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To the real Dexter and Pandora.


PROLOGUE

She was a criminal. A thief. They all were.

But were they murderers?

As Pandora pressed the steel barrel of the Ruger against the teller’s forehead, the question ran through her mind, and not for the first time. She looked into the eyes of the teller, a forty-year-old man who didn’t seem to care that an attractive robber was one twitch away from decorating the bank’s sterile walls with his blood and brain matter.

“If you want the money, you’re going to have to kill me,” the teller said with a sneer.

And so she did. She squeezed the trigger at the same moment she squeezed shut her eyes, her world turning black, a sticky web of blood washing over her features.

Annie paused. Her hands hovered over the keyboard at which she had been typing frantically for thirty minutes. She looked at the words she had written and then frowned.

“Attractive robber?” she read, shaking her head. “God, I’m so vain.” She hit the backspace button and watched as as the words disappeared. “We’re supposed to be sensible bank robbers,” she told herself. “Not cold-blooded assholes.”

She looked around subconsciously as she muttered those words, aware that if her mother heard her, she’d receive a lecture on how thirteen-year-old girls should never swear, just like her lectures on how she shouldn’t play violent video games, watch R-rated films, or write fan fiction about real-life bank robbers.

But she was only having fun. And what did her mother know? She may have only been thirteen, but Annie knew there was no harm in robbing banks if no one was hurt; there was no harm in taking money from the rich. After all, wasn’t that what Robin Hood did? They were views that she would never voice, because while she didn’t respect her mother’s overprotective standpoint and overcautious approach, she did respect her dad’s, and while he agreed with her about most things, she doubted he would agree with her about the bank robbers that she idolized.

She began typing again, then stopped, a feeling of unease hitting her like a brick. She heard a car door slam outside, heard heavy footfalls approaching the house—the sound of leather soles slapping wet tarmac like distant thunderclaps after a fading storm.

She checked her watch—her dad wasn’t due back for another three hours.

She heard three loud raps on the front door. The noise reverberated throughout the house and sent a chill through her. Guests weren’t unusual; her mother had friends visiting all of the time and her father had an eBay habit that meant they were nearly on first-name terms with every delivery driver in the county. But something about this didn’t feel right.

She could hear her mother approaching the door, could hear it being ripped open. There was a brief exchange, two voices filled with bass followed by her mother’s reply. There was anxiety in her voice, trepidation, and that made Annie feel infinitely more uneasy. Her fingers, still hovering over the keyboard, trembled. She closed them into fists, pulled them to her side, sunk her head to her chest and continued to listen.

The door still hadn’t been closed, the guests not yet invited in. Annie heard her mother shout, demand. This was followed by another bass-filled reply and then her mother unleashed a wail that Annie felt crawling through every fiber of her being.

At that moment she knew. She didn’t know she knew, but she did.

She took once last glance at the half-deleted words on her screen. She had stopped short of deleting the first line, which now stared back at her, seemingly screaming as loud as her mother was.

But were they murderers?

She left her workstation—the computer her father had purchased for her as a Christmas present six months earlier, the desk he made with his own two hands. She left the cozy confines of her bedroom, the pink walls her father had agreed to paint when she was just six years old, the giant teddy bears he used to joke were watching him and plotting against him when he read bedtime stories to her.

Her mother’s cries had faded to whimpers, the noise like a hollow echo inside her mind, filtered through rushing waterfalls of white noise that grew more intense with each step.

She felt sick to her stomach, weak, but she descended the stairs with a sense of urgency, as if each step brought with it an increased need to know, to have her fears confirmed.

At the bottom of the stairs, she turned into the living room and stopped. Two policemen and her mother stared back at her. They looked solemn, pitiful. She looked distraught.

“Annie.” He mother’s voice broke as she spoke. “Sit down, I have some bad news.”

Annie shook her head. “Tell me.”

“Please, sit—”

“Tell me!” she screamed.

The white noise had increased and her mother’s words, when spoken, were even more distant than the approaching footsteps had been, even more distant than the cries of distress, as if her own mind was trying to drown out the inevitable.

