties, tall and thin. His face, beginning to carry the imprint of the dusty carpet that covers the entirety of his one-bedroomed flat, is split by fleshy lips and a too-large nose. He is not attractive, but there are benefits to his company.


  ‘I’m accommodating,’ he says into the carpet, his mouth and forearm making a pocket of cigarette breath, and wriggles, willing himself back into character.


  He is naked. Starfished, face-down on the floor of his living room. There is not much room for his gangly frame. He has had to push back the charity-shop two-seater sofa and throw the old takeaway pizza boxes into his bedroom to be able to suitably accommodate his visitor.


  ‘Five more minutes,’ he says again, reluctant to accept that tonight’s fantasy will remain just that.


  He reaches out for his mobile phone, tucked inside one of his battered white trainers. No new messages.


  He reads the recent ones.


  Oh yes.


  Feels the excitement build afresh. Has to reposition himself to accommodate the growing hardness between his legs.


  Begins to feel the hunger. A languid luxury easing itself into his movements.


  Time to walk like a panther, He giggles.


  Hard as nails. Pretty as a picture.


  You should charge, boy. You’re a fucking treat.


  Like a fleetingly sober drunk gulping whisky, the returning rush of sexuality alters his perceptions. He begins to feel better about the picture he presents. Remembers kind words and grateful embraces. Preens a little as he imagines the picture he presents to the open door. He knows his back and buttocks to be a breathtaking display; the ink that crawls up to his shoulders worth the agony that he screamed into the tattooist’s table.


  He will make his visitor happy.


  There is a sudden creak on the stairs.


  He smiles, and his breath comes out in a tremble.


  Here we go.


  He arches his back. Presents himself for inspection. Raises his face to ensure the belt, coiled snake-like, is where he left it.


  ‘Is this what you wanted?’ he asks, throaty and sensual.


  There is silence for a moment. The floorboards creak.


  Then he feels the familiar weight on his back. The sensation of being pinned beneath another human being. The excitement of welcome helplessness that comes with giving yourself to another.


  In the periphery of his vision, the belt is scooped up in a gloved hand. He closes his eyes, eager to play.


  ‘Am I your fantasy?’ he asks again.


  The reply, when it finally comes, is hissed into his ear: a tumbled rush of excited words.


  ‘To die for.’


  There is a sudden, biting, flesh-ripping sensation, as though his Adam’s apple is being forced up into his skull.


  ‘Her name!’


  Spittle hisses from between his ghoulishly parted lips, frothing on his chin, into the dust and crumbs. His eyes bubbling, popping, like microwaved soup …


  In an instant, his faculties are at once dulled and frenzied, his thoughts twisted and squeezed.


  Too tight, too hard, too much; fantasy becoming fear.


  The words again …


  ‘Your friend. Pink blossoms. The laughing girl.’


  There is only confusion and hurt, a sensation of becoming somehow less; of reducing, melting, puddling into nothing …


  ‘The girl. Laughing at me …’


  Darkness closes in as his oily fingers and skinny legs drum on the dusty floor.


  An instant of clarity. A sudden heartbeat of understanding. What this is for. Why he is dying. Why the life is leaving his body and the poetry leaving his soul. What they want. What he must do …


  The voice again, wet in his ear.


  Anger. Venom.


  ‘The one who looked and laughed …’


  A knee now, hard in his spine; his back arching, teeth bringing blood to his thin lips, blood thundering in his ears …


  He wants to plead. Wants to beg for his life. Wants this to stop. Wants to live. To write and create. To fuck and dance.


  ‘Name. Her fucking name.’


  He knows now. Knows these will be his last words. Knows that all the warnings were for nothing. He’s going to die, and his final act in this life will be one of betrayal.


  The cord loosens for the slightest of moments. The strong hands readjust their grip.


  The boy takes a gulp of air. Tries to swallow it. Manages only to hiss, before the cord cuts back under his jawbone and an explosion of sweet-smelling blood flowers and flows from his eyes.


  ‘Suzie …’


  Her name at once an act of treachery and a dying invocation.


  
CHAPTER ONE



  ‘They weren’t here when I went to bed at midnight. Bold as brass when I got up at six a.m.’ The man waves an arm, despairingly. ‘I mean, when did they turn up?’


  Detective Constable Helen Tremberg shrugs her shoulders. ‘Between midnight and six, I’m guessing.’


  ‘But they made no noise! And now listen! It’s bedlam. How did they not wake anybody up?’


  Tremberg has nothing to offer. ‘Perhaps they’re ninjas.’


  The man fixes her with a look. He’s in his late thirties and dressed for an office job. He has greying black hair and utterly style-free glasses. Something about his manner suggests to Tremberg that he is on a low-risk pension plan, and has a tendency to examine the contents of his handkerchief after blowing his nose. She fancies that after his second glass of wine, his sentences begin to start with the words ‘I’m not a racist, but …’


  He saw the travellers from his bathroom window as he was brushing his teeth. Saw, in his words, ‘the sheer pandemonium’ and rang 999. He was not the first person on the leafy street overlooking the football field to do so, but he is the only one who has decided to get in Tremberg’s face about the situation.


  Until half an hour ago Tremberg had been looking forward to today. She has been pretty much desk-bound since her return to work, unable to take part in even vaguely interesting operations until she completed her chats with the force psychologist and had her doctor sign the last of the seemingly endless forms promising that the slash wound to her hand has left no permanent damage. Tonight, all being well, she’s allowed back to the sharp end of policing, watching her boss, Trish Pharaoh, slap cuffs on the wrists of a gangland soldier and closing down a drugs operation. She wants to be involved. Needs it. Has to show willing and prove she hasn’t lost her bottle. Wants to demonstrate to anybody who doubts it that nearly getting her throat cut by a serial killer has been laughed off and dealt with ‘old school’ – voided from her system with vodka and a good cry.


  ‘When will they be gone?’ the man is asking her. ‘What are you going to do? This is a nice neighbourhood. We pay our taxes. I’ve nothing against them, but there are places. There are sites! What are you going to do?’


  Tremberg doesn’t offer an answer. She has none. She does not want to talk to this man. She wants to get to work. She doesn’t want to be leaning against the goalposts of the playing fields that stitch the affluent villages of Anlaby and Willerby together. She feels like a goalkeeper watching a match take place at the opposite end of the pitch.


  ‘Should have stayed in the car,’ she says to herself and looks past the man to where the caravans are parked up, not far from the halfway line of the adjacent rugby pitch. Drinks in the pandemonium.


  Six caravans, four off-road cars, a Mercedes and three horseboxes, at least two generators and, as far as she can see, a portable toilet. They are arranged in a loose semi-circle around three floral-print sofas and a sun-lounger on which a rapidly multiplying number of traveller women and children are sitting drinking tea, talking to uniformed officers, and occasionally shouting at the schoolchildren and bored motorists who have got out of their motionless cars to watch the commotion through the park railings.


