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  So far, apart from just a couple of hitches, Plan A was working out fine. Which was fortunate, since they didn’t really have a Plan B.


  At 8.30 on a late May evening, they’d banked on having some daylight. There had been plenty of the stuff this time yesterday, when four of them had made the same journey, taking with them

  an empty coffin and four shovels. But now, as the white Transit van sped along the Sussex country road, misty rain was falling from a sky the colour of a fogged negative.


  ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ said Josh in the back, mimicking a child.


  ‘The great Um Ga says, “Wherever I go there I am,” responded Robbo, who was driving, and was slightly less drunk than the rest of them. With three pubs notched up already in

  the past hour and a half, and four more on the itinerary, he was sticking to shandy. At least, that had been his intention; but he’d managed to slip down a couple of pints of pure

  Harvey’s bitter – to clear his head for the task of driving, he’d said.


  ‘So we are there!’ said Josh.


  ‘Always have been.’


  A deer warning sign flitted from the darkness then was gone, as the headlights skimmed glossy black-top macadam stretching ahead into the forested distance. Then they passed a small white

  cottage.


  Michael, lolling on a tartan rug on the floor in the back of the van, head wedged between the arms of a wheel-wrench for a pillow, was feeling very pleasantly woozy. ‘I sh’ink I need

  another a drink,’ he slurred.


  If he’d had his wits about him, he might have sensed, from the expressions of his friends, that something was not quite right. Never usually much of a heavy drinker, tonight he’d

  parked his brains in the dregs of more empty pint glasses and vodka chasers than he could remember downing, in more pubs than had been sensible to visit.


  Of the six of them who had been muckers together since way back into their early teens, Michael Harrison had always been the natural leader. If, as they say, the secret of life is to choose your

  parents wisely, Michael had ticked plenty of the right boxes. He had inherited his mother’s fair good looks and his father’s charm and entrepreneurial spirit, but without any of the

  self-destruct genes that had eventually ruined the man.


  From the age of twelve, when Tom Harrison had gassed himself in the garage of the family home, leaving behind a trail of debtors, Michael had grown up fast, helping his mother make ends meet by

  doing a paper round, then when he was older by taking labouring jobs in his holidays. He grew up with an appreciation of how hard it was to make money – and how easy to fritter it.


  Now, at twenty-eight, he was smart, a decent human being, and a natural leader of the pack. If he had flaws, they were that he was too trusting and on occasions, too much of a prankster. And

  tonight that latter chicken was coming home to roost. Big time.


  But at this moment he had no idea of that.


  He drifted back again into a blissful stupor, thinking only happy thoughts, mostly about his fiancée, Ashley. Life was good. His mother was dating a nice guy, his kid brother had just got

  into university, his kid sister Carly was backpacking in Australia on a gap year, and his business was going incredibly well. But best of all, in three days’ time he was going to be marrying the

  woman he loved. And adored. His soul mate.


  Ashley.


  He hadn’t noticed the shovel that rattled on every bump in the road, as the wheels drummed below on the sodden tarmac, and the rain pattered down above him on the roof. And he didn’t

  clock a thing in the expressions of his two friends riding along with him in the back, who were swaying and singing tunelessly to an oldie, Rod Stewart’s ‘Sailing’, on the crackly

  radio up front. A leaky fuel can filled the van with the stench of petrol.


  ‘I love her,’ Michael slurred. ‘I sh’love Ashley.’


  ‘She’s a great lady,’ Robbo said, turning his head from the wheel, sucking up to him as he always did. That was in his nature. Awkward with women, a bit clumsy, a florid face,

  lank hair, beer belly straining the weave of his T-shirt, Robbo hung to the coat tails of this bunch by always trying to make himself needed. And tonight, for a change, he actually was

  needed.


  ‘She is.’


  ‘Coming up,’ warned Luke.


  Robbo braked as they approached the turn-off and winked in the darkness of the cab at Luke seated next to him. The wipers clumped steadily, smearing the rain across the windscreen.


  ‘I mean, like I really love her. Sh’now what I mean?’


  ‘We know what you mean,’ Pete said.


  Josh, leaning back against the driver’s seat, one arm around Pete, swigged some beer, then passed the bottle down to Michael. Froth rose from the neck as the van braked sharply. He

  belched. ‘’Scuse me.’


  ‘What the hell does Ashley see in you?’ Josh said.


  ‘My dick.’


  ‘So it’s not your money? Or your looks? Or your charm?’


  ‘That too, Josh, but mostly my dick.’


  The van lurched as it made the sharp right turn, rattling over a cattle grid, almost immediately followed by a second one, and onto the dirt track. Robbo, peering through the misted glass,

  picking out the deep ruts, swung the wheel. A rabbit sprinted ahead of them, then shot into some undergrowth. The headlights veered right then left, fleetingly colouring the dense conifers that

  lined the track, before they vanished into darkness in the rear-view mirror. As Robbo changed down a gear, Michael’s voice changed, his bravado suddenly tinged, very faintly, with

  anxiety.


  ‘Where we going?’


  ‘To another pub.’


  ‘OK. Great.’ Then a moment later, ‘Promished Ashley I shwouldn’t – wouldn’t – drink too much.’


  ‘See,’ Pete said, ‘you’re not even married and she’s laying down rules. You’re still a free man. For just three more days.’


  ‘Three and a half,’ Robbo added, helpfully.


  ‘You haven’t arranged any girls?’ Michael said.


  ‘Feeling horny?’ Robbo asked.


  ‘I’m staying faithful.’


  ‘We’re making sure of that.’


  ‘Bastards!’


  The van lurched to a halt, reversed a short distance, then made another right turn. Then it stopped again, and Robbo killed the engine – and Rod Stewart with it.

  ‘Arrivé!’ he said. ‘Next watering hole! The Undertaker’s Arms!’


  ‘I’d prefer the Naked Thai Girl’s Legs,’ Michael said.


  ‘She’s here too.’


  Someone opened the rear door of the van, Michael wasn’t sure who. Invisible hands took hold of his ankles. Robbo took one of his arms, and Luke the other.


  ‘Hey!’


  ‘You’re a heavy bastard!’ Luke said.


  Moments later Michael thumped down, in his favourite sports jacket and best jeans (not the wisest choice for your stag night, a dim voice in his head was telling him) onto sodden earth, in pitch

  darkness which was pricked only by the red tail lights of the van and the white beam of a flashlight. Hardening rain stung his eyes and matted his hair to his forehead.


  ‘My – closhes—’


  Moments later, his arms yanked almost clear of their sockets, he was hoisted in the air, then dumped down into something dry and lined with white satin that pressed in on either side of him.


  ‘Hey!’ he said again.


  Four drunken, grinning shadowy faces leered down at him. A magazine was pushed into his hands. In the beam of the flashlight he caught a blurry glimpse of a naked redhead with gargantuan

  breasts. A bottle of whisky, a small flashlight, switched on, and a walkie-talkie were placed on his stomach.


  ‘What’s—?’


  A piece of foul-tasting rubber tubing was pushing into his mouth. As Michael spat it out, he heard a scraping sound, then suddenly something blotted the faces out. And blotted all the sound out.

  His nostrils filled with smells of wood, new cloth and glue. For an instant he felt warm and snug. Then a flash of panic.


  ‘Hey, guys – what—’


  Robbo picked up a screwdriver, as Pete shone the flashlight down on the teak coffin.


  ‘You’re not screwing it down?’ Luke said.


  ‘Absolutely!’ Pete said.


  ‘Do you think we should?’


  ‘He’ll be fine,’ Robbo said. ‘He’s got the breathing tube!’


