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         Time’s vibration falters
 
         Caught mid-breath
 
         Between the parchment past
 
         And wide-eyed tomorrow
 
         Silence dangles
 
         Fecund, ripe as plums
 
         So pluck the best
 
         And leave the rest for fallow
 
         Until with leaden head
 
         And lidded brows
 
         Engulfed and mellow
 
         You find the time
 
         To be
 
         Embalmed by the warm
 
         But watch out for that needle, Son
 
         This is the eye of the storm
 
         This is the eye of the storm
 
         
             

         
 
         Complacency seduces
 
         Enfeebles from within
 
         Enervates the core
 
         To draw the marrow from all desires
 
         Voiceless ashes turn
 
         Where once burned bonfires
 
         As unquestioning as a faithless friend
 
         Whose answers like smoke rings
 
         On falsehoods are borne
 
         So watch out for that needle, Son
 
         You’re in the eye of the storm
 
         This is the eye of the storm
 
         
              

         
 
         Tim Roper (1944–1969)
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue
 
            California 1969

         
 
         The tiny figure jerked across the stage like a clockwork matchstick man, dwarfed by the paraphernalia of the rock concert that surrounded him. Banks of dry ice gas piled upon each other, violet and pink, and the flickering strobe lights made the set look like a vision of hell from an early movie.
 
         “It’s been a good day in the war,” he yelled into the microphone, and the capacity crowd standing before him screamed their approval and swayed from side to side, arms aloft, holding burning cigarette lighters and candles, girlfriends on their shoulders, bandannas around heads, long hair swirling to the beat.
         
 
         The singer was stripped to the waist, his whiteness heightened by greasepaint and sweat that sent the spotlight beams glancing off into the night sky. All he could see was an ocean of faces, each one illuminated with religious fervour, adoration even, as the group hammered out the bass line. This was what they wanted to hear. This was power – the power of music. Hey man! This was love!
         
 
         
            
               It’s been a good day in the war, 
               
 
               And ain’t that just the TRUTH! 
               

            

         
 
         He howled the last syllable and the sound system amplified his voice a thousand times.
 
         
            
               Pratt and Whitney are up ten, 
               
 
               And Boeing are through the ROOF!
               

            

         
 
         The guitarists that flanked him, Carlo on rhythm, Oscar on bass, glanced across at each other and grinned, but there was a hint of fear in their smiles. This time he had the audience, he really had them, and if he didn’t bring them down there could be trouble. Two youths had been stabbed to death after an earlier concert, and it was written into the contract that they would end the show with a slow number to lower the tension, cool the emotions, before five thousand disciples of anarchy were loosed out into the night, on to the streets of downtown San Diego. Behind them, Zeke on the drums and Eddie on keyboards had no such inhibitions. Eddie was the oldest member and the musician of the group. Brought up among jazz bands, he’d seen the writing on the wall and made the transition to rock. He gave the group, who called themselves The LHO, respectability, injecting long solos and complicated twiddly bits into the ceaseless beat and mundane tunes.
         
 
         Zeke was on the most fantastic trip of his life. Earlier in the day his wife had gone into labour and at that very moment was giving birth to their firstborn in St. Catherine’s Sisters of Mercy hospital. He laid stick against skin with a verve that threatened to burst his drums asunder. His musical theory was simple: If you hadn’t hit it for a while, do it now, and do it hard. Eddie glanced across at him and winked. “This is the life; this is what it’s all about,” was the message that flashed between them. Zeke grinned back and hammered the cowbell.
         
 
         
            
               Body bags are doing well, 
               
 
               And so is Uncle SAM. 
               
 
               He can pay his debts now, 
               
 
               Thanks to ol’ VietNAM. 
               

            

         
 
         Tim Roper, the lead singer and creator of The LHO, windmilled his right arm, bringing his musicians back into time with each other and winding down the tempo. Zeke slowed the beat and Eddie went into the band’s standard finish, ending with a drum roll, a few wailing chords and a final crash of everything that made a noise.
         
 
         The audience, almost all living under the threat of draft into the army, went wild.
 
         City ordinances demanded that the concert end at eleven p.m., and it was nearly five to. A roady in the wings tapped his watch and held up five fingers. Tim nodded an acknowledgement. Breach of the rule would mean failure to obtain licences for further concerts.
         
 
         “Let’s do the breakfast song,” Tim shouted at Eddie, intoxicated to a height that drugs alone could never reach. He was reckless, wanting to live dangerously. Fuck the city ordinances, he was thinking, and if a couple of dope-heads were stabbed it wouldn’t hurt record sales. They’d given one encore, but the crowd was shouting for more; waving arms and stamping feet until they gradually fell into time with each other.
         
 
         “We can’t, man,” Oscar yelled back. “We finish on ‘Storm’. We agreed.”
 
         Eddie heard the exchange but didn’t argue. He just played the riff from ‘Eye of the Storm’ without waiting for a cue and the foot stomping changed to a cheer of approval. Tim had been overruled. He didn’t like it but there wasn’t much he could do. Carlo picked up the melody and Zeke fell into the rhythm as easily as falling into a warm bed. In ten minutes he’d be out of here, on his way to St. Catherine’s. Eddie pulled a face at the girl in the front row with devotion in her eyes and what could have been a small family of illegal immigrants inside her T-shirt. If the roadies did their job well he could be having sex with her before the night was much older. Tim yanked his guitar back into position with a scowl and spread his fingers into the appropriate chord.
         
 
         “This is the eye of the storm,” Tim sang. It was his most popular song, their only small hit, and a slow number in contrast to the thrashed metal that they were moderately famous for. “Watch out for that needle, Son, ’cos this is the eye of the storm.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Blue Coyote sound studio where the band hung out was in Sherman Oaks, a district of Los Angeles adjacent to Hollywood and all the film studios. It was in a basement below a converted garage and run by Eddie’s younger brother, Pete. Pete was one of the finest saxophonists on the West Coast, and heading for a great future, until he discovered the hard way that Harley-Davidsons with bald tyres didn’t go round corners too well and didn’t go through brick walls at all. He came out of hospital in a wheelchair, with a permanent tremor in his left hand that meant his playing days were a memory. Eddie organised a series of gigs, added his life savings and set Pete up in Blue Coyote.
         