  Like most of East Yorkshire, Tremberg is stuck here. Her car is a few streets back, snarled up in the bi-monthly gridlock caused by a local transport infrastructure with the breaking strain of a KitKat.


  Bored, with nothing to do but look at the dark, gloomy sky through the dusty glass of her Citroën, she had switched on the radio in the hope of finding something soothing. She was two minutes into ‘California Dreamin’, and idly wondering why it appeared to be the only song owned by Radio Humberside, when the traffic report cut in. Half a dozen horses loose on Anlaby Road, and travellers causing uproar on the playing fields by the embankment. She’d had little option but to get out of the car and see if she could lend a hand.


  ‘Are you going to shoot the horses?’


  Tremberg gives the man her attention. ‘Pardon?’


  ‘The police! Will you shoot the horses?’


  ‘Not personally,’ says Tremberg, close to losing her patience. ‘The Animal Control Unit is on its way. They’re stuck in traffic too. We’re doing our best. I could go get one of the bastards in a headlock if you keep hold of its legs …’


  Ken Cullen, the thin, bearded, uniformed inspector currently in charge of trying to bring some degree of order to the scene, overhears the dangerous note in the detective’s voice and hurries over.


  ‘I’m sorry, sir, we’re doing everything we can. If you could just return home for the moment and allow us to deal with this …’


  Tremberg turns away as somebody better equipped to tolerate wankers sends the busybody on his way. The inspector fixes her with a bright smile as he spins back to her.


  ‘Bet you wish you’d never stopped to help, eh?’


  ‘Nothing better to do, Ken. Stuck here with every bugger else. Thought I’d see if I could assist, but this really isn’t my cup of tea.’


  ‘Dunno, Helen. You’ve got the physique for crowd control!’


  Tremberg shares a laugh with her old uniformed sergeant recently risen to inspector, who has moved, like her, across the water from Grimsby.


  ‘I was pleased to hear you’re on the mend,’ he says and means it. ‘All better now?’


  Tremberg flicks a V-sign at him. ‘Lost none of my dexterity,’ she says, smiling.


  Cullen gives her a quick once-over. Takes in the thin sports cagoule she wears over sensible pinstriped trouser suit and white blouse. Her hair is cut in a neat bob and she wears no make-up or jewellery. He knows from quiz nights and leaving dos that she scrubs up well and has extraordinary legs when she hitches her skirt up, but Tremberg is deliberately sexless when on duty. Many other female detectives have adopted her approach, appalled by any suggestion they have used their femininity to gain favour, but in so doing have opened themselves up to suggestions of lesbianism. Tremberg frequently wishes she could possess the carefree, fuck-you attitude of Trish Pharaoh, who wears what she wants and doesn’t give a damn whether people think she is after dicks or dykes.


  For a while the pair of them grumble about the local council closing off the rat runs and giving commuters nowhere to go if the main arteries in and out of town are snarled up. They agree that the local authority is staffed with do-gooders and morons and that the new chair of the Police Authority will no doubt balls it up even more.


  Their pleasantly English moan is turning towards the grey skies and the cost of petrol when a young WPC approaches. She looks harassed and windblown in her muddy yellow waterproof.


  ‘We’ve got all but one of them, sir,’ she says, in a voice that suggests she has struggled to avoid using a more vulgar term. ‘Sergeant Parker and Dan managed to box them in. They’re in the car park in the Beech Tree. Can’t get out. Another bloke with a Land Rover blocked the gap. The owners are trying to get them roped now. It’s chaos, sir. Poor Mickey’s ripped his trousers trying to pull one back by the hair. The mane. Whatever. Half of Anlaby’s covered in horse shit. And the bloody pikey kids aren’t helping, singing bloody “Rawhide” …’


  Tremberg has had to hide her face as she pictures the local bobbies desperately trying to round up the escaped animals, clapping and hollering and trying to stop the nags from eating the herbaceous borders of anybody important.


  ‘And the last one?’ asks Cullen, pulling on his peaked cap.


  ‘It’s a real nasty shit. Pikey said it was a stallion who smelled a mare in season. Put a dent in half a dozen cars so far. Seems to particularly hate Audis.’


  ‘And the animal team?’


  The WPC snorts, herself momentarily horse-like. ‘Having a very helpful meeting in the back of their unit. Lots of flicking through guidelines and phoning vets. I’m not expecting much in the way of action. I’m backing the big fella.’


  This last she says with a genuine smile.


  ‘Big fella?’


  She turns herself to Tremberg. Smiles in a way that the detective is starting to recognise. ‘Scottish bloke from your unit. The one who …’


  ‘McAvoy?’ Tremberg’s eyebrows shoot up and she looks around as if he may be watching.


  ‘Yeah. One of the lads gave him a ring. Said he knew about animals. Farmer’s boy, or something, isn’t he? Just turned up a minute ago. Don’t know where he parked his car but I think he ran here.’


  ‘And what’s he doing?’


  The officer takes off her hat and gives an appreciative little shake of her head.


  ‘About to start playing tug-of-war with a horse.’


  *


  Detective Sergeant Aector McAvoy spent his first months in plain clothes taking the title literally. He all but camouflaged himself in khaki-coloured trousers, hiking boots and cheap, mushroom-hued shirts; tearing them fresh from polythene packets every Monday. The disguise never worked. At 6 foot 5 inches, and with red hair, freckles and Highlander moustache, he is always the most noticeable man in the room.


  It was his young wife, Roisin, who put a stop to his attempts to blend in. She told him that, as a good-looking big bastard, he owed it to himself not to dress like ‘a fecking bible-selling eejit’. Roisin has a way with words.


  Despite his objections, he had let her style him like a child playing with a dolly. Under her guidance, and blushing at every alteration to his wardrobe, McAvoy had become known within the force as much for his smart suits and cashmere coat, for his leather satchel and cufflinks, as for his detective skills and scars.


  Now, flat on his back, staring up at the swollen clouds, with mud and stallion spit on his lapels and horse shit streaking one leg of his dark blue suit, he wishes he were back in khaki.


  McAvoy tries to ignore the cheers of the onlookers and climbs back to his feet.


  ‘Right, you bugger …’


  He had been on his way to the Police Authority meeting when the call came through. One of the constables tasked with corralling the escaped animals had lost his temper after being dragged into the side of a bottle-bin by one of the mares, and had decided it was time for some specialist help. The officer had only worked with McAvoy once, up on the Orchard Park estate. They had been tasked with guarding the door to a crime scene until the forensics van turned up and had not been made welcome by the locals. He and McAvoy had tolerated the abuse and even the first few bottles and cans, but when the snarling Staffordshire terrier had been let loose with instructions to see them off, it had been McAvoy who stood his ground while the junior officer tried to persuade a brick wall to absorb him. The giant Scotsman had dropped to his knees and met the dog face on, turning his head and opening his eyes wide, showing his wide, flat palms to the creature and flattening himself to the cracked pavement, submissive and unthreatening. The dog had stopped as if running into glass, and was on its back having its tummy tickled by McAvoy’s great rough hands by the time backup appeared and the crowd were chased away. The young PC had taken McAvoy’s number, having the foresight to realize that such a man was worth knowing. Today he had figured the big man was worth a call.