  ‘I really don’t think we should screw it down!’


  ‘’Course we do – otherwise he’ll be able to get out!’


  ‘Hey—’ Michael said.


  But no one could hear him now. And he could hear nothing except a faint scratching sound above him.


  Robbo worked on each of the four screws in turn. It was a top-of-the-range hand-tooled teak coffin with embossed brass handles, borrowed from his uncle’s funeral parlour, where, after a

  couple of career U-turns, he was now employed as an apprentice embalmer. Good, solid brass screws. They went in easily.


  Michael looked upwards, his nose almost touching the lid. In the beam of the flashlight, ivory-white satin encased him. He kicked out with his legs, but they had nowhere to travel. He tried to

  push his arms out. But they had nowhere to go, either.


  Sobering for a few moments, he suddenly realized what he was lying in.


  ‘Hey, hey, listen, you know – hey – I’m claustrophobic – this is not funny! Hey!’ His voice came back at him, strangely muffled.


  Pete opened the door, leaned into the cab, and switched on the headlights. A couple of metres in front of them was the grave they had dug yesterday, the earth piled to one side, tapes already in

  place. A large sheet of corrugated iron and two of the spades they had used lay close by.


  The four friends walked to the edge and peered down. All of them were suddenly aware that nothing in life is ever quite as it seems when you are planning it. This hole right now looked deeper,

  darker, more like – well – a grave, actually.


  The beam of the flashlight shimmered at the bottom.


  ‘There’s water,’ Josh said.


  ‘Just a bit of rainwater,’ Robbo said.


  Josh frowned. ‘There’s too much, that’s not rainwater. We must have hit the water table.’


  ‘Shit,’ Pete said. A BMW salesman, he always looked the part, on duty or off. Spiky haircut, sharp suit, always confident. But not quite so confident now.


  ‘It’s nothing,’ Robbo said. ‘Just a couple of inches.’


  ‘Did we really dig it this deep?’ said Luke, a freshly qualified solicitor, recently married, not quite ready to shrug off his youth, but starting to accept life’s

  responsibilities.


  ‘It’s a grave, isn’t it?’ said Robbo. ‘We decided on a grave.’


  Josh squinted up at the worsening rain. ‘What if the water rises?


  ‘Shit, man,’ Robbo said. ‘We dug it yesterday, it’s taken twenty-four hours for just a couple of inches. Nothing to worry about.’


  Josh nodded, thoughtfully. ‘But what if we can’t get him back out?’


  ‘Course we can get him out,’ Robbo said. ‘We just unscrew the lid.’


  ‘Let’s just get on with it,’ Luke said. ‘OK?’


  ‘He bloody deserves it,’ Pete reassured his mates. ‘Remember what he did on your stag night, Luke?’


  Luke would never forget. Waking from an alcoholic stupor to find himself on a bunk on the overnight sleeper to Edinburgh. Arriving forty minutes late at the altar the next afternoon as a

  result.


  Pete would never forget, either. The weekend before his wedding, he’d found himself in frilly lace underwear, a dildo strapped to his waist, manacled to the Clifton Gorge suspension

  bridge, before being rescued by the fire brigade. Both pranks had been Michael’s idea.


  ‘Typical of Mark,’ Pete said. ‘Jammy bastard. He’s the one who organized this and now he isn’t bloody here . . .’


  ‘He’s coming. He’ll be at the next pub, he knows the itinerary.’


  ‘Oh yes?’


  ‘He rang, he’s on his way.’


  ‘Fogbound in Leeds. Great!’ Robbo said.


  ‘He’ll be at the Royal Oak by the time we get there.’


  ‘Jammy bastard,’ Luke said. ‘He’s missing out on all the hard work.’


  ‘And the fun!’ Pete reminded him.


  ‘This is fun?’ Luke said. ‘Standing in the middle of a sodding forest in the pissing rain? Fun? God, you’re sad! He’d fucking better turn up to help us get Michael

  back out.’


  They hefted the coffin up in the air, staggered forward with it to the edge of the grave and dumped it down, hard, over the tapes. Then giggled at the muffled ‘Ouch!’ from within

  it.


  There was a loud thump.


  Michael banged his fist against the lid. ‘Hey! Enough!’


  Pete, who had the walkie-talkie in his coat pocket, pulled it out and switched it on. ‘Testing!’ he said. ‘Testing!’


  Inside the coffin, Pete’s voice boomed out. ‘Testing! Testing!’


  ‘Joke over!’


  ‘Relax, Michael!’ Pete said. ‘Enjoy!’


  ‘You bastards! Let me out! I need a piss!’


  Pete switched the walkie-talkie off and jammed it into the pocket of his Barbour jacket. ‘So how does this work, exactly?’


  ‘We lift the tapes,’ Robbo said. ‘One each end.’


  Pete dug the walkie-talkie out and switched it on. ‘We’re getting this taped, Michael!’ Then he switched it off again.


  The four of them laughed. Then each picked up an end of tape and took up the slack.


  ‘One . . . two . . . three!’ Robbo counted.


  ‘Fuck, this is heavy!’ Luke said, taking the strain and lifting.


  Slowly, jerkily, listing like a stricken ship, the coffin sank down into the deep hole.


  When it reached the bottom they could barely see it in the darkness.


  Pete held the flashlight. In the beam they could make out the breathing tube sticking limply out of the drinking-straw-sized hole that had been cut in the lid.


  Robbo grabbed the walkie-talkie. ‘Hey, Michael, your dick’s sticking out. Are you enjoying the magazine?’


  ‘OK, joke over. Now let me out!’


  ‘We’re off to a pole-dancing club. Too bad you can’t join us!’ Robbo switched off the radio before Michael could reply. Then, pocketing it, he picked up a spade and began

  shovelling earth over the edge of the grave and roared with laughter as it rattled down on the roof of the coffin.


  With a loud whoop Pete grabbed another shovel and joined in. For some moments both of them worked hard until only a few bald patches of coffin showed through the earth. Then these were

  covered. Both of them continued, the drink fuelling their work into a frenzy, until there was a good couple of feet of earth piled on top of the coffin. The breathing tube barely showed above

  it.


  ‘Hey!’ Luke said. ‘Hey, stop that! The more you shovel on the more we’re going to have to dig back out again in two hours’ time.’


  ‘It’s a grave!’ Robbo said. ‘That’s what you do with a grave, you cover the coffin!’


  Luke grabbed the spade from him. ‘Enough!’ he said, firmly. ‘I want to spend the evening drinking, not bloody digging, OK?’


  Robbo nodded, never wanting to upset anyone in the group. Pete, sweating heavily, threw his spade down. ‘Don’t think I’ll take this up as a career,’ he said.


  They pulled the corrugated iron sheet over the top, then stood back in silence for some moments. Rain pinged on the metal.


  ‘OK,’ Pete said. ‘We’re outta here.’


  Luke dug his hands into his coat pocket, dubiously. ‘Are we really sure about this?’


  ‘We agreed we were going to teach him a lesson,’ Robbo said.


  ‘What if he chokes on his vomit, or something?’


  ‘He’ll be fine, he’s not that drunk,’ Josh said. ‘Let’s go.’


  Josh climbed into the rear of the van, and Luke shut the doors. Then Pete, Luke and Robbo squeezed into the front, and Robbo started the engine. They drove back down the track for half a mile,

  then made a right turn onto the main road.


  Then he switched on the walkie-talkie. ‘How you doing, Michael?’


  ‘Guys, listen, I’m really not enjoying this joke.’


  ‘Really?’ Robbo said. ‘We are!’