 
         Three days after the San Diego concert the members of The LHO congregated at the studio. It was the first time they’d met since the post-concert party, and there was much to talk about. Outside, the streets flinched in the glare of the morning sun, but down in the cellar all was cool and dim. Carlo was drinking coffee, Oscar and Tim sipped the vodka laced with jalapeño chillies that had become the band’s favoured tipple. Guitars leaned against music stands, amplifiers lined the walls, blinking in time to the sound of Tim’s voice coming from the slowly-turning reel-to-reel recorder that had captured the last performance of ‘Eye of the Storm.’
         
 
         “You sound good,” Pete told Tim. “Real good. Lots o’ soul in it.” He was insincere. He regarded the band as talentless amateurs and he couldn’t stand Tim, but if it kept him in joints who cared about a few white lies and a little hypocrisy? Pete had a reputation for his prodigious consumption of marijuana, but he took it for the pain, not the highs. Pete knew a lot about pain, in all its forms. He spun his wheelchair in the area of clear floor next to his control desk and adjusted the bass balance.
         
 
         Eddie was next to arrive. He poked his head tentatively round the door until the others yelled at him. “Hey, man,” he said, “the friggin’ red light’s on. Been waiting outside nearly two hours.”
 
         “Two minutes, more like,” Carlo responded.
 
         “Whadya know!” Tim exclaimed. “That was me.” He’d been playing about with various switches and had activated the Recording in Progress sign on the door. He found the switch and restored it to its proper position. He was wearing a skin-tight T-shirt with velvet flares and his hair was tied back in a ponytail. “So,” he went on, “tell us all about Miss San Diego 1969.”
         
 
         Eddie removed his dark glasses and shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe me, Old Son. You just wouldn’t believe me.”
 
         They almost always held some sort of party after a concert. Nothing very grand or organised: drinks and draw in the hotel, fried chicken or Mexican food, and some music. While the band were playing the roadies handed out invitations to the likeliest- and sexiest-looking girls in the first few rows, carefully avoiding the weirdos who followed every group. This time they’d done well, and Eddie had quickly found himself chatting to the girl he’d made eyes at during the performance. He gave a brief smile, aware of Pete, sitting in the corner, in the shadows, in a wheelchair. “She was… OK, a nice kid,” was all he added, downbeat.
         
 
         The door opened again and the grinning head of Zeke appeared. He looked around then bounced into the room, carrying a bundle in his arms.
 
         “Hey! Zeko!” they called. “Whadya got there?” He was followed into the studio by his wife, fragile looking in an ethnic jacket and tie-dyed wrap. “Carol-Anne!” they greeted. “Come in; sit down; make a space for her.”
         
 
         They took turns to embrace Carol-Anne and shake hands with Zeke. He unfastened the baby’s shawl and formally introduced him to each band member. “Theo,” he’d say, “I’d like you to meet Tim. Tim’s lead singer with The LHO and the best goddamn singer-songwriter in Sherman Oaks.”
 
         “Theo, eh,” someone remarked. “After Theodore Roosevelt, I suppose?”
 
         “No,” Carol-Anne replied. “After Theodore van Gogh. He looked after his brother, and we hope this little feller will grow up the same.”
         
 
         “Which reminds me,” Zeke interrupted, turning to Pete. “This little feller, this little chickadee, is going to need a godfather. We, er, we were talking on the way over, like, and, er, well, Pete, we’d be mighty pleased if you’d agree to take on that responsibility.”
         
 
         Pete sat silently for a few seconds, looking confused, then said: “Sure,” and reached out for the baby. Carol Anne walked across to him and put her arms around his neck as he nursed young Theo.
 
         Tim sprang into life like a jack-in-the-box whose time has arrived. “Hey!” he exclaimed. “I’ve written a song.”
 
         “A song?” they echoed with mock enthusiasm. “Wow, Tim’s written a song.” Jeez, here we go again, thought Pete.
 
         “Yeh. When you rang me, Zeke, to tell me about young Theo, I just thought, you know, like wow! I flipped, man, I just flipped. A new life, procreation an’ all that. What you’ve done is, like, well, it’s incredible.”
 
         “No it’s not,” Eddie interrupted, “it’s natural. The difficult bit is not to have kids,” and the others laughed.
         
 
         Tim blushed. He was the driving force behind the group, but was the smallest and youngest of them. “Well, man, I just thought I’d make our newest member a little present. It’s nothing, really, just a little nonsense thing, y’know. I have it here, somewhere.” He retrieved his leather jacket from the back of a chair and delved into the inside pocket. “I, er, ran off a few copies. It’s hardly finished, might need a few touches.”
 
         “We gonna lay this down?” Pete asked, handing Theo back to his mother and switching on the eight-track deck.
 
         “Why not.” In a few seconds the room was filled with the noises of guitars being checked for tuning. Tim ran his thumbnail across the strings of his Fender, made a slight adjustment and looked at Pete, who was blessed with perfect pitch. Pete nodded. Zeke manoeuvred himself behind the drum kit and rattled off a few trial rolls.
 
         “We won’t need the cowbell for this, Zeke,” Tim told him with a smile.
         
 
         “I like the cowbell,” he protested.
 
         “It’s just tum ta-ta tum ta-ta tum,” Tim said, tapping out with an imaginary stick, and Zeke responded with the real thing.
         
 
         “Nothing intricate, just C and F, going to G and G-seven,” he told the rest of them. They clipped the sheets on to music stands and shuffled into their seats. Only Eddie, the keyboard man, didn’t take up his instrument. He lifted Theo from Carol-Anne’s arms and walked round the studio with him, pointing to pieces of apparatus, saying: “And that’s a Radio Shack 500 watt amp; and that’s a Yamaha state-of-the art keyboard; and that’s…”
         
 
         “One two, buckle my shoe, Uncle Joe is stuck in the glue,” Tim sang quite slowly, strumming the appropriate chord just once at each change. “Two three, he’ll never get free, as long as he sits there in that tree.”
         
 
         The others joined in as they picked up the melody, nodding their heads and foot-tapping to inject some rhythm.
         