  McAvoy, who would have agreed to a head-butting contest with an escaped antelope if it meant taking his mind off the impending Police Authority meeting, had been only too glad to dump his car and sprint to the scene.


  He limbers up. Stretches his arms and cracks his neck from side to side. There are a few hoots from the watching motorists, and from the corner of his eye McAvoy is appalled to see that many of those watching are recording the footage on their camera-phones.


  ‘Just shoot it,’ comes a voice from somewhere in the hubbub. It is a suggestion met with murmurs of approval by some.


  ‘Can’t you tranquillise it?’


  ‘I’ve got a tenner on the big man!’


  McAvoy tries to ignore the voices, but the laughter and groans that rang out when he was knocked flat by the charging stallion have turned his cheeks the colour of crushed cranberries.


  ‘You shoot that horse I’ll fecking have your eyes.’


  The voice, its accent unmistakable, causes a momentary silence and McAvoy turns. The man who has spoken stands to his left, leaning against the bonnet of a blue Volvo. The car’s owner has adopted the peculiarly English expedient of pretending he cannot see the large, daunting traveller who is pressing his buttocks into the hood of his car.


  The gypsy is squat and balding, with a round face and shiny cheeks. Despite the cold and gathering clouds, his arms are bare. His flabby gut and torso are not flattered by the white sleeveless T-shirt or too-blue jeans.


  ‘Yours?’ asks McAvoy, with a nod towards the horse.


  The man answers with a shrug, but the length of rope in his hand suggests he had been about to try and reclaim his property before he saw McAvoy take the burden upon himself.


  ‘In season?’


  The man nods again. ‘Horny as a Cornishman, first day out the mine.’


  ‘Bloody hell.’


  He’d nearly had him moments ago. The stallion had only been a few feet away, tearing some daffodils from a grass verge of one of the side streets leading off the busy thoroughfare. McAvoy’s soft voice and gentle movements had allowed him closer to the animal than anybody else had managed since this unexpected carnival began, but as the beast swished its head back and forth, one of the passers-by had loudly shouted encouragement, and the burst of noise had spooked it, sending McAvoy, and his expensive clothes, into the dirt.


  ‘Got a name?’


  ‘Me or the horse, sir, me or the horse?’


  ‘The horse.’


  ‘Fecked if I know. Try Buttercup.’


  Slowly, taking care to keep his feet steady on the tarmac, McAvoy moves towards where the animal now stands. Wild-eyed, muddy and sweat-streaked, it has moved into the garden of one of the nice detached properties set back from the road. Its occupants are staring out of the large double-glazed front windows. With no car in the driveway and the horse showing no apparent interest in their magnolia trees, they are enjoying the show.


  ‘Easy, fella,’ breathes McAvoy, as he spreads his arms and moves towards the open driveway. ‘Trust me.’


  He knows what will happen if he fails. Vets will try and get near with a tranquilliser. They will fail, going in mob-handed and merely scaring the animal. Then some well-intentioned farmer will turn up with a tame horse in the hope of attracting the stallion to within range. The stallion will get over-excited. Damage cars. Damage itself. Eventually, a marksman will be called and the horse will be hit with as many bullets as it takes to get the city moving again. McAvoy doesn’t want that to happen. The call from the young PC had informed him that the horse had escaped from land where travellers had set up home. In his experience, travellers love their animals, and this one, though grey and with shaggy forelocks that put him in mind of tasselled boots, looks like it has been looked after as well as worked hard.


  ‘Easy, boy. Easy.’


  McAvoy closes the gap. Raises his hand, palm out, and whispers, soft hushes and gentle songs, in the animal’s ear. It whinnies. Begins to pull away. McAvoy tilts his head. Exudes both the size and the gentleness that so define him; locks brown eyes with the confused, frightened animal …


  The horse barely shies as he slips the rope around its neck. He carries on singing. Whispering. Crooning the only traveller song he can remember and wishing he had the same soft voice that his bride uses when she softly hums it into his neck.


  This time the cheer from the crowd has little effect on the horse. It allows itself to be led out of the driveway: its unshod hooves making a pleasing clip-clop on the pavement.


  McAvoy looks up and sees smiling faces. His cheeks burn and he struggles to keep his face impassive as the motorists give him a little round of applause, delighted to know they will soon be in fifth gear and hurrying towards jobs they hate, to tell the story of this morning’s fun and games.


  ‘Good job, sir. Good job.’


  The traveller has detached himself from the crowd. Unasked, he crosses to the far side of the animal and gently takes it by the ear, leaning in to nuzzle the animal’s neck and call it a ‘great eejit’.


  McAvoy enjoys the display of affection. The man knows animals. Loves horses. Can’t be bad.


  Together, they wind their way through the cars and towards the playing fields. Three uniformed officers are leaning, exhausted, against the bonnets of two parked patrol cars. They look ragged and worn out. They nod their thanks as McAvoy passes by. The young constable who called him raises a fist of triumph and leans in to say something to a colleague. There is a burst of laughter and, instinctively, McAvoy presumes himself to have been the butt of the joke.


  ‘We’ll tie ’em up, sir,’ says the traveller. ‘We thought the fence went right round. Gave me a fright when I saw them gone, so it did.’


  McAvoy getting his breath back, looks over the horse’s wiry mane at the man. ‘It’s not a halting site, sir. It’s a football pitch. You know you can’t camp here.’


  ‘Ah, would yer not show a little leeway?’ the traveller asks, fixing bright blue eyes on McAvoy and suddenly exuding a twinkly, impish charm. ‘We’ve had a bit of a barney, me and one of the families up there. Not welcome. Just a night or two, put it to bed, make friends again.’


  McAvoy isn’t really listening. This isn’t his call. He’s just going with it for now. He was asked to round up an escaped horse and has done so. The excitement is over. Now he has to try and make himself presentable enough for a meeting with the new-look Humberside Police Authority, and try to explain to the new chairman why his unit should be preserved, and exactly why the violent crime statistics are on the rise. It is a prospect that has kept him awake as efficiently as his three-month-old daughter, and its sudden re-emergence at the forefront of his mind brings a wave of nausea to his stomach.


  A gust of wind brings with it the scent of frying bacon and hand-rolled cigarettes. His raises his head, eager for a breath of cleansing fresh air. Opens his eyes. Stares into a sky the colour of a black eye, rain just seconds away.


  They approach the semi-circle of mobile homes. There is a whoop that McAvoy traces to one of the women sitting on the sofas outside the nearest caravan. She is in her forties, with curly blonde-brown hair, and is wearing a white jogging suit two sizes too small.