  Luke took the radio. ‘This is what’s known as pure vanilla revenge, Michael!’


  All four of them in the van roared with laughter. Now it was Josh’s turn. ‘Hey, Michael, we’re going to this fantastic club, they have the most beautiful women, butt naked,

  sliding their bodies up and down poles. You’re going to be really pissed you’re missing out on this!’


  Michael’s voice slurred back, just a tad plaintive. ‘Can we stop this now, please? I’m really not enjoying this.’


  Through the windscreen Robbo could see roadworks ahead, with a green light. He accelerated.


  Luke shouted over Josh’s shoulder, ‘Hey, Michael, just relax, we’ll be back in a couple of hours!’


  ‘What do you mean, a couple of hours?’


  The light turned red. Not enough time to stop. Robbo accelerated even harder and shot through. ‘Gimme the thing,’ he said, grabbing the radio and steering one-handed around a long

  curve. He peered down in the ambient glow of the dash and hit the talk button.


  ‘Hey, Michael—’


  ‘ROBBO!’ Luke’s voice, screaming.


  Headlights above them, coming straight at them.


  Blinding them.


  Then the blare of a horn, deep, heavy duty, ferocious.


  ‘ROBBBBBBBBOOOOOOO!’ screamed Luke.


  Robbo stamped in panic on the brake pedal and dropped the walkie-talkie. The wheel yawed in his hands as he looked, desperately, for somewhere to go. Trees to his right, a JCB to his left,

  headlights burning through the windscreen, searing his eyes, coming at him out of the teeming rain, like a train.
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  Michael, his head swimming, heard shouting, then a sharp thud, as if someone had dropped the walkie-talkie.


  Then silence.


  He pressed the talk button. ‘Hello?’


  Just empty static came back at him.


  ‘Hello? Hey guys!’


  Still nothing. He focused his eyes on the two-way radio. It was a stubby-looking thing, a hard, black plastic casing, with one short aerial and one longer one, the name

  ‘Motorola’ embossed over the speaker grille. There was also an on–off switch, a volume control, a channel selector, and a tiny pinhead of a green light that was glowing

  brightly. Then he stared at the white satin that was inches from his eyes, fighting panic, starting to breathe faster and faster. He needed to pee, badly, going on desperately.


  Where the hell was he? Where were Josh, Luke, Pete, Robbo? Standing around, giggling? Had the bastards really gone off to a club?


  Then his panic subsided as the alcohol kicked back in again. His thoughts became leaden, muddled. His eyes closed and he was almost suckered into sleep.


  Opening his eyes, the satin blurred into soft focus, as a roller wave of nausea suddenly swelled up inside him, threw him up in the air then dropped him down. Up again. Down again. He swallowed,

  closed his eye again, giddily, feeling the coffin drifting, swaying from side to side, floating. The need to pee was receding. Suddenly the nausea wasn’t so bad any more. It was snug in here.

  Floating. Like being in a big bed!


  His eyes closed and he sank like a stone into sleep.
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  Roy Grace sat in the dark, in his ageing Alfa Romeo in the line of stationary traffic, rain drumming the roof, his fingers drumming the wheel, barely listening to the Dido CD

  that was playing. He felt tense. Impatient. Gloomy.


  He felt like shit.


  Tomorrow he was due to appear in court, and he knew he was in trouble.


  He took a swig of bottled Evian water, replaced the cap and jammed the bottle back in the door pocket. ‘Come on, come on!’ he said, fingers tapping again, harder now. He was already

  forty minutes late for his date. He hated being late, always felt it was a sign of rudeness, as if you were making the statement, my time’s more important than yours, so I can keep you

  waiting . . .


  If he had left the office just one minute sooner he wouldn’t have been late: someone else would have taken the call and the ram-raid on a jewellery shop in Brighton, by two punks who were

  high on God-knows-what, would have been a colleague’s problem, not his. That was one of the occupational hazards of police work – villains didn’t have the courtesy to keep to

  office hours.


  He should not be going out tonight, he knew. Should have stayed home, preparing himself for tomorrow. Tugging out the bottle, he drank some more water. His mouth was dry, parched. Leaden

  butterflies flip-flopped in his belly.


  Friends had pushed him into a handful of blind dates over the past few years, and each time he’d been a bag of nerves before he’d shown up. The nerves were even worse tonight, and,

  not having had a chance to shower and change, he felt uncomfortable about his appearance. All his detailed planning about what he was going to wear had gone out of the window, thanks to the two

  punks.


  One of them had fired a sawn-off shotgun at an off-duty cop who had come too close to the jewellery shop – but luckily not quite close enough. Roy had seen, more times than he had needed,

  the effects of a 12-bore fired from a few feet at a human being. It could shear off a limb or punch a hole the size of a football through their chest. This cop, a detective called Bill Green who

  Grace knew – they had played rugger on the same team a few times – had been peppered from about thirty yards. At this distance the pellets could just about have brought down a pheasant

  or a rabbit, but not a fifteen-stone scrum prop in a leather jacket. Bill Green was relatively lucky – his jacket had shielded his body but he had several pellets embedded in his face,

  including one in his left eye.


  By the time Grace had got to the scene, the punks were already in custody, after crashing and rolling their getaway Jeep. He was determined to stick them with an attempted murder charge on top

  of armed robbery. He hated the way more and more criminals were using guns in the UK – and forcing more and more police to have firearms to hand. In his father’s day armed cops would

  have been unheard of. Now in some cities forces kept guns in the boots of their cars as routine. Grace wasn’t naturally a vengeful person, but so far as he was concerned, anyone who fired a

  gun at a police officer – or at any innocent person – should be hanged.


  The traffic still wasn’t moving. He looked at the dash clock, at the rain falling, at the clock again, at the burning red tail lights of the car in front – the prat had his fogs on,

  almost dazzling him. Then he checked his watch, hoping the car clock might be wrong. But it wasn’t. Ten whole minutes had passed and they hadn’t moved an inch. Nor had any traffic come

  past from the opposite direction.


  Shards of blue light flitted across his interior mirror and wing mirror. Then he heard a siren. A patrol car screamed past. Then an ambulance. Another patrol car, flat out, followed by two fire

  engines.


  Shit. There had been road works when he’d come this way a couple of days ago, and he’d figured that was the reason for the delay. But now he realized it must be an accident, and fire

  engines meant it was a bad one.


  Another fire engine went past. Then another ambulance, twos-and-blues full on. Followed by a rescue truck.


  He looked at the clock again: 9.15 p.m. He should have picked her up three-quarters of an hour ago, in Tunbridge Wells, which was still a good twenty minutes away without this hold-up.


  Terry Miller, a newly divorced Detective Inspector in Grace’s division, had been regaling him with boasts about his conquests from a couple of internet dating sites and urging Grace to

  sign up. Roy had resisted, then, when he started finding suggestive emails in his inbox from different women, found out to his fury that Terry Miller had signed him up to a site called U-Date

  without telling him.


  He still had no idea what had prompted him to actually respond to one of the emails. Loneliness? Curiosity? Lust? He wasn’t sure. For the past eight years he had got through life just by

  going steadily from day to day. Some days he tried to forget, other days he felt guilty for not remembering.


  Sandy.


  Now he was suddenly feeling guilty for going on this date.


  She looked gorgeous – from her photo, at any rate. He liked her name, too. Claudine. French-sounding, it had something exotic. Her picture was hot! Amber hair, seriously pretty face, tight

  blouse showing a weapons-grade bust, sitting on the edge of a bed with a miniskirt pulled high enough to show she was wearing lace-topped hold-ups and might not be wearing knickers.