“It’s your dad,” her mother said. “There’s been a robbery at the bank. He’s,” she paused, turned away from her daughter, her words becoming increasingly choked as another flood of tears prepared itself. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but your father’s dead.”

The last thing Annie saw before she blacked out, before the rushing waterfalls in her ears reached their peak, before her knees buckled and her eyes rolled into the back of her head, was a large framed photograph of her and her dad sitting on top of the mantlepiece in between the two forlorn police officers.

It had been taken at a local fair just three days earlier. They were beaming at the camera: her holding a stick of cotton candy, him pulling funny faces. It was the last photograph they had taken together, the last photograph they would ever take together.

In the many painful hours that followed, she would see it as the last day of enjoyment life had ever and would ever provide her.

The day that her childhood died.
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A bored beat drummed on a wooden surface with idle fingers; A monotone whistle, an emulation of an unknown pop song heard earlier in the day; A conversation, a distant rumble of baritone interspersed with the occasional laugh; The squeak of a chair on resisting laminate; staccato throat-clearing outbursts.

Dexter Bleak reacted to every noise inside the bar, his eyes flitting, his stomach churning. At the back of the room, through the haze of cigar smoke that pressed against the yellowed ceiling like layered cream, he caught the wandering gaze of a curious cowboy. His eyes, set in deep circles below pencil-thin eyebrows, stared at him from beneath the brim of a leather Stetson. He flicked his head slightly, a nod of recognition. Dexter returned the gesture and looked away.

A cowboy in northern England. He was either a long way from home or a short distance from the funny farm.

An abrupt thud and a barrage of expletives drew his wandering eyes. A youngster, no more than sixteen, was giving an antiquated one-armed bandit a piece of his delinquent mind and a feel of his tattered trainers. The youngster had been in the pub as long as Dexter; he’d watched him knock back a couple of pints and grow rapidly drunk under the peripheral, disapproving stares of the others—most of whom were old enough to be his grandfather.

The bartender, cleaning a dusty glass with an even dustier rag, shouted to the youngster: something abrupt, brash, calling him by a nickname suited more to a dog. The boy sneered at him, grimaced, turned away and returned to his seat where he mumbled into his third pint.

Dexter caught the stare of the bartender, looked away before he felt any need to exchange pleasantries. He looked at his hands, spread out on the table in front of him like he was preparing to peer into a crystal ball. A line of callouses pricked the flesh at the base of his fingers. Roughened, dry skin fleshed its way across his palms. A small cut, brown with a streak of dried blood, sketched a line across the back of his right hand.

He looked questionably at his beer. Moved his tired hands around the cold glass.

Another noise. A banging, some footsteps.

He turned sharply, pulling his hand from the moist glass as if it seared his flesh.

A door at the back of the room opened. A woman stepped through, into the smoke. All eyes fell upon her. The old men stared with inconspicuous admiration, the youngster glared with blatant lust. She was beautiful—radiant didn’t even cut it. She stood out against the smoky atmosphere like a watery mirage. Bright green eyes; a diamond stud on her upper lip that caught a glisten from the dim fluorescents; a pair of equally reflective earrings that hung to her jaw; a dimpled smile that suggested she knew she was being watched.

Her hips rocked when she walked toward Dexter, her golden hair swaying pendulously. She was clad from head to toe in leather. Leather boots, buckled and belted just below the knee; tight leather pants that described the tones in her thighs and the tightness in her backside; a leather jacket, emblazoned with studs, stitches, and chains, buttoned with a single clasp, enough to allow her breasts to poke through her t-shirt underneath. Above the assortment of metal studs, just above her right breast, she wore a small bronze brooch in the shape of a butterfly. It was out of place on her chest, but few would ever notice it among the mass of metal. And no man would choose to stare at the brooch instead of her breast.

She caught the lustful gaze of the youngster and winked at him, an image he would utilize on countless lonely nights. She sat down opposite Dexter, grinned drolly—her face was constantly alight with something cheeky, something sly, something that suggested she could manipulate you in a second if she wanted to.