  ‘Ah, yer a good lad,’ she shouts, as they get nearer. She puts down her mug of tea and levers her small, curvy frame off the sofa. ‘Knew it was all reet, didn’t I?’


  She shouts this last at the two teenage girls who sit on the opposite sofa, both in pink nighties under grey hooded tops. One is perhaps a year older than the other, but both have sleek black hair cut in the same side parting, and wear an equal amount of hooped gold at their throats and earlobes.


  McAvoy hands the rope to the man, who gives a genuine bow of thanks. ‘You’re a good man, sir. A good man. Scotsman, ye’ll be, yes?’


  McAvoy nods. ‘Western Highlands.’


  ‘No kilt?’ he asks, with a grin.


  ‘I get enough funny looks.’


  The traveller laughs louder than the joke deserves. Claps McAvoy on his broad forearm. ‘By Christ, but you’re a big one.’


  McAvoy’s blush threatens to return to his cheeks, so he just gives a nod. Returns to business. ‘Keep him tied up. Buttercup. It’s not fair.’


  ‘Aye, sir. Aye.’


  McAvoy looks around him. At sofas, the generators and toilets. At the faces emerging from behind spotless net curtains at the windows of the caravans, as interested in what is happening on their doorsteps as the faces behind the glass in the four-bedroom detached properties that ring the fields.


  He can’t help but picture his wife. She lived like this when they first met. Wasn’t much older than the girls on the sofa; her eyes just as distrustful, her world just as small …


  ‘McAvoy!’


  He turns to see Helen Tremberg and Inspector Ken Cullen walking swiftly across from the adjacent football pitch. He gives a wave, not quite sure whether he is to be treated as hero or interfering fool.


  ‘McAvoy, is it? Is that what she said?’


  There is something in the way the old traveller repeats his name. Something that tells McAvoy he is known.


  He gets no chance to press the man. The clouds that have been slung low, like damp laundry, finally split. Rain thunders down. Tremberg, not given to squealing, emits a shriek and stops short, pulling up the hood of her jacket. The travellers emit a cacophony of swearing and McAvoy’s new friend barks orders in an accent so thick it could be a different language. Half a dozen young men appear from inside caravans, and the sofas are quickly dragged under tarpaulins and windows pulled fast shut.


  ‘Christ,’ says Tremberg, pulling her hood up and beginning a swift retreat to her vehicle. ‘They really are ninjas!’


  McAvoy doesn’t follow her. He’s standing, arms wide, letting the downpour soak him to the skin. He knows that he will be tried and tested at this morning’s meeting. Knows it will be a painful experience. And knows too that he will make life slightly easier for himself if he turns up merely damp, rather than covered in manure.


  
CHAPTER TWO



  9.31 a.m. High Street, Old Town.


  Blades of rain, scything down from a pewter sky.


  A narrow row of handsome old mercantile palaces. Of insurance brokers and solicitors, art galleries and museums.


  Detective Sergeant Aector McAvoy, running through the rain – committee papers clutched inside his sodden jacket, droplets splashing from his lips and nose.


  Up the steps, feet slipping on the mosaic which serves as welcome mat to the Police Authority headquarters, a rose picked out in red and white tiles, beneath an archway of expensive wood and glass.


  He flashes his warrant card at the security guard on the desk, and then bounds up the stairs three at a time.


  Assistant Chief Constable Everett is waiting outside the meeting room. He is immaculately turned out, his blue uniform crisp and freshly laundered.


  ‘Good lord, Sergeant!’


  Everett looks aghast at the sight before him. Aector McAvoy has come to serve as his pet symbol of the modern face of Humberside Police. Educated, polite, supremely computer literate and respectful of every new guideline dreamed up by the powers that be, he has served the assistant chief at endless committee meetings and public engagements.


  ‘Look at the state of you! I needed you at your best, man!’


  Strictly speaking, there is no need for a detective sergeant to ever appear before the police authority, but ACC Everett is expecting difficult questions from the authority’s new chairman, and has managed to ensure that McAvoy is there to answer them. He is pinning his hopes on McAvoy absorbing the worst of the barrage.


  ‘I’m sorry sir,’ gasps McAvoy, trying to catch his breath. ‘There was a horse …’


  Everett, a thin-faced and ratty-looking man who managed to rise to the second-top job in the force without appearing to be any good at anything, grabs McAvoy’s coat and forcibly strips it off his shoulders. Before he can protest, Everett is pulling out a comb from his back pocket, and reaching up to comb his junior officer’s hair.


  McAvoy backs off. Takes the comb.


  ‘Thank you, sir.’


  He does what he can. Slicks back his hair and wipes the moisture from his moustache with finger and thumb. Catches his breath. Fastens his suit jacket and secures his tie inside it. Wrings out his turn-ups, and straightens the creases with his palm.


  Follows Everett into the meeting room.


  Over a dozen men and women sit around a number of tables arranged in a vague U-shape. The surfaces are covered in jugs of water and empty glasses, notepads and official-looking papers. At the back of the room, a large pink and blue painting of a Manhattan skyline covers one wall. It was a gift to the Authority from a previous chairman, and nobody has been impolite enough to take the monstrosity down.


  ‘Bloody hell, Everett, are you making your officers swim here?’


  The booming Yorkshire voice emanates from the large, bearded man at the head of the table.


  Everett gives a false little laugh as he and McAvoy take a seat the nearest empty desk. ‘Sorry, Mr Chairman, Sergeant McAvoy was called away to deal with an important development in the case you have shown such an interest in.’


  Tressider waves his hand, dismissively. He looks at McAvoy.


  ‘Important development, eh? You sure you weren’t helping a bunch of gypsies round up their horses?’


  McAvoy colours instantly. Can feel steam rising from his damp hair.


  ‘Oh bugger, can’t say gypsies, can I?’ Tressider turns to the secretary, busy jotting down the minutes of the meeting. ‘Scribble that out, would you, love?’


  The other members of the authority exchange glances, but nobody says a word. Tressider dominates the room. He has a remarkable presence, and enough personality to dominate any environment, even without the benefits of his broad frame and deep Yorkshire accent.


  He’s a man on the up is Peter Tressider. One to watch, with coat-tails worth riding.


  Now in his mid-fifties, he was already famous as a businessman before taking his first steps into public office on the Conservative ticket a couple of decades back. His family runs a timberyard, distribution company and a couple of property agencies, as well as investing heavily in various safe-bet start-up companies. He was elected on to East Riding Council in 1997, and was moved up to the authority’s cabinet soon after, holding high-profile positions on committees responsible for crime prevention, education and social inclusion.


  Tressider was popular in the press from the off, making headlines for his plain speaking, his witty comebacks and his anti-bullshit stance. He was censored several times for swearing during committees, and revelled in the public perception of him as a proper Yorkshireman who says what he likes, and likes what he bloody well says.