  They’d had just one phone conversation, in which she had practically seduced him down the line. A bunch of flowers he’d bought at a petrol station lay on the passenger seat beside

  him. Red roses – corny, he knew, but that was the old-fashioned romantic in him. People were right, he did need to move on, somehow. He could count the dates he’d had in the past eight

  and three-quarter years on just one hand. He simply could not accept there might be another Miss Right out there. That there could ever be anyone who matched up to Sandy.


  Maybe tonight that feeling would change?


  Claudine Lamont. Nice name, nice voice.


  Turn those sodding fog lamps off!


  He smelled the sweet scent of the flowers. Hoped he smelled OK, too.


  In the ambient glow from the Alfa’s dash and the tail lights of the car in front, he stared up at the mirror, unsure what he expected to see. Sadness stared back at him.


  You have to move on.


  He swallowed more water. Yup.


  In just over two months he would be thirty-nine. In just over two months also another anniversary loomed. On 26 July Sandy would have been gone for nine years. Vanished into thin air, on his

  thirtieth birthday. No note. All her belongings still in the house except for her handbag.


  After seven years you could have someone declared legally dead. His mother, in her hospice bed, days before she passed away from cancer, his sister, his closest friends, his shrink, all of them

  told him he should do that.


  No way.


  John Lennon had said, ‘Life is what happens to you when you’re busy making other plans.’ That sure as hell was true.


  By thirty-six he had always assumed Sandy and he would have had a family. Three kids had always been his dream, ideally two boys and a girl, and his weekends would be spent doing stuff with

  them. Family holidays. Going to the beach. Out on day trips to fun places. Playing ball games. Fixing things. Helping them at nights with homework. Bathing them. All the comfortable stuff

  he’d done with his own parents.


  Instead he was consumed with an inner turbulence that rarely left him, even when it allowed him to sleep. Was she alive or dead? He’d spent eight years and ten months trying to find out

  and was still no nearer to the truth than when he had started.


  Outside of work, life was a void. He’d been unable – or unwilling – to attempt another relationship. Every date he’d been on was a disaster. It seemed at times that his

  only constant companion in his life was his goldfish, Marlon. He’d won the fish by target shooting at a fairground, nine years ago, and it had eaten all his subsequent attempts to provide it

  with a companion. Marlon was a surly, anti-social creature. Probably why they liked each other, Roy reflected. They were two of a kind.


  Sometimes he wished he wasn’t a policeman, that he did some less demanding job where he could switch off at five o’clock, go to the pub and then home, put his feet up in front of the

  telly. Normal life. But he couldn’t help it. There was some stubbornness or determination gene – or bunch of genes – inside him – and his father before him – that had

  driven him relentlessly throughout his life to pursue facts, to pursue the truth. It was those genes that had brought him up through the ranks, to his relatively early promotion to Detective

  Superintendent. But they hadn’t brought him any peace of mind.


  His face stared back at him again from the mirror. Grace grimaced at his reflection, at his hair cropped short, to little more than a light fuzz, at his nose, squashed and kinked after being

  broken in a scrap when he’d been a beat copper, which gave him the appearance of a retired prize fighter.


  On their first date, Sandy had told him he had eyes like Paul Newman. He’d liked that a lot. It was one of a million things he had liked about her. The fact that she had loved everything

  about him, unconditionally.


  Roy Grace knew that he was physically fairly unimpressive. At five foot, ten inches, he had been just two inches over the minimum height restriction when he’d joined the police, nineteen

  years back. But despite his love of booze, and an on–off battle with cigarettes, through hard work at the police gym he had developed a powerful physique, and had kept in shape, running

  twenty miles a week, and still playing the occasional game of rugger – usually on the wing.


  Nine-twenty.


  Bloody hell.


  He seriously did not want a late night. Did not need one. Could not afford one. He was in court tomorrow, and needed to bank a full night’s sleep. The whole thought of the

  cross-examination that awaited him pressed all kinds of bad buttons inside him.


  A pool of light suddenly flooded down from above him, and he heard the clattering din of a helicopter. After a moment the light moved forward, and he saw the helicopter descending.


  He dialled a number on his mobile. It was answered almost immediately.


  ‘Hi, it’s Detective Superintendent Grace speaking. I’m sitting in a traffic jam on the A26 south of Crowborough, there seems to be an accident somewhere ahead – can you

  give me any information?’


  He was put through to the headquarters operations room. A male voice said, ‘Hello, Detective Superintendent, there’s a major accident. We have reports of fatalities and people

  trapped. The road’s going to be blocked for a while – you’d be best turning around and using another route.’


  Roy Grace thanked him and disconnected. Then he pulled his BlackBerry from his shirt pocket, looked up Claudine’s number and texted her.


  She texted back almost instantly, telling him not to worry, just to get there when he could.


  This made him warm to her even more.


  And it helped him forget about tomorrow.
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  Drives like this didn’t happen very often, but when they did, boy, did Davey enjoy them! He sat strapped in the passenger seat next to his dad, as the police car escort

  raced on in front of them, blue lights flashing, siren whup, whup, whupping, on the wrong side of the road, overtaking mile after mile of stationary traffic. Boy, this was as

  good as any fairground ride his dad had taken him on, even the ones at Alton Towers, and they were about as good as it gets!


  ‘Yeeeha!’ he cried out, exuberantly. Davey was addicted to American cop shows on television, which was why he liked to talk with an American accent. Sometimes he was from New York.

  Sometimes from Missouri. Sometimes Miami. But mostly from LA.


  Phil Wheeler, a hulk of a man, with a massive beer belly, dressed in his work uniform of brown dungarees, scuffed boots and black beanie hat, smiled at his son, riding along beside him. Years

  back his wife had cracked and left from the strain of caring for Davey. For the past seventeen years he had brought him up on his own.


  The cop car was slowing now, passing a line of heavy, earth-moving plant. The tow-truck had ‘WHEELER’S AUTO RECOVERY’ emblazoned

  on both sides and amber strobes on the cab roof. Ahead through the windscreen, the battery of headlights and spotlights picked up first the mangled front end of the Transit van, still partially

  embedded beneath the front bumper of the cement truck, then the rest of the van, crushed like a Coke can, lying on its side in a demolished section of hedgerow.


  Slivers of blue flashing light skidded across the wet tarmac and shiny grass verge. Fire tenders, police cars and one ambulance were still on the scene, and a whole bunch of people, firemen and

  cops, mostly in reflective jackets, stood around. One cop was sweeping glass from the road with a broom.


  A police photographer’s camera flashed. Two crash investigators were laying out a measuring tape. Metal and glass litter glinted everywhere. Phil Wheeler saw a wheel-wrench, a trainer, a

  rug, a jacket.


  ‘Sure looks a goddamn bad mess, Dad!’ Missouri tonight.


  ‘Very bad.’


  Phil Wheeler had become hardened over the years, and nothing much shocked him any more. He’d seen just about every tragedy one could possibly have in a motor car. A headless businessman,

  still in a suit jacket, shirt and tie, strapped into the driver’s seat in the remains of his Ferrari, was among the images he remembered most vividly.


  Davey, just turned twenty-six, was dressed in his uniform New York Yankees baseball cap the wrong way around, fleece jacket over lumberjack shirt, jeans, heavy-duty boots. Davey liked to dress

  the way he saw Americans dress, on television. The boy had a mental age of about six, and that would never change. But he had a superhuman physical strength that often came in handy on call-outs.

  Davey could bend sheet metal with his bare hands. Once, he had lifted the front end of a car off a trapped motorcycle by himself.