“You took your time,” Dexter said blandly.

She shrugged passively, extended a hand, and began to toy with the edges of a moistened beer mat, bending and contorting the wrinkled corners.

Dexter sighed and looked around. He caught a few gazes, eyes that saw him with the beautiful blonde and wondered what she saw in him. Some of them had given him the same looks when he’d entered, but most hadn’t paid attention until the leather-clad bombshell strolled through their midst.

Dexter was average looking at best. A hair over six-foot; his frame on the stocky side of athletic, constructed through manual labor, lazy workouts, and a poor diet. His rounded face and squared chin gave him the appeal of an action-movie star, but his short neck, pallid skin, and beady eyes dropped him some way short of handsome.

“This place is giving me the creeps.” He met the eyes of the youngster who, with the blonde in his sights and intimidation on his mind, tried to stare him down. Dexter turned away, backed down; now wasn’t the time to be facing off against a drunken kid.

She didn’t reply, her mind was elsewhere.

“Pandora.”

She looked up, her blank expression shifting back to a good-humored smile. She mumbled an inquisitive reply, “Yeah?”

“What’s on your mind?”

She lowered her eyebrows into an arch, “What do you think’s on my mind?”

He nodded slowly, held her stare for a moment, and then turned away. The bartender was channel hopping, grunting disconsolately as a barrage of music, news, and talkshows popped onto the elevated television set.

At the back of the room, the door leading to the toilets opened and closed, buffeting a thick wave of hanging smoke as an elderly man waded through.

Pandora brightened, clucked a dismissive sound, and followed Dexter’s gaze. “Problems?” she wondered.

He shook his head, watched the wading man slump into his seat with a groan. “Nothing more than usual.”

“And what’s the usual?”

He turned to her, grinned. He watched a wry smile grip the corners of her lips, tweaking a small wrinkle that cut across her cheek. “The usual is they’re all looking at us thinking: ‘What the fuck is she doing with him?’”

“Ah,” she nodded. “And do you think they’ve figured out why?”

“Even I haven’t figured out why.”

“Maybe it’s because you have a big cock.”

“Do I?”

She shook her head, smiled even wider. “But they don’t know that.”

“Ah, right. Gotcha.” He grinned and gave a gentle, self-deprecating shake of his head. Lowered his eyes to his hands.

“Cheer up,” Pandora insisted. “No one here knows anything.”

Dexter agreed with a nod.

He didn’t look away, didn’t see the channel-hopping bartender find an agreeable station; didn’t see his wizened face burst into life when he saw the images of Pandora and Dexter, his two suspicious and out of place patrons, appear on the grainy screen; didn’t see him attract the attention of a couple of the regulars; didn’t note the awe-filled expressions or the curious way the man in the Stetson looked at them and licked his lips.

When Dexter finally lifted his eyes, met with the waiting gaze of his beautiful girlfriend, and then turned, still smiling, to the smoky room, he discovered that everyone was looking at him. The smile sunk from his face, the breath caught in his throat.

“Shit,” he hissed.

The bartender shared his stare between them and the television. He turned up the volume until the tinny tones of the newscaster overlapped the sound of thickening tension.

The youngster climbed to his feet, pulled up his pants, adjusted his belt, and thrust his tongue against the side of his cheek. On the next table, near the exit, a burly man with a bulging belly and a balding head rocked to his feet, knocking his chair over in the process.

Dexter and Pandora watched as their onscreen portraits faded and were replaced by a video of the exterior of a bank, its bulky facade looming over the gawking onlookers.

“. . . today, just as the employees were breaking for lunch.” They heard the reporter say in a serious tone, her words thumping out of the small and anachronistic television like the beat from a plastic drum. “This sinister pair were interrupted by Mr. Earl Rodgers, a thirty-five-year-old father of one, who had worked at the bank for over ten years. Early reports suggest that the guard tried to subdue them before launching himself at the female in an attempt to pry the weapon from her hands. At this point, her partner fired twice, hitting Mr. Rodgers in the chest and face, killing him instantly.”