 
         “Hey man, this is cool!” Oscar shouted.
 
         “I like it,” Carlo agreed.
 
         “Call the fireman, call the vet, call the doctor but don’t call me.”
         
 
         Carlo suggested a couple of key alterations to add some variety and they ran through it again at the proper speed. Third time they put it to tape. Pete wrote the details on the label, then asked for another run-through, saying that he’d like Oscar’s bass guitar bringing more to the fore. “Then maybe Eddie can add some flourishes and fancy bits later.”
 
         They all agreed and played it once more.
 
         “Hey, Tim,” Zeke said when they finished, “that’s cool, real cool. I’m touched, man, touched. It’s the best present young Theo could ask for.”
 
         “It’s real sweet of you,” Carol-Anne agreed.
 
         “No problem, man,” Tim replied. “As long as it stays within these four walls. If it gets out that I wrote it…well, man, my reputation is shot to pieces. Can you imagine? Gee, I’d be dead meat.”
         
 
         Pete wrote the labels and fitted the reel into its can. This was the most commercial thing that The LHO had ever done, and one thing he was certain of was that it wasn’t going to stay within those four walls. He spun his wheelchair round to face Tim and said: “Yeah, man, real cool. Anybody need some draw?”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Three days later KWOV, Sherman Oaks’ very own radio station situated on the corner of the same block as Blue Coyote, broadcast ‘Theo’s Tune’ to its peak-time audience. They received three enquiries from listeners wondering if it was available as a single.
         
 
         “Three,” Pete repeated when he heard the news. “That’s not many.” He was sitting in the outer office of the station, sharing a joint with the station’s owner and chief DJ. With their long hair and Pete’s headband they could have been pirates, discussing a raid, and in many ways they were.
 
         “Hell, man,” the DJ replied, coughing as he drew on the joint, “I don’t wish to minimise the influence of li’l ol’ KWOV on the good residents of downtown LA, but if you took three as a fraction of our total audience, then multiplied it by the population of the entire US, it’d prob’ly work out at about a hunnerd million people. That’s a hit by anybody’s standards.”
         
 
         “You reckon?”
 
         “I reckon. Hell, man, we only had two calls about the moon landings.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Pete had a demo disc made and it was played by several other local stations. One by one the band members heard themselves on radio, belting out ‘Theo’s Tune’, and were pleased and bemused. They were in the business to be heard and to make money. Artistic integrity didn’t pay the bills.
         
 
         Tim didn’t agree. He called Pete as soon as he found out what was happening and said some things he later regretted. Pete, fortunately, had just taken delivery of a stash of Aztec Honey and was feeling particularly mellow. “Hey man,” he responded. “I made you famous. I made you goddamn famous.”
         
 
         They held a meeting and Tim berated them all for not respecting his intellectual property, as works of art are known in the business. He told them that The LHO had built up a reputation for its anti-establishment, anti-government, anticapitalism, anti-war, anti-everything, stance, and that could be destroyed by a silly sentimental song like ‘Theo’s Tune’. They had a growing audience of young disaffected Americans, black as well as white, and they could easily lose them.
         
 
         Eddie put the opposite view forward. Much as he enjoyed making good music, he was in it for the money. There were places he wouldn’t go, depths he wouldn’t reach, but ‘Theo’s Tune’ wasn’t quite there. He was happy to be associated with it. “An’ listen, man,” he concluded, “if we don’t do it somebody else will, and we can always use the bread.”
 
         Tim was adamant, but eventually a compromise was reached. They’d release ‘Theo’s Tune’ as a single under the name of Blue Coyote, with a Bobby Vee number on the B-side. Everybody was pleased.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The record was a slow burner, as they often are in America. There is very little national exposure but local stations play certain discs ad nauseam and listeners on the fringes of the reception areas then ask their own stations to play them. So popularity spreads across the country like an infectious disease, or a plague of crop-devouring insects. But once the momentum starts, there’s no stopping it, and soon Blue Coyote’s only record had sold more copies than The LHO had in its entire career. There were rumours about Blue Coyote, and one or two more perceptive rock journalists noted that Zeke’s new baby was called Theo and drew the obvious conclusions. But when they printed their theories the boys just grinned and said: “Not us, man. No way.”
         
 
         The summer season ended with sell-out gigs at the Greek and Balbao Park, and The LHO settled into a tour of the various indoor venues around LA, with names like It’s Boss, Le Parisien and Gazzari’s. They’d hammer out their own special brand of folk-rock and garage-band, Tim yelling his anti-war lyrics to an audience who lived in fear of finding a US Government letter in their mail. A letter that might say they were required to report for training, or, God forbid, that a brother wouldn’t be coming home.
 
         Towards the end of every concert some joker in the audience would shout a request for ‘Theo’s Tune’. “Not us, man,” Tim would respond, and go straight into his new hit song – ‘Breakfast at Da-Nang,’ or ‘Eye of the Storm’ if it was curtain time. Nobody argued, although Eddie firmly believed in giving the people what they wanted. Meanwhile, ‘Theo’s Tune’ kept clocking-up the air-time. They heard it in hotel foyers and on garage forecourts; bus drivers sitting in gridlocks tapped their steering wheels to it and hopefuls on second-rate TV talent shows hitched a ride on its popularity.
         
 
         The day before Thanksgiving they played the Graffiti Club on the edge of Compton, a largely black and Hispanic quarter of Los Angeles. Tim, for some reason, wanted to start with ‘Eye of the Storm’. The others pointed out that they usually finished with it, to bring the audience back to ground level, but Tim just said: “OK, so we reprise it. What’s the problem?”
 
         There wasn’t one, and it went well. The audience identified with the lyrics – those they could hear – and bounced along to Zeke’s driving rhythms. The aptly named Graffiti was a large converted cinema with the seats torn out, and every ticket was sold. Eddie let rip on the keyboards and Oscar laid down a bass line as solid as stepping-stones across a river. Tim turned as Eddie played the opening bars of ‘Breakfast at Da-Nang’, and grinned at him, nodding to the beat. Eddie added a flourish and Tim launched himself into the song:
         
 
         
            
               It’s breakfast time on the Mekong Delta 
               
 
               The PFC in the mess hall’s making a brew. 
               