  ‘Very bad,’ he agreed. ‘Reckon there are dead people here, Dad?’


  ‘Hope not, Davey.’


  ‘Reckon there might be?’


  A traffic cop, with a peaked cap and yellow fluorescent waistcoat, came up to the driver’s window. Phil wound it down and recognized the officer.


  ‘Evening, Brian. This looks a mess.’


  ‘There’s a vehicle with lifting gear on its way for the lorry. Can you handle the van?’


  ‘No worries. What happened?’


  ‘Head-on, Transit and the lorry. We need the van in the AI compound.’


  ‘Consider it sorted.’


  Davey took his flashlight and climbed down from the cab. While his dad talked to the cop, he shone the beam around, down at slicks of oil and foam across the road. Then he peered inquisitively

  at the tall, square ambulance, its interior light shining behind drawn curtains across the rear window, wondering what might be happening in there.


  It was almost two hours before they had all the pieces of the Transit loaded and chained onto the flatbed. His dad and the traffic cop, Brian, walked off a short distance. Phil lit a cigarette

  with his storm-proof lighter. Davey followed them, making a one-handed roll-up and lighting it with his Zippo. The ambulance and most of the other emergency vehicles had gone, and a massive crane

  truck was winching the front end of the cement lorry up, until its front wheels – the driver’s-side one flat and buckled – were clear of the ground.


  The rain had eased off and a badger moon shone through a break in the clouds. His dad and Brian were now talking about fishing – the best bait for carp at this time of year. Bored now and

  in need of a pee, Davey wandered off down the road, sucking on his roll-up, looking up in the sky for bats. He liked bats, mice, rats, voles, all those kinds of creatures. In fact he liked all

  animals. Animals never laughed at him the way humans used to, when he was at school. Maybe he’d go out to the badger sett when they got home. He liked to sit out there in the moonlight and

  watch them play.


  Jigging the flashlight beam, he walked a short distance into the bushes, unzipped his fly and emptied his bladder onto a clump of nettles. Just as he finished, a voice called out, right in front

  of him, startling the hell out of him.


  ‘Hey, hello?’


  A crackly, disembodied voice.


  Davey jumped.


  Then he heard the voice again.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Shite!’ He shone the beam ahead into the undergrowth but couldn’t see anyone. ‘Hello?’ he called back. Moments later he heard the voice again.


  ‘Hello? Hey, hello? Josh? Luke? Pete? Robbo?’


  Davey swung the beam left, right, then further ahead. There was a rustling sound and a rabbit tail bobbed, for an instant, in the beam then was gone. ‘Hello, who’s that?’


  Silence.


  A hiss of static. A crackle. Then, only a few feet to his right, he heard the voice again. ‘Hello? Hello? Hello?’


  Something glinted in a bush. He knelt down. It was a radio, with an aerial. Inspecting it closer, with some excitement he realized it was a walkie-talkie.


  He held the beam on it, studying it for a little while, almost nervous of touching it. Then he picked it up. It was heavier than it looked, cold, wet. Beneath a large green button he could see

  the word talk.


  He pressed it and said, ‘Hello!’


  A voice jumped straight back at him. ‘Who’s that?’


  Then another voice called out, from some distance away. ‘Davey!’


  His dad.


  ‘OK, coming!’ he yelled back.


  Walking on to the road he pressed the green button again. ‘This is Davey!’ he said. ‘Who are you?’


  ‘DAVVVEEEEEYYYY!’


  His dad again.


  In his panic, Davey dropped the radio. It hit the road hard, the casing cracked and the batteries spilled out.


  ‘COMING!’ he shouted. He knelt, picked up the walkie-talkie and crammed it furtively into his jacket pocket. Then he scooped up the batteries and put them in another pocket.


  ‘COMING, DAD!’ he shouted again. ‘JUST HAD TO TAKE ME A PISS!’


  Keeping his hand in his pocket so the bulge wouldn’t show, he hurried back towards the truck.
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  Michael pressed the talk button. ‘Davey?’


  Silence.


  He pressed the button again. ‘Davey? Hello? Davey?’


  White-satin silence. Complete and utter silence, coming down from above, rising up beneath him, pressing in from each side. He tried to move his arms, but as hard as he pushed them out, walls

  pressed back against them. He also tried to spread out his legs, but they met the same, unyielding walls. Resting the walkie-talkie on his chest, he pushed up against the satin roof inches from his

  eyes. It was like pushing against concrete.


  Then, raising himself up as much as he could, he took hold of the red rubber tube, squinted down it, but could see nothing. Curling his hand over it, he brought it to his lips and tried to

  whistle down it; but the sound was pathetic.


  He sank back down. His head pounded and he badly needed to urinate. He pressed the button again. ‘Davey! Davey, I need to pee. Davey!’


  Silence again.


  From years of sailing, he’d had plenty of experience with two-way radios. Try a different channel, he thought. He found the channel selector, but it wouldn’t move. He pushed

  harder, but it still wouldn’t move. Then he saw the reason why – it had been superglued, so that he couldn’t change channels – couldn’t get to Channel 16, the

  international emergency channel.


  ‘Hey! Enough you bastards, come on, I’m desperate!’


  With only the most local of movements possible, he held the walkie-talkie close to his ear and listened.


  Nothing.


  He laid the radio down on his chest, then slowly, with great difficulty, worked his right hand down and into his leather jacket pocket and pulled out the rugged waterproof mobile Ashley had

  given him for sailing. He liked it because it was different to the common mobiles everyone else had. He pressed a button on it and the display lit up. His hopes rose – then fell again. No

  signal.


  ‘Shit.’


  He scrolled through the directory until he came to his business partner Mark’s name.


  Mark Mob.


  Despite the lack of a signal he pressed the dial button.


  Nothing happened.


  He tried Robbo, Pete, Luke, Josh in turn, his desperation increasing.


  Then he pressed the walkie-talkie button again. ‘Guys! Can you hear me? I know you can fucking hear me!’


  Nothing.


  On the Ericsson display the time showed 11.13.


  He raised his left hand until he could see his watch: 11.14.


  He tried to remember the last time he’d looked at it. A good two hours had passed. He closed his eyes. Thought for some moments, trying to figure out exactly what was going on. In the

  bright, almost dazzling light from the torch he could see the bottle wedged close to his neck and the shiny magazine. He pulled the magazine up over his chest, then manoeuvred it until it was over

  his face and he was almost smothered by the huge glossy breasts, so close to his eyes they were blurred.


  You bastards!


  He picked up the walkie-talkie and pressed the talk button once more. ‘Very funny. Now let me out, please!’


  Nothing.


  Who the hell was Davey?


  His throat was parched. Needed a drink of water. His head was swimming. He wanted to be home, in bed with Ashley. They’d be along in a few minutes. Just had to wait. Tomorrow, he would get

  them.


  The nausea he had been feeling earlier was returning. He closed his eyes. Swimming. Drifting. He lapsed back into sleep.
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  In a crappy end to a crappy flight, the whole plane shook with a resounding crash as the wheels thumped the tarmac, exactly five and a half hours later than its scheduled time.

  As it decelerated ferociously, Mark Warren, worn out and fed up, in his cramped seat, safety belt digging into his belly, which was already aching from too many airline pretzels and some vile

  moussaka that he was regretting eating, took a final look at the pictures of the Ferrari 360 featured in the road test of his Autocar magazine.


  I want you, baby, he was thinking. Want you SO bad! Oh yes I do!


  Runway lights, blurred by driving rain, flashed past his window as the plane slowed down to taxiing speed. The pilot’s voice came over the intercom, all charm, and apologies once more,

  laying the blame on the fog.