  He was elected to the Humberside Police Authority a couple of years back, and set about making it his own. The role suited him. In 2005 Tressider was among the councillors who refused to enforce the Home Secretary’s order that the then Chief Constable be suspended after Humberside Police’s record-keeping was found to be dangerously flawed. He gained favour in many quarters for telling the politician to ‘keep his nose out’ of local affairs. Always good for a soundbite, the local papers are having a ball imagining the fun he will have if he is chosen by the Conservatives to stand as an MP at the next general election.


  ‘Anyway, glad you could make it, Sergeant. We have things to discuss.’


  Tressider pulls his papers towards him and peers at an agenda item. Then he raises his eyes and examines McAvoy more closely. ‘The Yorkshire Post says you’re the face of sexy policing.’


  There is a titter from the other committee members, who all turn their attention to McAvoy.


  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Chairman?’


  ‘Here,’ he says, and locates a photocopied piece of paper among the documents on his desk.


  McAvoy recognises the piece. Feels his heart sink.


  Tressider clears his throat, theatrically.


  ‘Some might say they represent the “sexy” side of detective work. They are the men and women who delve into the very heart of the most high-profile murder cases, using skills and expertise that will eventually jail killers and make the streets a safer place.’


  Tressider looks up. Smiles.


  Continues: ‘It is a role that spawns images of fictional detectives like Morse, Rebus and Thorne.’


  Moves his finger along the page before him, enunciating every word.


  ‘But in a humble room next to the canteen at Courtland Road Police Station on Hull’s Orchard Park yesterday, the scene was a far cry from a TV detective show.


  ‘The Yorkshire Post had been invited to meet a team formed last year with a Home Office grant, which is helping to change the way major incidents are investigated, both locally and nationally. They are the Serious and Organised Crime Unit – the force’s murder squad. The team at Courtland Road represents one strand of a hundred-strong pool of civilian and police officers on both banks of the River Humber, which investigates all suspicious deaths and other serious crimes. Many of the civilians are themselves retired police officers, who sift through the mountains of information that pour into the Major Incident Room. They are using decades of experience that the force is reluctant to lose through retirement.’


  Tressider stops. Gives McAvoy a grin.


  Reads on.


  ‘Detective Superintendent Patricia Pharaoh, senior investigating officer, said, “We’re trying something a little different and the assessment so far is that it’s working. The volume of documents alone requires such careful and meticulous flow to the right people and our processes are very rigid. It’s hard to quantify the successes in the past few months but we know this squad is making a difference. We hope that, even in the face of budget constraints, people realise how important this unit is.”’


  There is muttering from some of the other committee members.


  ‘Nicely done,’ says Tressider with a nod. ‘There’s more, by the way. Shall I?’


  McAvoy says nothing. Wonders if he will get the blame for the newspaper article as well as everything else.


  Tressider continues. ‘Even though the force now uses the Holmes computer system, much of an investigation is still paper-based. The Serious and Organised Crime Unit receives all the information. Every item goes to a receiver, who reads it and decides how it will be dealt with. The indexers then put the information into the system before it is read by a dedicated document reader. This person rereads every document that comes in and decides on any other work that needs to be done. The action manager then allocates work to action teams based on whether the work is high, medium or low in conjunction with policy. This all then comes back to the office manager, who gives the final signature on all actions and is responsible for the major incident room running as it should.’


  Tressider stops. Raises his head and gives a mock yawn. ‘I, for one, was bloody enthralled.’


  McAvoy looks up, changes his mind, and turns his attention to ensuring his cuffs are the right length. The material squelches between his fingers.


  ‘Sexy, Sergeant?’ Tressider gives him a mock once-over. ‘I’m not sure I can judge. You might be the wife’s type!’


  He turns to his vice-chair: a grey-haired and nervous woman in a twinset and pearls. ‘What you reckon, Noreen? Sexy policing?’


  The lady gives an embarrassed giggle, which seems to somehow disappoint Tressider. It’s clear how the big man became chairman with such ease. Clear, too, what an asset he will be to his Party if they give him the nod and jockey him to Westminster the way so many are predicting.


  ‘Good publicity, anyway,’ says Tressider, picking at his teeth with a large finger. ‘We’ll be looking at your unit in time, Sergeant. Looking at budget usage across the board. But I don’t mind headlines like these. Don’t mind at all.’


  McAvoy looks at his papers. Tries to unfold them and finds they are too soggy to come apart. ‘The reporter made the request for access through the official channels,’ he says. ‘I was just there on the day …’


  Tressider waves him into silence with his paw of a right hand. Sits forward in his chair.


  ‘To business,’ he says, and there is a general murmur from the assembled committee members.


  They represent the great, the good, and the interfering bastards from the local community. The authority consists of seventeen members. Half are elected councillors from the area’s four councils, and the others are independents. They are the top bosses. The men and women who make the big decisions and appoint the top brass. And there’s not a copper among them.


  ‘Detective Sergeant McAvoy is here to address your particular questions about the increase in violent crime, Mr Chairman.’


  Tressider fixes Everett with a withering look. ‘I believe it was your presence I requested about that, Everett.’


  Everett squirms. ‘McAvoy is a key member of the team currently investigating that particular issue, and …’


  Tressider nods. Turns his attention to McAvoy.


  ‘Vietnamese, I’m told,’ he says brusquely. ‘Always been a bugger for the cannabis, ain’t they? But it seems to be getting nasty. Stop me if I’m wrong.’


  McAvoy takes a breath. Wonders where to start.


  For the past five years the local cannabis market has been run by Vietnamese gangs, setting up farms in disused warehouses and abandoned buildings, quietly cultivating their crop and then selling on through a network of dealers. Things ran smoothly. The people who got hurt had usually rocked the boat, and Humberside Police paid little attention to the cultivation of a drug they expected to be legalised within the next parliamentary term.


  Then a year or so back the Drugs Squad began to hear rumours that, on this coast at least, the Vietnamese were being outmuscled and outgunned. Somebody else was moving in and their methods of persuasion were not pretty.


  A few months ago two Asian men were found unconscious on the shingle at Hessle Foreshore. Their faces showed marks of sustained beating, but it was the injuries to the rest of the two men’s bodies that caused the paramedics to gasp.


  Naked, foetal, their hands had been nailed to their knees.


  Strips of flesh on their torsos and backs had been melted to the colour and consistency of burned jam.


  There was every indication that a nail gun had been used to drive in their restraints, and a heated paint-stripping tool used to inflict the damage.


  The men were alive purely because the message their attackers wished to send was made more potent by their mutilation.


  Neither spoke a word of English, but their eyes told a story in a universal language.


  A couple of months later a terraced house in the west of the city was burned to the ground – the occupants still inside. The smell that billowed out from the smashed windows put fire-fighters and officers in mind of a community barbecue. Half of the neighbourhood got high on the fumes as a massive amount of fresh-picked cannabis went up in smoke. It could not quite mask the reek of burning flesh.


  Despite the protestations of Detective Superintendent Adrian Russell on the Drugs Squad, a decision was taken to make the investigation into the assaults the priority, and Trish Pharaoh was given command.