 
               How d’ya like your napalm? Over easy? 
               
 
               That’s the way he’ll do it, just for you. 
               

            

         
 
         The audience loved it, some swaying to the music, others jiving with or without partners. Eddie cast an expert eye over the girls and wondered whether the roadies would invite any black chicks to the party. It might not be wise.
         
 
         
            
               We’re cooking toast, here at Da-Nang. 
               
 
               Do you have a preference? Brown or white? 
               
 
               Or how about a crazy shade of yellow? 
               
 
               So as not to give your mother such a fright. 
               

            

         
 
         The irony of the song was lost on the audience. The mood now was “Let’s bash the Commie bastards.” Napalm was what they deserved. Eddie saw a black girl with eyes like moonrise in the desert and fell instantly in love with her. He smiled and she smiled back at him, reflected light from the spots glinting off her tooth brace. He fell out of love just as quickly as Tim went into the last verse:
 
         
            
               Man, you sure look groovy in those pee-jays, 
               
 
               I guess you didn’t have the time to change. 
               
 
               Is black the only colour that they come in? 
               
 
               And have you any others in my range? 
               

            

         
 
         The applause came like the surf down at Redondo Beach, crashing and tumbling as each new wave filled the trough left by its predecessor. Tim lifted the strap of his guitar over his head, took a step forward and bowed. It was his sign that the concert was over. Oscar looked at Carlo and they both looked across at Eddie. Eddie shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. The applause from the audience settled into a rhythm, the calls for more growing until it was a battle of wills between the audience and the band. Tim turned and took his place in the line again, absorbing the adulation but determined not to play any more.
         
 
         “I thought we were doing ‘Storm’,” Carlo shouted at him.
 
         “We did it.”
 
         “A reprise.”
 
         “We did it once.”
 
         “We can’t leave them like this.”
 
         “Wanna bet?”
 
         The applause had settled into a chant. Then somebody near the front shouted: “Do ‘Theo’s Tune’!”
 
         “Yeah! ‘Theo’s Tune’!” came like an echo from the back of the hall. Soon everybody took up the call: “Theo! Theo! Theo!”
 
         “Let’s do it,” Zeke shouted from behind the drums.
 
         “No!” Tim screamed back. “That’s it! We’re through.”
 
         “Theo! Theo! Theo!” they chanted.
 
         The club owner, his face etched with panic, strode onto the stage trailing a microphone lead. He attempted to speak into it but didn’t make a sound and only encouraged the crowd to double their efforts. He was wearing a business suit that immediately marked him as part of the enemy, one of the fat cats living off his warmonger shares. He tapped the mike then abandoned it. “You can’t leave ’em like this,” he appealed to Tim. “They’ll tear the fuckin’ place down. Play something slow, for Chrissake.”
 
         “We don’t do slow,” Tim replied, stepping away from him to take what he intended to be his final bow.
 
         “Theo! Theo! Theo!” they chanted.
 
         Eddie took over. He slid the controls on his keyboard over to maximum, turned to do the same with the volume on the amplifier, and played the opening riff of ‘Theo’s Tune’. It cut through the hall like a jet plane and the chants turned to cheers of approval.
         
 
         Dum dum, di-dum dum dum, he played again, and the crowd fell almost silent.
         
 
         Dum dum, di-dum dum dum.
         
 
         The others looked across at him, Zeke grinning, Oscar and Carlo confused and Tim’s face hollow with disappointment.
         
 
         Dum dum, di-dum dum dum.
         
 
         Zeke took it up, adding his tum ta-ta, tum ta-ta, tum behind Eddie’s keyboard, and Oscar thought, What the hell! and laid on his bass line.
         
 
         Tim stood for a moment, his back to the audience, guitar held by the neck in his right hand. When Carlo started to pick out the melody he hurled the three hundred-dollar Fender at Eddie, catching him a glancing blow on the shoulder. The instrument, mute without its power lead, hit a speaker and fell to the floor. Tim stormed off the stage.
         
 
         “You take it,” Eddie shouted at Carlo, who duetted with Tim on several numbers and had the better voice. Carlo stepped forward and the band fell into time for the first public performance of ‘Theo’s Tune’.
         
 
         One two, buckle my shoe, Carlo sang, and the bemused audience stopped laughing at Tim’s antics and sang along with The LHO’s new front-man:
         
 
         
            
               Uncle Joe is stuck in the glue.  
               
 
               Two three, he’ll never get free,  
               
 
               As long as he sits there in that tree.  
               
 
               Call the fireman, call the vet,  
               
 
               Call the doctor but don’t call me.  
               

            

         
 
         Tim was in the waiting car and heading back towards Sherman Oaks before the song was finished. He picked up his own Corvette and drove aimlessly across the Valley, through Pasadena until he found himself on I-210, heading out of town. It was a cool, clear night, and the roads were busy with people doing the rounds that everybody needs to do the day before Thanksgiving. Through Arcadia a police car tailed him for a while and he realised that they’d have a bonanza if they pulled him over, what with the vodka he’d consumed before the concert and the king-size joint he had in his pocket. He slotted into the right-hand lane behind a 1960 Eldorado Biarritz with bigger fins on its tail than Apollo 11 and the cop car cruised by without a glance. Tim turned off at the next exit, heading north into the San Gabriels.
         
 
         He parked in a viewing area overlooking the reservoir and lit the joint. Away to his right were the lights of town; behind, before and to his left was the empty blackness of the reservoir, the mountains and the desert; above him the Milky Way trailed across the sky like the train of a bride’s dress.
 
         City of angels, city of dreams. Less than an hour ago he’d held them in the palm of his hand. Every jerk of his head, every strangulated vowel, and they’d bayed their approval. And now he was up here, alone, destroyed by those he thought were friends. Judases, every one of them. People down there were doing deals, pulling fast ones, making money by the strength of their talents. Or, for some, by selling their souls and their bodies. He took a long pull on the joint and closed his eyes. They’d learn, he thought. They’d learn. It could all come crashing down. Los Angeles might be the dream factory, but it was surrounded by desert. And it was built on an earthquake zone.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As dawn broke he took the I-10 towards Palm Springs, drawn inland by thoughts of a reunion with a girl he’d had a brief affair with earlier in the year. Twenty miles from her home he realised that she wasn’t the type to be eating alone, and in any case he didn’t have the gall to arrive at her door and invite himself in for Thanksgiving lunch. He made a U-turn  and drove all the way back to La Habra, the suburb of LA where his parents lived.
         