  Goddamn fog. Goddamn English weather. Mark dreamed of a red Ferrari, a house in Marbella, a life in the sunshine and someone to share it with. One very special lady. If the property deal he had

  been negotiating up in Leeds came off, he’d be a step nearer both the house and the Ferrari. The lady was another problem.


  Wearily, he unclipped his belt, dug his briefcase out from under his legs and shoved his magazine inside it. Then he stood up, mixing with the scrum in the cabin, leaving his tie at half mast,

  and pulled his raincoat down from the overhead locker, too tired to care how he looked.


  In contrast to his business partner, who always dressed sloppily, Mark usually was fastidious over his appearance. But like his neat, fair hair, his clothes were too conservatively cut for his

  twenty-eight years, and usually so pristine they looked brand new, straight off the rail. He liked to imagine the world saw him as a gentrified entrepreneur, but in reality, in any group of people,

  he invariably stood out as the man who looked as if he was there to sell them something.


  His watch read 11.48 p.m. He switched on his mobile, and it powered up. But before he could make a call, the battery warning beeped and the display died. He put it back in his pocket. Too damned

  late now, far too late. All that he wanted now was to go home to bed.


  An hour later he was reversing his silver BMW X5 into his underground parking slot in the Van Alen building. He took the lift up to the fourth floor, and let himself into his apartment.


  It had been a financial stretch to buy this place, but it took him a step up in the world. An imposing, modern Deco-style building on Brighton seafront, with a bunch of celebrities among the

  residents. The place had class. If you lived in the Van Alen you were a somebody. If you were a somebody, that meant you were rich. All his life, Mark had had just that one goal – to

  be rich.


  The voicemail light was winking away on the phone as he walked through to the large, open-plan living area. He decided to ignore it for a moment as he dumped his briefcase, plugged his mobile

  into the charger, then went straight to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a couple of fingers of Balvenie whisky. Then he walked over to the window, stared down at the promenade below, still

  buzzing with people despite the weather and the hour. Beyond that he could see the bright lights of the Palace Pier and the inky darkness of the sea.


  All of a sudden his mobile beeped sharply at him. A message. He stepped over and looked at the display. Shit. Fourteen new messages!


  Keeping it connected to the charger, he dialled his voicemail box. The first message was from Pete, at 7 p.m., asking where he was. The second was from Robbo at 7.45, helpfully telling him they

  were moving on to another pub, the Lamb at Ripe. The third was at 8.30 from a very drunken-sounding Luke and Josh, with Robbo in the background. They were moving on from the Lamb to a pub called

  the Dragon, on the Uckfield Road.


  The next two messages were from the estate agent concerning the deal in Leeds, and from their corporate lawyer.


  The sixth was at 11.05 from a very distressed-sounding Ashley. Her tone startled him. Ashley was normally calm, unflappable.


  ‘Mark, please, please, please call me as soon as you get this,’ she urged in her soft, distinctive North American accent.


  He hesitated, then listened to the next message. It was from Ashley again. Panicky now. And the next, and the next one after that, each at ten-minute intervals. The tenth message was from

  Michael’s mother. She also sounded distraught.


  ‘Mark, I left a message on your home phone, too. Please call me as soon as you get this, doesn’t matter what time.’


  Mark paused the machine. What the hell had happened?


  The next call had been Ashley again. She sounded close to hysterics. ‘Mark, there’s been a terrible accident. Pete, Robbo and Luke are dead. Josh is on life support in Intensive

  Care. No one knows where Michael is. Oh God, Mark, please call me just as soon as you get this.’


  Mark replayed the message, scarcely able to believe what he had heard. As he listened to it again he sat down, heavily, on the arm of the sofa. ‘Jesus.’


  Then he played the rest of the messages. More of the same from Ashley and from Michael’s mother. Call. Call. Please call.


  He drained his whisky, then poured out another slug, three full fingers, and walked over to the window. Through the ghost of his reflection he stared down again at the promenade, watching the

  passing traffic, then out at the sea. Way out towards the horizon he could see two tiny specks of light, from a freighter or tanker making its way up the Channel.


  He was thinking.


  I would have been in that accident, too, if the flight had been on time.


  But he was thinking beyond that.


  He sipped the whisky, then sat down on the sofa. After a few moments, the phone rang again. He walked over and stared at the caller display. Ashley’s number. Four rings, then it stopped.

  Moments later, his mobile rang. Ashley again. He hesitated, then hit the end-call button sending it straight to voicemail. Then he switched the phone off, and sat down, leaned back, pulling

  up the footrest, and cradled the glass in his hands.


  Ice cubes rattled in his glass; his hands were shaking, he realized; his whole insides were shaking. He went over to the Bang and Olufsen and put on a Mozart compilation CD. Mozart always helped

  him to think. Suddenly, he had a lot of thinking to do.


  He sat back down, stared into the whisky, focusing intently on the ice cubes as if they were runes that had been cast. It was over an hour before he picked up the phone and dialled.
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  The spasms were getting more frequent now. By clenching his thighs together, holding his breath and squeezing his eyes shut, Michael was still just able to ward off urinating

  in his trousers. He couldn’t do this, could not bear the thought of their laughter when the bastards came back and found he had wet himself.


  But the claustrophobia was really getting to him now. The white satin seemed to be shrinking in around him, pressing down closer and closer to his face.


  In the beam of the torch, Michael’s watch read 2.47.


  Shit.


  What the hell were they playing at? Two forty-seven. Where the hell were they? Pissed out of their brains in some nightclub?


  He stared at the white satin, his head pounding, his mouth parched, his legs knocking together, trying to suppress the pains shooting up through him from his bladder. He didn’t know how

  much longer he could hold off.


  In frustration, he hammered with his knuckles on the lid, and hollered, ‘Hey! You bastards!’


  He looked at his mobile again. No signal. Ignoring that, he scrolled down to Luke’s number then hit the dial button. A sharp beep from the machine, and the display on the screen read out

  no service.


  Then he fumbled for the walkie-talkie, switched that on and called out the names of his friends again. And then that other voice he dimly remembered.


  ‘Davey? Hello, Davey?’


  Only the crackle of static came back to him.


  He was desperate for water, his mouth arid and furry. Had they left him any water? He lifted his neck up just the few inches that were available before his head struck the lid, saw the glint of

  the bottle, reached down. Famous Grouse whisky.


  Disappointed, he broke the seal, unscrewed the cap and took a swig. For a moment just the sensation of liquid felt like balm in his mouth; then it turned to fire, burning his mouth, then his

  gullet. But almost instantly after that he felt a little better. He took another swig. Felt a little better still, and took a third, long swig before he replaced the cap.


  He closed his eyes. His headache felt a tiny bit better now. The desire to pee was receding.


  ‘Bastards . . .’ he murmured.
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  Ashley looked like a ghost. Her long brown hair framed a face that was as colourless as the patients’ in the forest of drip lines, ventilators and monitors in the beds in

  the ward behind her. She was leaning against the reception counter of the nursing station in the Intensive Care Unit of the Sussex County Hospital. Her vulnerability made her seem even more

  beautiful than ever, to Mark.


  Muzzy from a sleepless night, in a sharp suit and immaculate black Gucci loafers, he walked up to her, put his arms around her, and held her tight. He stared at a vending machine, a drinking

  water fountain, and a payphone in a perspex dome. Hospitals always gave him the heebie-jeebies. Ever since he’d come to visit his dad after his near fatal heart attack and saw this man who

  had once been so strong now looking so frail, so damned pathetic and useless – and scared. He squeezed Ashley as much for himself as for her. Close to her head, a cursor blinked on a green

  computer screen.