Dexter’s face sunk as he stared at the images of Earl Rodgers: a family portrait. He was smiling, hugging his daughter as his wife watched on.

They showed the inside of the bank, photographic stills taken years or months earlier. It was different in the photos, cleaner. The walls were painted a different color, a lighter shade, less intense—fewer splatters of blood. The floor was carpeted, fitted with thick plastic borders that traced a spiraled path to the tellers; the one he’d known was fully tiled, adorned with the petrified faces of a dozen customers and the bloodied face of a dead family man.

“. . . is the seventh robbery in their cross-country crime spree,” the reporter continued as the camera returned to her. She paused and lowered her eyebrows for effect, “. . .but their first murder.

Dexter and Pandora had worn ski masks for their first two robberies. The first was at a post office—a few thousand notes, a hurried escape, and a story that barely even made it into the local newspapers. The second was in a bank. They had escaped long before the sound of police sirens filled the air and before panic filtered out into the street. They had ducked into a crowd of tourists, removed their masks, and walked away with two backpacks full of money.

But one of those tourists had been snapping pictures of his family on the street and he caught the moment the pair removed their disguises.

In the back of one image, Pandora could be seen removing her ski mask, her white hair falling over her face, a big smile on her face. In another, the pair were embracing.

Those were the pictures that made them overnight sensations. The ones that earned them their nicknames.

“Known as the ‘Bleak and Bright Bandits’ to their followers,” the reporter continued, “this modern-day Bonnie and Clyde now have blood on their hands and an even bigger target on their heads.”

Dexter turned to Pandora. She removed her eyes from the screen, gave him a gentle nod.

This wasn’t the first time they had been in such a predicament. After their third robbery, a holdup at another post office, they had been recognized in the backstreets by a group of loitering youths. They’d surrounded them, and just when Dexter was preparing himself for a disadvantaged fight, they shook his hand and congratulated him. One of them even asked for an autograph.

Dexter and Pandora stood now, trying to avoid the gaze of everyone in the room.

Dexter doubted the hard-faced patrons in the pub would treat him the same way as the kids at the post office, and as the woman continued her monotonously toned report, those doubts were affirmed:

“Police have substantially increased the award for their capture. Anyone with any information . . .”

He put his hands on Pandora’s back, gave her a firm shove, gesturing for her to quicken her retreating steps. She stumbled forward, heeded his plea, and bolted for the door. He turned, gave one last fleeting look around the bar, and then followed her, stopping when the burly man with the bald head appeared in front of the exit.

Pandora bounced into him, used her hands to stop herself from running into his bulbous belly, and then pushed herself off him when she did so.

Dexter stopped rigid behind her, turned to face the room whose occupants were closing in on him like starving men swamping the last morsel at a buffet.

“Substantial reward,” Stetson said with a grin beneath the prominent brim. “How much do you think that’ll be?” he asked to no one in particular.

The young drunk answered him with a sniggering grin, “Tens o’thousands, I reckon. Mebbies more.” He leered at Pandora, who was trying to bridge a gap between the fat blockade and the encroaching wave of body odor and lust. “‘Though I think there’s sumate a lot more interesting ‘ere.”

Pandora grimaced at him, immediately regretting her flirtatious smile moments earlier.

The bartender stepped forward, brushing the youngster aside. He stopped a few feet in front of the couple. The pulsing throng stopped behind him, waiting like a pack of dogs for the order to kill.

“Seems like you two ‘av been busy,” he said with a sadistic grin that peeled apart his face like a terminal slice from a razor-sharp saber.

Dexter nodded slowly.

“They say you’s ‘av stole tens o’thousands,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest, his smile switching to hunger.

Dexter nodded again.

The bartender glared at him for a moment, then at Pandora, then beyond them both. He looked past the bulging frame of the man blocking the door, towards the parking lot. “That your vehicle out there?” he asked with a flick of his head, knowing full well it was.

“I know what you’re thinking—” Dexter began.

The bartender raised his eyebrows, gave a wry smile. “Do you now?”