 
         “Hi, Mom, hi Dad,” he said as he breezed into the house. “Is my room still vacant?” Ten minutes later he knew it was a big mistake, but it was too late now.
 
         He was the best Thanksgiving present they could have had, his mother kept telling him, between enquiries about his wellbeing and relating items of gossip. They were so proud of him, and he didn’t come visiting anywhere near often enough. He took refuge in the bathroom, having a long shower and a shave with his father’s spare razor. When he went downstairs an hour later lunch was ready.
 
         Tim’s father asked him what he’d like to drink with his meal, and was surprised when his son told him Jack Daniels. When pressed, Tim agreed that wine would be fine.
 
         “Dad…” Tim began before they took their places at the table.
 
         “Yes, Son.”
 
         “I was wondering. About my car. If people see it there they might realise I’m home, you know, and kinda come visiting. I was hoping for some peace and quiet. Would you mind if I swapped it with yours in the garage?”
         
 
         “No problem, Son. You know where the keys are. Only trouble is, er, my gun’s in the glove compartment. Bring it in, will you. Can’t leave it there if the car’s parked outside. I’d be in big trouble if that got stolen.” Mr Roper owned two shoe shops, and habitually carried the day’s takings in his car. The gun was a sensible precaution.
 
         Tim’s mother came in bearing a steaming bowl of pumpkin soup. “No time for that, now,” she stated. “It’s eating time.”
         
 
         Mr Roper said grace and Mrs Roper handed a basket of corn bread first to Tim, the prodigal son, and then to her husband. “I told Aunt Jessie you were home, Tim,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind, but we’re so proud of you. She said she might drop by, later, and bring Shiralee with her. She’s such a nice girl.”
         
 
         Tim winced at the prospect. Cousin Shiralee wasn’t his proper cousin, unfortunately, so was considered a prospective bride for him. Nobody had noticed that he was skinny as an alley cat’s shadow while she had averaged a weight increase of ten pounds per year throughout her twenty-three years. “That’s OK, Mom,” he lied.
         
 
         “And she just loves that new song you did. ‘Theo’s Tune’, is it? Why, it’s so…educational. Mrs Gilfedder even has grade two singing it, and they all know it’s by you.” Tim reached for the wine bottle. “Why you said it wasn’t you who wrote it I’ll never know.”
 
         “It was, sort of…commercial reasons,” Tim said.
 
         “Well I don’t understand all that commercial stuff. I know it’s not like all the songs you wrote supporting our boys in Vietnam, but I reckon it’s the best thing you’ve ever done. Why, Mr Summerbee at the fillin’ station, he reckons you could be bigger than the Partridge Family, come Christmas. Now wouldn’t that be something, George, if Tim’s song was number one at Christmas?”
 
         “Sure would,” Mr Roper agreed, laying his spoon alongside his empty bowl.
         
 
         They had corn-fed tom turkey with orange rice stuffing, cranberry and apple sauce, traditional mashed potatoes, mashed sweet potatoes, glazed brussel sprouts and roasted onions with green beans. Mrs Roper was a ferocious cook and helpings were copious in spite of there being an extra face at the table. When she put on a spread the table legs braced themselves.
 
         “It’s not as if I like all that rock ‘n’ roll stuff you do,” Tim’s mother was saying as he ploughed on through the mountain of food in front of him. “But I don’t like all opera, either. Just some of it. But the good stuff kinda makes up for what you don’t like, and it’s the same with yours, Tim. Refreshing, that’s what a song like ‘Theo’s Tune’ is. Refreshing. Don’t you agree, George?”
         
 
         “Mmm.”
         
 
         “Any chance of some more wine, Dad?” Tim asked.
 
         “I’ll open another bottle.”
 
         “This is a wonderful dinner, Mom. I’m glad I came.”
 
         “So are we, Son. It’s the best Thanksgiving we could’ve asked for. I can’t wait to tell them at the Guild that you came by. Everybody’s so proud of you.”
 
         They finished off with pecan pie and blueberry ice cream. When they’d left the table and were settled in easy chairs Mrs Roper said: “And now something I’ve been just itching to show you, Tim. Look at this.” She perched on the arm of his chair, glowing like a log fire, and laid a big coloured book on his knee. “I found it at Books R Us. What do you think of that?”
 
         It wasn’t very thick and had stiff board covers with cartoon characters racing across the front. ‘Theo’s Tune’ it proclaimed in bright letters. Tim slowly opened the cover and a tree came to life in front of him, rising hesitantly off the page like a new-born giraffe finding its feet. One two, buckle your shoe, it said. Uncle Joe is stuck in the glue. Uncle Joe was indeed stuck in the glue, up near the top of the tree.
         
 
         “That’s, er, neat, Mom,” Tim managed to say, his voice a croak, as he turned the page to reveal a dancing nun. Four five, saints alive! Sister Mary is learning to jive.
         
 
         “I got two more, for you to autograph,” she declared. “One for Aunt Jessie and one for the girls at the Guild, to auction for funds. Aren’t they the cutest things you ever did see?”
 
         “Sure. I’ll, er, do them later.” He leaned forward and placed the book on a coffee table.
 
         “Well I’ll be!” he heard his father say. Tim turned and saw he was fiddling with the controls of the television set. “Well I’ll be. Come and look at this.”
 
         “Come and look at this,” his father insisted. “Ma, come and look at this.”
 
         “What is it, George?”
 
         “Larry Johnson show. Listen. Just listen.”
         
 
         They listened, and watched. Four girls dressed in pilgrim costumes with lace bonnets but short skirts high-stepped across the screen, kicking their legs in a way that would have had them burned at the stake in 1621. Four men, appropriately but more modestly attired, tripped on from the right and merged with them, linking arms.
         
 
         “What is it?” Mrs Roper asked.
 
         “Ssh!” George replied. “Listen. Just listen.”
 