  She clung to him as if he were a lone spar in a storm-tossed ocean. ‘Oh, Christ, Mark, thank God you’re here.’


  One nurse was busy on the phone; it sounded like she was talking to a relative of someone in the unit, the other one behind the counter, close to them, was tapping out something on a

  keyboard.


  ‘This is terrible,’ Mark said. ‘Unbelievable.’


  Ashley nodded, swallowing hard. ‘If it wasn’t for your meeting, you would have been—’


  ‘I know. I can’t stop thinking about it. How’s Josh?’


  Ashley’s hair smelled freshly washed, and there was a trace of garlic on her breath, which he barely noticed. The girls had had a hen party last night, arranged in some Italian

  restaurant.


  ‘Not good. Zoe’s with him.’ She pointed and Mark followed the line of her finger, across several beds, across the hiss-clunk of ventilators, and the blinking of digital

  displays, to the far end of the ward, where he could see Josh’s wife sitting on a chair. She was dressed in a white T-shirt, tracksuit top and baggy trousers, body stooped, her straggly

  blonde ringlets covering her face.


  ‘Michael still hasn’t turned up. Where is he, Mark? Surely to God you must know?’


  As the nurse finished her call, the phone beeped and she started talking again.


  ‘I’ve no idea,’ he said. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’


  She looked at him hard. ‘But you guys have been planning this for weeks – Lucy said you were going to get even with Michael for all the practical jokes he played on the others before

  they got married.’ As she took a step back from him, tossing hair from her forehead, Mark could see her mascara had run. She dabbed at her eyes with her sleeve.


  ‘Maybe the guys had a last-minute change of mind,’ he said. ‘Sure, they’d come up with all kinds of ideas, like lacing his drink and putting him on a plane to some place,

  but I managed to talk them out of it – at least I thought I had.’


  She gave a wan smile of appreciation.


  He shrugged. ‘I knew how worried you were, you know, that we’d do something dumb.’


  ‘I was, desperately worried.’ She glanced at the nurse, then sniffed. ‘So where is he?’


  ‘He definitely wasn’t in the car?’


  ‘Absolutely not. I’ve rung the police – they say that – they say – they—’ She began sobbing.


  ‘What did they say?’


  In a burst of anger she blurted, ‘They won’t do anything.’


  She sobbed some more, struggling to contain herself. ‘They say they’ve checked all around at the scene of the accident and there’s no sign of him, and that he’s probably

  just sleeping off a mighty hangover somewhere.’


  Mark waited for her to calm down, but she carried on crying. ‘Maybe that’s true.’


  She shook her head. ‘He promised me he wasn’t going to get drunk.’ Mark gave her a look. After a moment, she nodded. ‘It was his stag night, right? That’s what you

  guys do on stag nights, isn’t it? You get smashed.’


  Mark stared down at grey carpet tiles. ‘Let’s go and see Zoe,’ he said.


  Ashley followed him across the ward, trailing a few yards behind him. Zoe was a slender beauty, and today she seemed even more slender to Mark, as he laid his hand on her shoulder, feeling the

  hard bone beneath the soft fabric of her designer tracksuit top.


  ‘Jeez, Zoe, I’m sorry.’


  She acknowledged him with a faint shrug.


  ‘How is he?’ Mark hoped the anxiety in his voice sounded genuine.


  Zoe turned her head and looked up at him, her eyes raw, her cheeks, almost translucent without make-up, tracked with tears. ‘They can’t do anything,’ she said. ‘They

  operated on him, now we just have to wait.’


  He was hooked up to two IVAC infusion pumps, three syringe drivers and a ventilator, which made a steady, soft, eerie hissing sound. A range of data and waveform lines changed constantly on the

  machine’s monitor.


  The exit tube from Josh’s mouth ended in a small bag, with a tap at the bottom, half filled with a dark fluid. There was a forest of cannulated lines, tagged yellow where they left the

  pumps and drivers, and tagged with white handwritten labels at the distal end. Wires ran out from the sheets and from his head, feeding digital displays and spiking graphs. What flesh Mark could

  see was the colour of alabaster. His friend looked like a laboratory experiment.


  But Mark was barely looking at Josh. He was looking at the displays, trying to read them, to calculate what they were saying. He was trying to remember, from when he had stood in this same room

  beside his dying father, which were the ECG, the blood oxygen, the blood pressure readings, and what they all meant. And he was reading the labels on the drip lines. Mannitol. Pentastarch.

  Morphine. Midazolam. Noradrenaline. And he was thinking. Josh had always had it made. Smooth good looks, rich parents. The insurance loss adjuster, always calculating, mapping out his life,

  forever talking about five-year plans, ten-year plans, life goals. He was the first of the gang to get married, as he wanted to have kids early, so he would still be young enough to enjoy his life

  after they’d grown up. Marrying the perfect wife, darling little rich girl Zoe, totally fertile, allowed him to fulfil his plan. She’d delivered him two equally perfect babies in rapid

  succession.


  Mark shot a glance around the ward, taking in the nurses, the doctors, marking their positions, then his eyes dropped to the drip lines into Josh’s neck and into the back of his hand, just

  behind the plastic tag bearing his name. Then they moved across to the ventilator. Then up to the ECG. Warning buzzers would sound if the heart rate dropped too low. Or the blood oxygen level.


  Josh surviving would be a problem – he’d lain awake most of the night thinking about that, and had come to the reluctant conclusion it wasn’t an option he could entertain.



  

   




  9


  Courtroom One at Lewes Crown Court always felt to Roy Grace as if it had been deliberately designed to intimidate and impress. It didn’t carry any higher status than the

  rest of the courtrooms in this building, but it felt as if it did. Georgian, it had a high, vaulted ceiling, a public gallery up in the gods, oak-panelled walls, dark oak benches and dock, and a

  balustraded witness stand. At this moment it was presided over by a bewigged Judge Driscoll, way past his sell-by date, who sat, looking half asleep, in a vivid red-backed chair beneath the coat of

  arms bearing the legend. ‘Dieu et mon droit’. The place looked like a theatre set and smelled like an old school classroom.


  Now as Grace stood in the witness stand, dressed neatly as he always was for court, in a blue suit, white shirt, sombre tie and polished black lace-ups, looking good outwardly, he felt ragged

  inside. Part lack of sleep from his date last night – which had been a disaster – and part nerves. Holding the Bible with one hand, he rattled his way through the oath, glancing around,

  taking in the scene as he swore for maybe the thousandth time in his career, by Almighty God, to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.


  The jury looked the way all juries did, like a bunch of tourists stranded in a coach station. An untidy ragbag of a group, gaudy pullovers, open-throat shirts and creased blouses beneath a sea

  of blank faces, all white, ranked in two rows, behind water jugs, tumblers and a mess of looseleaf jottings. Haphazardly stacked beside the judge were a video player, a slide projector and a huge

  tape recorder. Below him, the female stenographer peered primly from behind a battery of electronic equipment. An electric fan on a chair swivelled right then left, not having much impact on the

  muggy late-afternoon air. The public galleries were heaving with press and spectators. Nothing like a murder trial to pull the punters in. And this was the local trial of the year.


  Roy Grace’s big triumph.


  Suresh Hossain sat in the dock, a fleshy man with a pockmarked face, slicked-back hair, dressed in a brown, chalk-striped suit and purple satin tie. He observed the proceedings with a laconic

  gaze, as if he owned the place and this whole trial had been laid on for his personal entertainment. Slimeball, scumbag, slum landlord. He’d been untouchable for the past decade, but now Roy

  Grace had finally banged him to rights. Conspiracy to murder. His victim an equally unsavoury business rival, Raymond Cohen. If this trial went the way it should, Hossain was going down for more

  years than he would survive, and several hundred decent citizens of Brighton and Hove would be able to enjoy their lives in their homes freed from the ugly shadow of his henchmen making every hour

  a living hell for them.