  Nobody has any doubts that the victims were involved in cannabis production. Their clothes had shown traces of marijuana, of fertiliser – even the brand of sparkling mineral water known among the experts to produce a flowering harvest.


  She got little from the witnesses at first, but by pulling in a few favours and suggesting she could assist with their pleas to be allowed to stay in the United Kingdom rather than be returned to Vietnam, she managed to get descriptions of the men who had hurt them. They spoke of big white men. Men who had been giving them orders ever since they smashed down the door to one of their marijuana farms and pressed a mobile phone to their foreman’s ear. Their gang leader was relinquishing authority for their operation. The crop, and the workers, were now somebody else’s property. They were to cooperate. Work hard. Their families would be taken care of.


  The men’s transgression was never truly explained. They upset somebody. Did something wrong. Said the wrong thing, perhaps. Made a call they should not have made. They fell foul of their new bosses. And they paid the price.


  Little was yet known about these new players on the drugs scene, but the next set of crime statistics was an embarrassment to the top brass. The number of incidents of cannabis possession was up 17 per cent in twelve months. More than that, violent crime was on the rise. It wasn’t the street dealers who were taking the beatings. It was the people with back-room growing operations. People who grew enough to supply themselves and their friends. They were the ones being beaten down in the street. Beaten beyond recognition. Rendered too afraid or too unintelligible to talk.


  Tressider is sufficiently concerned to demand answers. And Everett has none to give.


  Stammering at first, and then warming to his theme, McAvoy outlines the situation as best he can. Tells the committee that it is not merely a matter of insufficient resources. It is a case that the new drugs operation is, in no uncertain terms, ‘very, very good’.


  ‘Bloody cannabis,’ says Tressider. ‘Should just legalise it. Get it over with. Going to happen, isn’t it? Backwards and forwards this country. Can’t have a fag in a pub but you can drink a litre of supermarket cider for £2.50! And all this nail-gun business! By Christ but that’s vicious.’


  ‘We’ve tried to find examples of similar techniques used nationally, but we’re having no success, sir. These people seem to have appeared out of nowhere. They took over, and now they’re having their way …’


  ‘But cannabis? Why not cocaine? Ecstasy? Heroin even?’


  McAvoy feels a vibration in his pocket, and discreetly retrieves his mobile phone. He has to fight to keep the smile from his face.


  ‘We’ve made a significant breakthrough, sir,’ he says firmly. ‘An informant of Detective Superintendent Pharaoh has supplied us with the location of the current bulk of the cannabis operation. We’re hopeful a raid will be imminent, and that the perpetrators of the foreshore attacks will be present.’


  Tressider holds McAvoy’s gaze for a fraction of a second longer than he is comfortable with. He is not sure what the chairman is thinking, nor whether he is about to be praised or bawled out.


  ‘It’s a relief to find some bugger who knows what he’s doing,’ says Tressider at length. ‘Sounds like you’ve got a busy day ahead of you. We won’t detain you further.’


  McAvoy begins to stand.


  ‘Actually, a piss would be nice. Shall we call a break?’


  Amid mutterings of both consternation and agreement, the committee members stand. McAvoy gathers his things.


  ‘A shambles,’ says Everett under his breath. ‘Bloody shambles.’


  McAvoy presumes the remark to be directed at himself. Chooses not to hear it.


  Squeezing through the throng of bodies and careful not to touch anybody with his damp clothes, he makes his way out of the room and down the stairs. He can feel a fizz of excitement building inside him. Pharaoh has made progress. Leanne has an address. And within the hour they could have everything they need to kick in some doors and slap on handcuffs.


  He emerges back onto the High Street to find that the rain has paused for breath. The cold wind grabs his soaking clothes and instantly brings goose pimples to his skin. He shivers. Looks at his watch and tries to decide what to do for the next hour. He has some time to kill before meeting Pharaoh five minutes’ walk away in one of the quieter pockets of the city centre, and were he to drive back to the office he would only have to turn round and come back again. He looks around.


  Next door to the police authority stands the Hull and East Riding Museum. He has been here plenty of times with Roisin and Fin, but Lilah is probably still too young to appreciate the giant woolly mammoth that stands in the entrance, or the siege gun commissioned by Henry VIII, which was dug up by archaeologists excavating the city walls and placed on display alongside other exhibits from the city’s colourful past.


  His feet take him past the entrance and down to the water’s edge. The River Hull gives the city its name, and scythes into the city centre then onwards into the dark, muddy waters of the Humber. He stares down at the dirty water. At the feet of thick mud, which sit like so much chocolate mousse against the brick and timber walls of the footpath upon which he now stands.


  To his left is the Arctic Corsair, an old-fashioned sidewinder trawler transformed into a floating museum by well-meaning types keen to ensure that everybody gets a chance to experience the hell of life on board a distant-water fishing vessel.


  Idle, directionless, he walks along the towpath by the river. Looks up at the busy dual carriageway overhead. Past the flyover, to where the curious, curving pyramid structure of the city’s aquarium sits, incongruously modern and shiny, on the muddy spit of land called Sammy’s Point.


  The rain begins to fall again. He wonders for a time whether he should huddle under the bridge until he dries out. Perhaps phone Roisin, or call Helen Tremberg to see if anything has occurred that requires his attention.


  Realising he has thought himself into inertia, he retreats from the renewed downpour and leans against one of the concrete columns that support the flyover. Closes his eyes. Wonders for a time whether he should have responded to ACC Everett’s muttered criticisms, or whether he was right to keep his mouth shut.


  He looks back the way he has come. Back at the city where he has spent most of his career so far. Where he has risked his life, and captured men and women who have claimed the lives of others. It is a city he cannot love, and yet he feels an affection for it. A closeness. Feels a bond with this city at the end of the motorway, which grew to prosperity on the back of an industry which killed its men, only to slump into listlessness and decay when it disappeared.


  At the back of the Police Authority building he can make out the shapes of two stick men. Two silhouettes, picked out against the white paint of the Corsair and the grey of the sky.


  He wonders if they are committee members. Whether they are councillors having a shifty smoke, or laughing at the great, hulking sergeant who had turned up damp, but still somehow seemed to persuade Tressider that the sun shone out of his arse.


  McAvoy begins walking back. He makes no attempt to protect himself from the rain. He is too soaked to see the point.


  Lost in thoughts, adrift in a not-unpleasant daydream, he does not see the two figures depart. He finds himself back at the riverside quicker than he had expected. Gives a last look at the water. Indulges himself in a smile as he looks at the wheels of the supermarket trolley sticking out of the mudbank. The bottles and mattress springs that litter its surface. The mobile phone, sitting on the thick and cloying surface like a tooth left in the frosting of a chocolate cake …


  He moves to the water’s edge. Crouches down.


  The mud stops perhaps ten feet below him. Slopes down to water six feet below that.