         Tim recognised the tune before his mother did:
 
         
            
               Nine ten, I’ll tell you when, the dancers mimed.
               
 
               You can bring your apricot hen.
               
 
               Come on an elephant, ride on a donkey.
               
 
               Come in a buggy with a wheel that’s wonky.
               

            

         
 
         It was almost too much for Mrs Roper. “Oh my!” she gushed. “Oh my! That’s wonderful, just wonderful! I don’t believe it. Our Tim’s song on the Larry Johnson show.” Tim had picked up his wineglass but he had to put it down again because his hand was shaking. “And just look at him,” she went on. “He’s so modest. Anybody would think he was embarrassed by all the attention.” She stepped forward and held her son in a bear hug that stopped him breathing for a few seconds. “Wait till I tell Jessie,” she said as she released him. “Just wait till I tell Jessie. I wonder if she saw it?” She dashed off into the hallway, where the telephone was, to pass on her good tidings.
 
         Tim and his father stood awkwardly for a few moments until Mr Roper Sr. said: “She gets kinda excited, Son. She’s proud of you. We all are.”
 
         Tim picked up the glass again and drained it. He studied the empty vessel for a few moments, as if whether to have a refill was a big decision, then said: “About the cars, Dad. Do you mind if I swap them over now?”
 
         “Why no, Son. The key’s in the kitchen, where it always is.”
 
         “OK.” He walked through into the kitchen, which still held the debris of the blow-out lunch they’d eaten, and placed his glass on the work surface. Just inside the top left-hand cupboard, where they’d been since his childhood, he found the keys to the garage’s side entrance and his father’s car. On the key fob was a Mickey Mouse he’d given his dad when they’d visited Disneyland the day it opened, down in Anaheim back in ’55.
         
 
         It was dim and cool in the garage, with motes of dust suspended in the beams of sunshine from the tiny windows. The car was the same old Buick that his father had owned for ten years, the maroon paintwork’s glow reflecting the attention he gave it. Tim squeezed down the passenger side and unlocked the door.
         
 
         He placed his hand between the door and the wall so as not to scratch the paint as he eased himself into the seat and sank into the deep leather. The door closed with the dull clump that took millions of dollars to perfect.
         
 
         Through the windscreen he could see a pile of articles heaped against what had once been his father’s workbench. Easily identifiable were Tim’s first and last bikes, and two Halloween masks hanging on a hook. There was an ironing board, a convector heater that he’d had in his bedroom, and a pile of boxed board games that he remembered as being invariably disappointing. Sitting on top of them was the catching glove he’d been given as a twelfth-birthday present and, apart from briefly trying on, had never worn since. Not once.
 
         Tim opened the Buick’s glove compartment and raised the sheaf of documents that lay inside. The gun was underneath them. He lifted it out and inspected it.
         
 
         The wooden grip felt comfortable, reassuring even, in his hand. It was a Taurus revolver, made in Brazil, bigger than a twenty-two but not quite a thirty-eight. There were four bullets in the gun, with an empty chamber under the hammer and another next to it. Tim smiled at his father’s concern for safety. He could pull the trigger once and nothing would happen. Next time, he’d mean business.
         
 
         Tim pushed the cylinder round one click, and then another, just to be certain. He turned the gun in his hand, threading his thumb inside the trigger guard, and placed the snub barrel in his mouth. It was as numb as the kiss of a faithless lover. As he applied pressure to the trigger he felt the cylinder rotate against his lip, bringing the next bullet under the hammer. And then he felt nothing.
         
 
         Happy Thanksgiving, Mom. Happy Thanksgiving, Dad.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
 
            Yorkshire 2001
            

         
 
         There is no such thing as an ordinary person, so it follows that there is no such thing as an ordinary murder. I remember thinking that in the early days of the enquiry, after we’d raked through the ashes of Laura Heeley’s life until our fingers hurt and our eyes burned. I may even have said it to the troops during one of my more eloquent pep talks.
         
 
         Laura was thirty-eight when she died, and had lived in Heckley for all that time. Local secondary modern school; left at fifteen to be a machinist in one of the last mills in town; married a boy from the next street when she was twenty and had two children in the next three years. The kids were now fifteen and seventeen and had never been in trouble with the police, bless ’em. Laura played bingo twice a week, taking her elderly mother along for a game, and did her shopping at Asda on a Thursday afternoon. Through the day she worked part-time packing electronic components in one of the featureless warehouses in the new technology park at the edge of town and her favourite television programme was Emmerdale. Ordinary was a word that came charging out of the sunrise on a palomino pony as soon as you thought about her.
         
 
         Until one evening in February, as she walked home from her mother’s house after another moderately enjoyable but utterly fruitless game of bingo, her numbers came up for the first time in her life. One person in the entire United Kingdom was chosen to be stabbed to death that Tuesday evening, and that person was Laura Heeley. Somebody walked up behind her and plunged ten inches of razor-edged stiletto into her back. It penetrated C&A coat, BHS blouse, M&S bra, skin, muscle and finally her heart, with total indifference, leaving her to die at the side of an unlit lane.
         
 
         That’s where I come in. My name is Charlie Priest – that’s Detective Inspector Priest – and I handle all the murders around here. For just over a month I’ve lived, breathed and slept Laura Heeley until I know things about her that would shake her husband out of the torpor that has gripped him for most of his adult life. I’ve drawn charts, read files, made cross-checks and stared at video screens until big blue tadpoles started swimming across my eyes. My staff have made over five thousand interviews and looked at the tyres on every car in West Yorkshire. I’ve consulted, co-operated and co-ordinated until I didn’t know which was which and I’ve sat on a rock, high on the moors with the wind in my hair, and talked to the sky.
         
 
         The sheep gave me some funny looks but no answers. They were right to be concerned: foot-and-mouth disease had erupted in Essex and Northumberland, and they had relatives there.
 
         Laura Heeley, for whom the word ordinary was coined, just happened to be in the wrong place at the right time. She crossed paths with someone who, for reasons known only to himself, needed to kill a woman on that spring night. He’d had a row with one; caught pox off one; hated his mother, who was one; who can tell? Maybe he’d had a row with his mother after he’d caught pox off her. It’s not unknown.
         