“The money isn’t in there.”

“Really?” he asked, unconvinced. “I suppose you’s ‘av spent it all ‘av ya? Handbags and dresses for your little tart, maybe?”

“Hey, fuck you,” Pandora spat, receiving a giggle from the back of the pack and an amused stare from the rest.

“Feisty little bitch you got there. How’s about you cut the shit, give us the money, and I won’t let Rex ‘ere ‘av his dirty way with ‘er.” He pointed to the lustful teenager who was practically dripping with anticipation. “And the others, of course,” he said with an appreciative glance toward Pandora. “None of us would want to pass up such an opportunity.”

Pandora growled. Dexter sneered.

The bartender lowered his arms and his eyebrows, gave Dexter a quizzical nod of his head. “What do you say? Give us what you’ve got and we’ll leave you alone, let you fuck off back to your thieving ways.”

Dexter nodded softly, reluctantly. “It’s in the car,” he said with a lowered head.

The bartender grinned. The teenager deflated, grumbled under his breath.

“Keys,” he ordered, holding out his hand.

Dexter removed the set from his pocket, tossed them toward the bartender who clasped them in his palm. The bartender grinned, celebratory, and then passed the keys to the mopey, horny kid by his side.

“Check the car, grab what you can. Be quick.”

He trudged off as the others watched. He had the space to walk freely past Pandora, but he squeezed tightly past her nonetheless, brushing up against her. She scowled and stepped backward, reeling under the scent of alcohol and halitosis. Then she launched herself at his throat.

She clasped her arm around his neck, twisted and pulled until he was off his feet and up against her body, his chin dangling from her wrist. He kicked the floor, tried to right himself, to stand and defend himself, but she threw a heavy toecap into the back of his knees, bringing him back down again.

Dexter threw himself at the big man behind her. He launched every inch of his size, muscle, and strength at him, hoping the elements of surprise and size would benefit him. And they did. The big man absorbed the blow poorly; he rocked sideways, toppled into a nearby table. Dexter bounced off him just as he collapsed with a thud against the wooden top, flipping glasses into the air before slamming against the floor.

He moved for the door, which opened outwards into the parking lot. He held it open behind Pandora.

The crowd stood hesitantly, wide-eyed and uncommitted. They watched as Pandora bent the teenager over—facing the floor, his backside pressed against her groin—before sending him into them like a human battering ram. He toppled, skidding to his knees before the bartender, who stumbled over him as he tried to give chase.

Pandora turned and ran, straight out into the parking lot, straight for the car.

Dexter continued to hold the door open as he listened to Pandora rattling the keys behind him. The mob was rushing behind the toppled bartender, initially unsure how to react, then dead-set on giving chase. They clambered over the beaten teenager, over the messy floor, toward the door.

Pandora struggled with the keys, struggled to find the right one and to fit it in the lock. She flashed a worried glance toward the door, saw the mass of movement shifting toward her partner, felt her heart growing agitated in her chest.

Dexter waited until the first man, the man in the Stetson, rushed for the threshold, then he slammed the door shut with all his might. The glass panel that covered the upper-half of the door swung toward Stetson. The door met with the brim of his hat, flattening it against his face, before the glass cracked against his forehead and shattered his nose. A hail of shards exploded over his face, raining shrapnel down on him.

He screamed, wailed, and threw himself backward into the advancing army. He tripped up a couple of them, sent one of them sprawling into the bottom of the door just as another slice of glass dislodged itself, fell, and stuck between his shoulder blades with jarring precision.

They toppled over each other in an assortment of screams and curses. Dexter turned to Pandora, her face a picture of panic, her hands trembling. She had the key in the lock and was reaching for the handle when Dexter felt a heavy arm wrap around his throat.

He heard glass crunch behind him and felt himself being dragged backward, off his feet and into the clutches of his attacker.

“Don’t you fucking move.” He heard the voice of the bartender and felt his hot breath as he leaned in close, the top of his nose touching Dexter’s cheek. “Your days are numbered, mate.” His words were breathless and angry. Dexter could feel spittle and hot breath on his cheek as the bartender’s arm tightened around his throat.