  From this angle, the phone looks relatively new. He wonders if it has slipped from somebody’s pocket. Whether it has been kicked accidentally over the side, amid the chaos and frenzy of the rain.


  McAvoy screws up his eyes. He’s surprised the phone hasn’t yet slipped beneath the surface. Whether it is his duty as a policeman to try and recover such obviously valuable property.


  Leading down from the footpath, nailed into the river wall, is a metal ladder; its surface slick and grimy, mud-soaked and treacherous.


  Is it worth it, Aector? Seriously?


  He looks at his watch.


  It could belong to one of the committee members. Could be important.


  Screws up his eyes.


  You could fix it, if it’s broken. Would be a challenge for you.


  Lifts one gigantic leg over the side.


  Just see if you can reach it …


  Begins to climb down.


  
CHAPTER THREE



  10.46 a.m. Eighty miles west.


  A light drizzle falling softly on grey, uneven pavements, on plywood shopfronts and untaxed cars.


  ‘Shit-tard bollocking fuckcunts!’


  Harry Tattershall is a magnificent and venomous swearer: doing things with words that other people would require a snooker ball and a football sock to achieve. Were he able to do the same with the non-vernacular, he would be Poet Laureate.


  ‘Twat-box cock cunt!’


  He picks up the bundle of dropped keys from the damp, dirty kerb. Bangs his head on the wing mirror of his old-style Saab as he rights himself.


  ‘Fucking wank-titting monkey pisser!’


  He rubs a hand over his forehead and pushes the raindrops back through his thick, grey hair, then takes off his cola-bottle glasses and smears the moisture and fingerprints into a new pattern, before replacing them on his broken nose. He shivers, wishing he’d thought to pull on more than jogging pants and lumberjack shirt before slamming the door closed at his housing association flat. He is a short, fleshy-limbed man in his late fifties, who does not enjoy the cigarette that is habitually hanging from his lower lip. He just keeps it there to light the next one.


  Harry exults in his job title of general manager of the private members’ club, but on days like these he can’t help but feel like little more than the caretaker. Were it in his power to appoint somebody to the role of watchman he would do so in a flash, but the owners grumble if he so much as changes to fresh from long-life milk, and in his words are ‘tighter than a ladybird’s chuff’.


  The blue light is flashing on the burglar alarm, but there is no sound. They disabled the bell months ago to keep the neighbours sweet. This is not a nice spot, a mile to the east of central Huddersfield, on the corner of a run-down row of pizza shops and budget-hairdressing salons. Despite the less than beautiful location, the club has still faced plenty of problems from protesters and busybodies. Its licence is dependent on the council not having a good reason to shut them down, so keeping the locals happy is paramount.


  Harry scrabbles through the many keys on his chain and finds the big one that opens the closed front door. He does not even think to try the handle. He has no doubt the alarm has gone off for no good reason: the same way it always seems to when he gets himself settled in front of a new blue movie with a pot of tea and a packet of HobNobs.


  The big blue-painted door swings open and he stands for a second in the draughty, unpainted, breeze-blocked cubicle where, on week nights from seven p.m., consenting adults stand in their lace and PVC finery, sliding a £10 note and their membership card through a hatch in the interior door, and waiting to be let in for an evening of no-strings coupling, tripling, and on one memorable occasion, human-centipeding.


  He unlocks the inner door and steps into the dark of the downstairs bar. It’s red-painted, with brass wall lamps, and silhouettes of naked women stencilled artistically around the room. The floor is black lacquer and the booths and bar stools are covered in imitation crushed velvet that, as Harry knows too well, does not wipe 100 per cent clean.


  With quick, practised steps, he crosses to the bar and switches on the downstairs lights. It takes a moment for the bulbs to kick in and there is a brief flickering before the room is illuminated.


  At once Harry knows something is wrong. The computer behind the bar is whirring. It’s an old machine and the internal fan is dust-clogged, so it habitually makes a noise like a helicopter in distress. The motor is spinning now. The monitor may be switched off, but recent use of the computer itself is betrayed by a green light winking beneath the bar.


  Harry switches the monitor back on. Wiggles the mouse. Screws up his eyes as the database of members’ names and addresses gradually comes into focus on the screen.


  ‘Fuckbollocking titshits.’


  He says this under his breath, resignedly, already knowing that his day has just been ruined. They’ve had break-ins before, of course. He’s turned up at work to find an entire week’s worth of booze nabbed from the storeroom, and the fancy leopard-print throw from the circular bed in the viewing room had only lasted a week before it found its way into the depth of a voluminous handbag. But this is the first time the computer has been targeted. He doubts very much any intruder would have deemed the machine itself worth the bother of carrying, but there are bits and pieces stored on its hard drive that he knows, with sudden crystal-clear hindsight, he should have protected better.


  ‘Shit.’


  He surprises himself with the simplicity of the statement. Pulls up a stool and begins tapping at the keyboard. He would never call himself a computer expert but he knows how to build a database and surf for porn. He also knows how to transfer footage from the CCTV camera in the swing room to his own personal file.


  Harry spins away from the keyboard, grabs a half-pint glass from beneath the bar and holds it to the vodka optic, gathering up a healthy double measure. He opens the beer fridge and removes a bottle of Holsten. Takes a swig of vodka, then dilutes the burn with the lager. He’s not worried yet, but his mind is racing. He wonders if he will be blamed. How they got in. How they got out …


  It occurs to Harry that he has not yet checked the rest of the building. There is another bar downstairs, with a dance floor, pole and large flat-screen TV where they show pornos to get clients in the mood. Upstairs there are five private bedrooms with doors that lock, and three where the policy is very much open door.


  In the old-school boozer where Harry used to work, there was always a rounders bat next to the till. He wishes he were there now. But there hasn’t been any trouble in the two years he has run the place. The members are like-minded and friendly. They know the rules and play the game. They take no for an answer and leave when asked. Harry likes working here. With two students running the bar and a bouncer on the door for three hours on Friday and Saturday nights, the place works like a dream. At the last count they had over 1,000 members, and there can be upwards of fifty people who make this their regular Friday night outing, turning their backs on regular haunts for an evening where they can be who the fuck they like in the company of people who don’t judge, and are grateful for the attention.


  Harry’s mind whirs with the same grinding difficulty as the computer fan. He tries to imagine who would break in, and why they would go straight to the machine. He has had plenty of time to get to know the clientele over the past couple of years, lounging at the end of the bar with a mug of coffee, nodding appreciatively at the lads and ladies in their eclectic wardrobes. He could write a book on the sights he has seen. The people. The pervs. The giant, hairy Asian man in the dog collar and leotard. The big one in the gold mask who made a noise like a heifer in distress when he reached orgasm. The woman in her seventies who had to be helped out of the love swing when her hip came out. The fat lass in the pirate costume who cried rape when one of the four men she was fucking tried to put it in her arse …


  He taps the keyboard again, unsure what to do. Wonders about the potential consequences of inaction. Suppose he confronts a burglar? Suppose they have seen the footage on his private files. He can’t afford to be blackmailed. Would simply have to admit culpability to the bosses and look for another job. He doubts there would be charges. But who would target him? He shakes his head and downs his vodka. Perhaps somebody is looking for information. Perhaps a member wants to find out more about somebody who caught their eye or pissed them off. Perhaps they want to delete their own information. He knows from experience that members are notoriously shy about giving real names and real addresses, so doubts anybody would think it worth their while to even try and get a name or phone number for another member.