 
         What was for sure was that I was summoned before an independent review team at HQ for a case meeting. Thirty days without a result and people in high places start asking questions. They want to hear about suspects, possible leads and lines of enquiry. It’s not all bad news. If you’re short of resources it’s a good opportunity to make your case.
 
         So I stood up and told them everything we’d done, which was a lot, and everything we’d achieved, which was diddlysquat. They had a few suggestions, nothing dramatic, and I accepted them gratefully. She’d been murdered by a random attacker who had no motive and no recognisable modus operandi. He hadn’t killed again, so hopefully she was a one-off. The time had come to wind down the enquiry, re-deploy the troops, and I reluctantly agreed. I was treading water, and for the life of me didn’t know what to do next in the Laura Heeley case.
         
 
         If I’d known that she was number five in a series I might have had a few ideas.
 
         
             

         
 
         Next morning we had a big meeting, crowded in the conference room. I told the troops about the review team’s decision and thanked them for the hard work they’d put into the case. “Reports,” I told them. “Get your reports finished and tagged, no matter how futile you believe them to be, before you resume normal duties. And meanwhile, let’s have one last brainstorm. Anything you don’t understand about the case, or any cockeyed theory you might have, now’s the time to air it. Who’ll start the ball rolling?” Individual officers have their own areas of enquiry, and can’t be expected to know everything about the case. That’s my job, to have an overview, but I have no illusions about my omnipotence and was at a stage where I would have accepted suggestions from the cleaning lady.
         
 
         “Dave?” I invited, looking at big Sparky Sparkington sitting in the front row. He’s a close friend and doesn’t mind being put on the spot.
         
 
         “Yeah,” he began, shuffling in his seat. “We all know the statistics. According to them, it’s a family matter. Are we really happy that the husband and son are in the clear?”
 
         We’d covered this ground a thousand times, but it helped break the ice. I pointed at Jeff Caton, one of my DSs, and invited him to comment. We’d spoken to the family together, initially, handling them like one would handle any bereaved relatives. Then Jeff had called them in for a formal interview, “just for the record.” It’s a delicate situation, balancing sympathy for their loss with your suspicions that they may have done the deed themselves.
         
 
         “I’m happy about them,” Jeff told us. “The daughter’s alibi is watertight – she was ten-pin bowling with friends and still had the receipts. The son and husband are not totally in the clear – they could have conspired together, but there’s nothing for them in it.”
         
 
         “I’ll go along with that,” Maggie Madison interrupted. She’d worked with the family as police liaison officer. “Barry and young Billy are completely lost without Laura. They don’t know how to boil an egg between them. Barry has never made a cheque out in his life and hasn’t a clue about the washing machine or where the clean towels are kept. Laura ran the house and ran them. In short,” she added with a smile, “they were a typical happy family.”
 
         “No skeletons?” I asked.
 
         “Big row, two Christmases ago. He got drunk, had a fight with Billy. The daughter, Sarah, used it as an excuse to leave home and live with her boyfriend, but she’s back now.”
 
         “Anything else?”
 
         “Laura was friendly with an old man who lives nearby. Used to take him meals and talk to him, but there was nothing in it. He’s a pensioner.”
         
 
         “Pensioners have their moments, Maggie,” I remarked. “Well, I hope they do. Did Barry know about this?”
 
         “Yes, but he’s not the jealous sort. He’s not any sort. A couch, a television and a remote control and he’s as happy as Larry.”
 
         “As you said, they were a typical happy family. Anybody have a question?”
 
         “Insurance?” a voice asked.
 
         “None,” I replied.
 
         “Are the kids his?” someone else asked.
 
         I hunched my shoulders, pursed my lips and opened my eyes wide. “Dunno,” I admitted. “They’re supposed to be his, not adopted, that is. What do you have in mind?”
 
         “Well, maybe somebody else put Laura in the family way, all those years ago, and he’s born a grudge ever since, biding his time. It’s just a thought.”
 
         “Yep,” I said. “It’s a possibility. Resentment smouldering away inside him. We have samples from them all but I don’t think we asked the lab for a paternity test. We’ll check it out. Thanks for that, anything else?”
         
 
         We rabbited on for another hour, chewing over stuff that I’d grown sick of the taste of but was possibly new to some of the others. Unusual tyre prints had been found near where Laura died, and the owner of the vehicle that left them had been tracked down. They were cheap imports from the Eastern Bloc, and only two hundred and fifty had been brought into the country, so it wasn’t a difficult task. He admitted being there, but twenty-four hours earlier, and had dumped a mattress and some other rubbish in a farm gateway. Forensics proved the mattress was his, witnesses confirmed it had been there when he said. We did him for littering and moved on, but the review team were not happy about this and I’d agreed that we’d have him in again. It was a waste of time but it made them feel useful. I delegated a few jobs and closed the meeting.
         
 
         “Tea, Vicar?” Sparky asked, ten minutes later as he manoeuvred himself into my little office, two steaming mugs in his hands.
 
         “Cheers,” I said, pushing the papers on my desk to one side.
 
         Noticing DS Jeff Caton sitting in my visitor’s chair he said: “Oh, am I interrupting?”
 
         “No,” I told him. “Move that stuff and sit down.”
 
         “You want a tea, Jeff?”
 
         “No thanks, Dave.”
 
         “So what do you reckon?”
 
         “We reckon that there’s a killer on the loose, that’s what,” I said.
 
         “And we’ve failed to catch him,” Jeff added.
 
         “We will do,” Dave assured us. “Wouldn’t like to think I’d done a murder, these days.”
 
         “Optimism!” I retorted. “From you? What happened to the usual morose Sparky we all know and love?”
 
         “I have confidence in you, Sunshine, that’s all. Well, in you and mitochondrial DNA.”
         
  
         “Oh God,” I said. “He’s been reading the Sunday Times again.”
         
 
         “Something will turn up, just you wait and see.”
 
         “Yeah, but what if it’s another body?”
 
         “Blimey, we are down, aren’t we. Is there summat I don’t know about?”
 
         I shook my head. “No, not really. I’m just not happy about disbanding the team but I don’t know what else we could’ve done.”
 
         “We need a morale booster,” Jeff said. “Something entirely different to use up our energies and give us a high.”
         