Dexter tried to clasp his hands around the thick, hairy wrist, but the bartender was too strong. He could hear commotion, angry voices, and crunching glass, as the patrons began pulling themselves to their feet.

“Well, that was fun,” the bartender said, panting heavily.

“Don’t do this,” Dexter pleaded as the arm around his neck tightened.

“But we’re having so much fun.” The bartender laughed, his hot breath practically sticking to Dexter’s cheek. “I suggest you tell your pretty little girlfriend to hand over whatever money and weapons you have in that car,” he continued. “Before we change our minds and start thinking about that reward instead.”

Now it was Dexter’s turn to laugh, the noise choking and spluttering in his throat. He lowered his hands, stopped trying to pry the thick arm from his neck. “Why don’t you tell her yourself,” he said.

The bartender loosened his grip slightly and turned his attention to Pandora. She had unlocked the car, grabbed a gun from the glove box, and was now emerging with that gun thrust menacingly before her.

She pointed the weapon at the bartender, a gleam in her eye as she stared down the sights.

The bartender immediately softened. Dexter heard a whimper escape from his lips as he released him and pushed him forward.

“I don’t want any trouble,” the bartender said immediately, thrusting his arms into the air.

Dexter laughed again, this time in disbelief. He gave a gentle shake of his head. “Fucking asshole.”

The bartender didn’t respond, his sights set firmly on the weapon.

“Go back inside,” Pandora warned. “To the restroom. All of you!” She waved the gun, gesturing to the beaten patrons who had risen to the sight of the weapon. “Wait in there until we’re gone. No one follows us; no one tries to be a fucking hero. You can call the police if you like, I don’t care, but if any of you try to follow us . . .” She trailed off. She didn’t need to finish; the gun did that for her.

The bartender backed up into the bar with the troop of stumbling wounded behind him. Dexter waited by the driver’s seat, waited until all of them, including the blood-drenched Stetson, were assumedly tucked away in the back of the bar. He then slipped behind the wheel, waited for Pandora to follow, and peeled out of the lot.
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The rain-splattered afternoon was turning gray. It was summer, the sun was still out, yet the world was thick with misery, and an early night seemed to be descending.

Max Cawley sneered at the bleak horizon. The thick build-up of cloud was so dense, it looked like the town had been wrapped in an opaque bubble. A few hours ago, when he surfaced from his sofa—where he’d slept face-down, drooling onto the cushions—the skies were lit with the promise of sunshine, an orange flare that threatened to break through the misery. After an hour, that flare extinguished, the sun gave up.

He coughed into his hand, felt a wad of spittle soak his palm. He wiped his palm on the back of his pants, took a cigarette packet from his back pocket, and stuck one of the sticks between his dried lips.

“Those things’ll kill you.” An obligatory warning, spluttered from the mouth of any and every pompous prick who likes to stick his nose in someone else’s business. If he wanted to slowly kill himself for the benefit of a mouthful of smoke and a quick buzz, that was his fucking problem.

Max merely grinned in reply. His partner and friend, a skinny depressive woman who had never brought a cigarette to her lips but had, over the course of her thirty-eight years, drank enough alcohol to drown a rock band, struggled to return the gesture.

Abigail Simpson had been Max’s partner on the job for five years, and, although she could be a pompous prick, her comments on smoking had always been in jest, offered as a standing joke.

“I don’t get it,” Max said softly, watching as Abigail sunk in on herself, her head in her chest, her hands tucked deep into the long pockets of her rain-soaked trench coat. “Why?”

Abigail shrugged, her coat momentarily burying her neck. “I’ve had enough. I can’t do this anymore.”

Max was disappointed and annoyed. He looked around, beyond his partner’s shoulders. The police cars still littered the street outside the bank, a throng of spectators gathered behind a police cordon, bracing the cold and wet day for a chance to appear on the news or see the blood spilled by the celebrity criminals. Cameramen and dole-faced reporters were packing their equipment into a series of vans that had arrived almost as quickly as the police had, baying for their pound of flesh and their headline story.