  His train of thought is derailed by an unmistakable creak from upstairs.


  He closes his eyes, takes a breath, then picks up the nearly empty bottle of Holsten and upends it; a dribble of beer running over the blurry blue ink of his tattooed forearm.


  He pulls open the door to the stairway and peers into the gloom. The cord-carpeted stairs disappear into darkness halfway up, and there is nothing appealing about climbing them. Harry pauses, already half decided.


  There is another creak.


  ‘Fuck.’


  He puts his foot on the bottom stair. Puts a hand on the banister and pulls himself up, trying to stand on the corners of each step so as not to make a sound.


  As he reaches the top step, the last dribble of beer runs over his wrist. The sudden coldness makes him jump and he lets out a small exclamation, which he follows with a curse.


  Harry knows he has given himself away. Whoever is waiting in the dark can fuck-buggering stay there.


  He turns. Begins to creep back down the stairs.


  This time the sound is unmistakable. Running feet. Sudden movement. Coming closer.


  Harry looks up.


  Crack.


  Opens his mouth to let rip with a stream of invective, but finds himself wordless. His tongue has been crushed to pulp between his back teeth; a reflex reaction to the hammer blow that has struck him just above the left temple.


  Movement. Bone-jarring impact. Thuds and cracks.


  Harry finds himself upside down. Right way up again. Feels his old limbs twisted into unnatural directions as they jar with the brick and stair.


  Darkness.


  Now red clouds.


  A sensation of friction at his back and pressure at his wrists.


  Now he is looking at the artexed ceiling from an angle he has never seen it before. Now there is dusty, cheap carpet by his face. How did that happen? Why am I at the bottom of the stairs?


  He blinks. The effort pains him. It seems to awaken other sense.


  Agony grabs him. Twists him in its fist.


  He looks up. Sees a face. Halfway familiar; attractive and cold.


  A voice. Soft, in his ear.


  ‘Her real name. It’s not here. Just “Blossoms”. I already know that.’


  The voice sounds as if it is underwater. Harry hears an echo. Feels dampness on his skin.


  ‘I never really thought it would be here. I knew you wouldn’t check. Just a name and a number. And the number isn’t real.’


  Harry wants to speak. Wants to ask for help. An ambulance.


  Harry manages a croak.


  ‘I’m sorry. I’m getting desperate. I had to try. I don’t even know if it’s her. He said Suzie, but he could have lied …’


  He croaks again. Tastes blood. Blood and vodka.


  ‘It keeps getting worse. It could have been simple. Now look where we are. There will be more, I know it. I’ve just made it worse. He’ll be so angry …’


  Harry knows what he wants to say. Can feel the words lining up in his mind. Wants to say that, whatever this is about, he will never speak of it. Wants to say that he can feel himself dying and cannot stand it. Wants to know where his glasses are, and whether they can be fixed.


  ‘I thought your neck was broken. I think it is. I don’t know. I could have walked away if your neck was broken. Now it has to be an accident.’


  Harry tries to move. Realises he cannot feel his limbs. That it only hurts on one side of his body. On the other, he can feel nothing.


  ‘I’m so sorry.’


  He lies broken. His limbs broken branches, his back shattered glass. He is on his back, wedged in the doorway. His positioning tells the story of his death. Of a man who slipped climbing the stairs, and who could not put out the flames …


  His neck is twisted gruesomely to the left, so Harry does not see the cigarette butt that a gloved hand grinds into vodka-soaked T-shirt. Cannot move his arms to flick it away. Can only watch, eyeballs climbing out of his skull, as it begins to smoulder.


  He sees his killer walking to the back door, the same hammer in hand that was used to force the lock and crack his skull.


  Pain, now. Heat. Smoke and flame.


  He gulps, hard trying to clear his mouth; to speak.


  Swallows clotting blood. Begins to choke.


  Coughs and pukes, choking on blood and sick, as the flames take hold of his ragged clothes and spread to the floor.


  He is dead before he has to endure the stench of his own cooking skin.


  
CHAPTER FOUR



  Suzie’s posture implies prayer. She is bent forward, elbows on her knees, palms clasped fast, both thumbs pressed hard enough into her forehead to make grooves. Her lips move soundlessly, as though begging forgiveness or benefaction.


  Her thoughts are far from divine.


  She is lost in memory. Consumed by a recollection that has surfaced, unbidden.


  For a moment, she is entering the red room, with its glitter ball and its velvet sheets. She is gazing upon naked forms. Is recoiling, spluttering in nervous laughter, drunk and giddy enough to change the mood. She is staring into a mask; leering and lascivious, incongruous atop a fleshy body that makes no concealment of its desire.


  She is controlling herself, now. Saying yes. Letting go. Feeling a warm, familiar hand in her own. Accepting permission like a blessing.


  She is on her back, weight upon her. Light making shadows of a grunting, thrusting face, given over to pleasure that could just as well be pain …


  She shakes it away. Forces the memory back. Pushes her features into a smile. Hides it. Hides her feelings, even from herself …


  Suzie is twenty-six years old. Petite. A little fleshier than she would like to be around the middle. Kooky, her bosses call her, when clients remark on her multi-coloured nails and chunky, home-made jewellery. Today she’s dressed in a short black skirt over footless leggings, a long-sleeved white top and flip-flops. The fleecy Disney scarf around her neck covers the top end of a tattoo that her bosses at the law firm have deemed unsuitable for exposure. Her elbow-length lace gloves were considered more off-putting than the butterflies they obscured when she had tried to show willing and cover up the ink on her wrists, so she has taken to wearing fluorescent towelling sweat-bands. She expects to be asked to remove them as soon as one of the senior partners plucks up the courage. Her shoulder-length hair is dyed a colour somewhere between copper and autumn, and today is held back from an unremarkable but pretty face by a pink band. Tiny hummingbirds dangle from the lobes of her multi-pierced ears.


  She is fun to look at.


  She makes people smile.


  The bells of St Mary’s Church inform her it’s one p.m., although she does not need their help. She has always just reached this stage in her lunch when the hour chimes. She fears she’s becoming a creature of habit.


  Suzie wonders why there are not more people here. It’s a pretty spot, and she finds herself surprised on a daily basis to have it to herself. She’s five minutes from work and a stone’s throw from the relative bustle of the Old Town end of the city centre, but in the three months she has been eating her packed lunch here she’s only had to share this lovely little courtyard garden a handful of times.
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