  His mind drifted back to last night. Claudine. Claudine bloody Lamont. OK, it hadn’t helped that he’d arrived for his date an hour and three-quarters late. But it hadn’t

  helped either that her photograph on the U-Date website was, charitably, a good ten years out of date; nor that she’d omitted to put on her details that she was a non-drinking, cop-hating

  vegan, whose sole interest in life appeared to be her nine rescue cats.


  Grace liked dogs. He had nothing in particular against cats, but he’d never yet met one that he’d connected with, in the way he almost instantly bonded with any dog. After two and a

  half hours in a dump of a vegetarian restaurant in Tunbridge Wells, being lectured and grilled alternately about the free spirits of cats, the oppressive nature of the British police and men who

  viewed women solely as sex objects, he had been relieved to escape.


  Now, after a night of troubled, intermittent sleep and a day of hanging around waiting to be called, he was about to be grilled again. It was still raining this afternoon, but the air was much

  warmer and clammy. Grace could feel perspiration walking down the small of his back.


  The defence silk, who had surprised the court by summoning him as a witness, had the floor now, standing up, arrogant stature, short grey wig, flowing black gown, lips pursed into a grin of

  rictus warmth. His name was Richard Charwell QC. Grace had encountered him before and it had not been a happy experience, then. He detested lawyers. To lawyers, trials were a game. They never had

  to go out and risk their lives catching villains. And it didn’t matter one jot to them what crimes had been committed.


  ‘Are you Detective Superintendent Roy Grace, stationed at CID headquarters, Sussex House, Hollingbury, Brighton?’ the silk asked.


  ‘Yes,’ Grace answered. Instead of his usual confident voice, his reply came out of the wrong part of his throat, more like a croak.


  ‘And have you had some dealings with this case?’


  ‘Yes.’ Another choked, dry-mouthed sound.


  ‘I now tender this witness.’


  There was a brief pause. No one spoke. Richard Charwell QC had the ear of the entire court. A consummate actor with distinguished good looks, he paused deliberately for effect before speaking

  again, in a sudden change of tone that suggested he had now become Roy Grace’s new best friend.


  ‘Detective Superintendent, I wonder if you might help us with a certain matter. Do you have any knowledge about a shoe connected with this case? A brown crocodile-skin slip-on loafer with

  a gold chain?’


  Grace eyeballed him back for some moments before answering. ‘Yes, I do.’ Now, suddenly, he felt a stab of panic. Even before the barrister spoke his next words, he had a horrible

  feeling about where this might be going.


  ‘Are you going to tell us about the person to whom you took this shoe, Detective Superintendent, or do you want me to squeeze it out of you?’


  ‘Well, sir, I’m not exactly sure what you are getting at.’


  ‘Detective Superintendent, I think you know very well what I’m getting at.’


  Judge Driscoll, with the bad temper of a man disturbed from a nap, intervened: ‘Mr Charwell, kindly get to the point, we haven’t got all day.’


  Unctuously, the silk responded, ‘Very well, your honour.’ Then he turned back to Grace. ‘Detective Superintendent, is it not a fact that you have interfered with a vital piece

  of evidence in this case? Namely this shoe?’


  The silk picked it up from the exhibits table and held it aloft for the entire court to see, the way he might have been holding up a sporting trophy he had just won.


  ‘I wouldn’t say I had interfered with it all,’ Grace responded, angered by the man’s arrogance – but, equally, aware this was the silk’s game plan, to wind

  him up, wanting to rile him.


  Charwell lowered the shoe, pensively. ‘Oh, I see, you don’t consider that you have interfered with it?’ Without waiting for Grace to answer, he went on. ‘I put it to you

  that you have abused your position by removing a piece of evidence and taking it to a dabbler in the dark arts.’


  Turning to Judge Driscoll, he continued. ‘Your honour, I intend to show this court that the DNA evidence that has been obtained from this shoe is unsafe, because Detective Superintendent

  Grace has affected the continuity and caused possible contamination of this vital exhibit.’


  He turned back to Grace. ‘I am correct, am I not, Detective Superintendent, that on Thursday, March 9th of this year, you took this shoe to a so-called medium in Hastings named Mrs Stempe?

  And presumably we are going to hear from you that this shoe has now been to another world? A rather ethereal one?’


  ‘Mrs Stempe is a lady of whom I have a very high opinion,’ Grace said. ‘She—’


  ‘We are not concerned with your opinions, Detective Superintendent, just the facts.’


  But the judge’s curiosity seemed piqued. ‘I think his opinions are perfectly relevant in this issue.’


  After a few moments of silent stand-off between the defence silk and the judge, Charwell nodded reluctant assent.


  Grace continued. ‘She has helped me on a number of enquiries in the past. Three years ago Mary Stempe gave me sufficient information to enable me to put a name to a murder suspect. It led

  directly to his arrest and subsequent conviction.’


  He hesitated, aware of the intense gazes of everyone in the room, then went on, addressing the silk. ‘If I may respond to your concerns over continuity of the exhibit, sir. If you had

  checked through the records, which you are entitled to do, and looked at the packaging, you would have seen the label was signed and dated when I removed it and when I returned it. The defence have

  been aware of this exhibit from the start, which was found outside Mr Cohen’s house on the night he disappeared, and have never asked to examine it.’


  ‘So you regularly turn to the dark arts in your work as a senior police officer, do you, Detective Superintendent Grace?’


  An audible snigger rippled round the courtroom.


  ‘I wouldn’t call it the dark arts,’ Grace said. ‘I would call it an alternative resource. The police have a duty to use everything at their disposal in trying to

  solve crimes.’


  ‘So would it be fair to say you are a man of the occult? A believer in the supernatural?’ the silk asked.


  Grace looked at Judge Driscoll, who was staring at him as if it was he himself who was now on trial in this court. Desperately trying to think of an appropriate response, he shot a glance at the

  jury, then the public gallery, before he faced the silk again. And suddenly it came to him.


  Grace’s voice notched up a gear, more strident, more confident, suddenly. ‘What is the first thing this court required me to do when I entered the witness stand?’ he asked.


  Before the silk could respond, Grace answered for him. ‘To swear on the Holy Bible.’ He paused for it to sink in. ‘God is a supernatural being – the supreme

  supernatural being. In a court that accepts witnesses taking an oath to a supernatural being, it would be strange if I and everyone else in this room did not believe in the supernatural.’


  ‘I have no more questions,’ the silk said, sitting back down.


  The prosecution counsel, also in a wig and silk gown, stood up and addressed Judge Driscoll. ‘Your honour, this is a matter I want to raise in chambers.’


  ‘It’s rather unusual,’ Judge Driscoll responded, ‘but I’m satisfied that it has been dealt with properly. However,’ and now his eyes turned to Grace, ‘I

  would hope cases that come before my court are based on evidence rather than the utterings of Mystic Megs.’


  Almost the whole court erupted into laughter.


  The trial moved on, and another defence witness was called, a bagman for Suresh Hossain called Rubiro Valiente. Roy Grace stayed to listen while this piece of Italian low-life told a pack of

  lies, which were exposed in rapid succession by the prosecution counsel. By the afternoon recess, the court was so agog with the audacity of the lies that Roy Grace began to hope the business of

  the shoe might have been overshadowed.
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