Max took a long pull from his cigarette, tossed the burning stick to the ground where it sizzled on the wet tarmac. “Five years as a detective, fifteen in the force, you can’t—”

“I’ve made up my mind,” Abigail said, lifting her head, her soppy eyes staring into those of her partner. Her friend. “It’s not right. I can’t do it anymore.”

Max wasn’t happy but he wasn’t completely surprised. Abigail had problems, always had. Things started off well for her, but after her promotion to detective, after the murders, the rapes, and the dregs of society, she’d taken a fall. She had had problems with depression and alcoholism as a youth, and that all came rushing back.

“I thought I’d tell you first,” she said respectfully. “I’m handing in my resignation this evening.”

“You just decided this now? Give it time, think it over. What happened in there, with the security guard—”

“That’s not it,” Abigail said, perking up somewhat. “I mean, yeah, that’s part of it. Rodgers was just a poor fucker who wanted to play hero for his kid, he wanted his moment in the sun before he resigned his pointless existence to the big, bland fucking abyss; he didn’t deserve to die, but no, it’s not just about him. It’s about all the others who didn’t deserve it: the young girls raped and beaten; the kids killed by feckless parents who can’t think beyond their next hit; the bar brawls, the one-too-many drinkers who ruin their own lives and end others’ because of a few drinks and a careless remark. It’s about the sickness we have to put up with, the violence, the hatred . . .” she trailed off, exasperated.

Max merely shrugged, waiting for his partner to continue. Abigail finished, retreated in on herself again. She stuffed her hands in her pockets again, dropping her chin to her chest. “I can’t do it anymore.”

“So, what?” Max asked. “You gonna go work in KFC? Flashing fake smiles to customers who think they own you because they can afford to buy a bucket of fucking chicken?”

Abi shrugged. “Anything’s better than this.”

“You’re a quitter.”

“Maybe.”

Max was annoyed, almost fuming, but he could see he wasn’t going to get the heated response he wanted. “Fuck off then,” he said, letting his frustrations out. “Fuck off back to your booze and your boring life. The force doesn’t need you anymore. You’ve lost your fucking balls.”

Abi lifted her head, stared into his partner’s eyes. She opened her mouth, seemingly to offer a rebuttal, but she decided against it. Instead, she gave a gentle shake of her head, turned, and walked away from him.

Max watched his former partner clamber forlornly into her car, watched her stare at herself briefly in the rearview mirror, watched her start the car and leave the crime scene. Only then did Max regret his words. He cursed to himself angrily, kicked an annoyed foot into the floor and reached into his pocket for another cigarette; the sooner the toxic sticks killed him the better.

“Detective. A word, please?”

Max sighed.

The pompous college boy with the stick up his arse. His bland demeanor had somehow won him much acclaim in the area, and he was the go-to guy for anything morbid or worthy of a primetime feature. Max hated him, had hated him since his very first job three years ago when he hounded him over the murder of a local addict, insisting Max wasn’t doing his job and that the public had a right to know things that they had no right to know.

“I’ve told you all I know,” Max said sternly as he approached, his microphone held by his side, his cameraman trailing lazily behind.

“And you’ve been very helpful. Thanks again,” he smiled, fake, the stiffened wrinkles at the corners of his lips typically only creased to commit to his whiny and self-important speech. Max had never seen him crack a real smile—an apt idiom considering how his face broke under the strain.

Max sighed, “What do you want?”

He paused, raised his eyebrows, and then lowered his head. Scratched his chin with the tip of an outstretched finger. His attempt at casual friendliness hadn’t worked.

“I want to do a feature on the Bleak and Bright bandits, an hour long—”

“No,” Max cut in abruptly.

“You didn’t let me finish.”

“Let me guess,” Max said with a cursory glance at the cameraman who wasn’t filming and looked keen to pack up and leave. “You want to impress the producers, the bigwigs who, until now, see you as the annoying little prick who occasionally reports on the big stories and constantly tries to kiss their asses in exchange for a shot at the big time.”

“How dare—”

“I haven’t finished yet,” Max said, noting the pleased grin from the cameraman who was suddenly interested. “So you want to run a show on the bandits and rope in the head detective to give a few interviews, to twist and pressure me into telling you something I shouldn’t be telling you. Everyone tunes in, you impress the producers, and sail your way to national-news-anchor-cunt with your mouth dry and your dignity intact.”

His mouth hung open, his eyes bulged. He snapped his jaws together, screeched a displeased harrumph and stormed off, barging past the cameraman who stood motionless, grinning widely at Detective Max Cawley.

“Wow,” the cameraman said with a slow and impressed nod. “You’re my fucking hero.”

* * *

Max stopped the car outside his house. Grunted. Cursed under his breath.

His ex-wife, Sandra, was there again, trying to take advantage of the fact that he wasn’t home, seizing the opportunity to rob him blind.

Her car was parked in the driveway to the three-bedroomed segment of suburbia. The trunk and the doors were open, as was his front door.

He scuppered down the driveway, preparing himself for another argument. His ex-wife breached the threshold of the front door before he reached it, a brimming box cradled in her arms. Her sleeves were rolled up the elbow, exposing the wispy hairs on her skeletal arms; a line of goose-pimples rose as she braced the cold.

“Oh, you’re back.”

“What the fuck is that?” he asked, edging closer to peek into the box.

She backed away, back into the house. She looked over her shoulder, toward the living room. “Johnny, he’s back.”

“Ah, for fuck’s sake.” Max grumbled. “You brought your brother? Why?”

“Why do you think?”

“Because you can’t do anything on your own? Because you can’t make your way in this world without dragging other people into your misery?”

Jonathan Meadows appeared behind his sister and placed a thick hand reassuringly on her shoulder. He was a stocky brick shit-house of a man who had barely lifted a dumbbell in his life but had been gifted with the genetics of a mutant bodybuilder.

“Hello, Max,” he said with a nod of his thick head. “How’s things?”

Max stared at Johnny for a moment, beheld his stocky frame, his flattened look of jar-headed idiocy. He was thirty-five and still lived with his parents. He worked with computers, that was all Max knew, although the image of the big man sitting behind a desk hunched over a keyboard was hard to grasp. He was a fairly intelligent, competent man—albeit a bit of a loner—but from looking at him, at his thick-set jaw and the blank look of idiocy that was set permanently onto his simple face, you wouldn’t think he possessed the mental capabilities to tie his own shoelaces.

“What’re you stealing from me now?” Max wondered. “What’s in the box?”

“My things,” Sandra said with a jerk backward, inching away from her former husband.

He hadn’t beaten her, had never laid a rough hand on her, yet she had been playing the victim since their breakup. It was a show; for her brother, for her father, for everyone. She couldn’t tell them what an abusive bastard he was when he wasn’t, but she could play the pitied victim in front of him and let them form their own conclusions.

“Your things? You don’t have any fucking things left,” he spat. “Nor do I, for that matter. You took everything. You took my television—”

“—our television.”

“—You took my computer—”

“Our computer—”

“You even took my fucking bed!”

“It was our bed.”

“What, so everything that was ours is now yours?”

She didn’t answer; she just gave him a blank stare, which she eventually shrugged off. With her brother behind her, she moved past Max, dumped the box in the trunk of the car, and then stood by the open door, looking toward the house, toward him.

“I’ll be back for the rest,” she said.

“The rest?” he looked dramatically at the house. “You mean you left something?”

“Goodbye, Max,” she said, lowering herself into the driver’s seat.

“Fuck off.”

Jonathan paused before slipping into the passenger seat; he gave Max a disapproving frown, surely thinking about commenting, but then dipped inside the car. Max watched her drive away before walking inside his empty house and slamming the door angrily behind him.

He had met Sandra when he was twenty-five and she was nineteen. He was a young recruit, happy with his job and happy with his life. She was fresh out of university and fell for the rugged copper with the optimistic outlook and the bright sense of humor.
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