 
         “Start the walking club again,” Dave suggested.
 
         “We can’t. Everywhere’s closed off because of foot-and-mouth.”
         
 
         “It’ll soon be over.”
 
         “We’re always starting the walking club. It fizzles out, mainly due to shift patterns.”
 
         “How about the London marathon? Or the Leeds marathon? We’d get entries in that.”
 
         “Too much commitment required,” I said.
 
         “And we’d look fools, training in our fancy costumes,” Jeff added.
 
         “You don’t have to wear one, you wally.”
         
 
         “In which case you look a fool when all the fancy costumes beat you. Imagine buying all the best gear – the Adidas vest and shorts; Nike shoes; a headband – training for a year, running twenty-six miles and then getting beaten in a sprint finish against a Telly Tubby.”
         
 
         “Or Thomas the Tank Engine,” I said.
 
         “Good point. So what about Karate? Table tennis? Ballroom dancing? Five-a-side soccer?”
 
         “Mmm, I don’t think so.”
 
         “The Three Peaks?”
 
         “We’re always doing the Three friggin’ Peaks. We’ve done the Three Peaks so many times my boots say: ‘Oh no, not again,’ when the car stops at the Hill Inn.”
         
 
         “Ask around, Dave,” Jeff said. “See what the troops think. It’d be good if we could come up with something to keep the team together.”
 
         “Right,” he replied, adding: “Now can I ask about the crime?”
 
         “Which crime?” I asked.
 
         “Mrs Heeley’s murder.”
 
         “Sure. Fire away.”
 
         “That killing in Lancashire, near Nelson, the beginning of February. You brushed over it in the debriefing just now because there are no apparent similarities, but I think they could be connected.”
 
         “Robin Gillespie,” I said. Robin was found dead on the edge of some waste ground just outside Nelson. He’d been hit once on the head with a hammer and his body brought to the spot. He was fourteen years old.
 
         “That’s right. Poor little Robin.”
 
         “You went there with me, Dave, and saw the files. What’s troubling you?”
 
         “It’s a random killing, like ours, and Nelson is only thirty miles away.”
 
         “The MO was different.”
 
         “It’s a progression. First one, a blow to the head – efficient but impersonal. Next one, a knife in the back – much more satisfying.”
         
 
         “Thanks Dave,” I said. “That’s really cheered me up. Just what I needed.”
 
         “Any time. Want me to have a word with our litter lout friend?”
 
         “Yes please. I was just going to ask you. Meanwhile, I’ll get the lab to check on the paternity of Mrs Heeley’s children.”
         
 
         “And I’ll go back to making the streets of Heckley safe for women and kids,” Jeff said, rising to his feet.
 
         When I was alone I picked up the telephone, but it wasn’t the lab’s number I dialled. “It’s me,” I said when the front desk answered. “Spread the word. Sparky will be coming round sometime, asking about volunteers for extra curricula activities – walking, running the marathon, that sort of thing.” After a couple of minutes’ conspiratorial chatting I pressed the cradle and this time I really did dial the lab.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Sparky’s belief that the two murders were linked worried me. Laura Heeley appeared to have led a relatively blameless, uneventful life. She was a bit of a gossip, we discovered, and was often the first to pass on information, suitably embroidered, about the downfall of any of her neighbours. Two brothers a few doors away had been put on probation for shoplifting and Mrs Heeley had been vocal and indiscreet in her condemnation of them to the extent that their father had called and had words with her, but stealing chocolate, even Ferrero Rocher, doesn’t usually lead on to murder. In mediaeval times she might have been a candidate for the ducking stool when things were slow, but in modern, cosmopolitan Heckley she had largely lived her life unnoticed.
         
 
         Robin Gillespie was a son that any father would have been grateful for. He played for the school football team and somewhat reluctantly in the school orchestra, on viola. He was killed while on his paper round, which he did to earn money for a proposed trip to Florida, and his body transported about a mile and a half to the waste ground. The local police found the spot where he died, in a dark stretch of road between two groups of houses, but no weapon. He had not been sexually assaulted and the pathologist found no evidence of previous homosexual experience.
         
 
         Two murders, no motives, and little else to link them. But murder is relatively rare in this country, and random killing almost unknown, apart from among young tearaways. The more I considered it, the more convinced I became that Sparky might be right. I found my copy of the Almanac in the bottom drawer and thumbed through it until I reached the NCIS entry.
         
 
         Chief Inspector Warburton shared a symposium with me at Bramshill a couple of years ago, talking about crime in market towns. It all went straight over my head. Rural, suburban or inner city, I just look for fingerprints and round up the usual suspects. The only difference, I told them, is the type of shit you get on your shoes: cowshit, horseshit or dogshit. I left a message for him to give me a ring.
         
 
         It was Nigel Newley, a DS at HQ and my number one protégé who called me first. “Hi, Boss,” he said. “It’s Wednesday, are we going to the pub tonight?” He’ll still be calling me boss when he’s Assistant Chief Constable.
 
         “Have you any money?” I asked.
 
         “Um, a small amount.”
 
         “In that case, see you in the Spinners, usual time.”
 
         “Do we, er, have a lift home?”
 
         “I’ll arrange it.”
 
         “Smashing, I’ll walk there, then. See you.”
 
         “Ta-ra.”
 
         DCI Warburton rang shortly after. We reminisced about Bramshill for a few seconds and then I told him about Laura Heeley.
 
         “The husband did it,” he announced.
 
         “Ah!” I exclaimed. “Many a true word, and all that. He’s not completely in the clear, but unlikely. It looks to be a completely random act.” I then explained about Robin Gillespie, hardly thirty miles away. He was interested, and promised to have a look at the database for similar unsolved murders. Apart from that, I didn’t know what else we could do.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Colinette Jones stood in the doorway of Mr Naseen’s shop and watched the rain dapple the road and distort the reflections of the streetlamps. She shrank back slightly as a car went by, the spray from it chilling her legs, and pushed the umbrella out into the night before unfurling it. A hand fell on her shoulder and her boss said: “You’ll get soaked, Colinette. Let me ask Mrs Naseen to mind the shop and I’ll run you home.”
         
 
         “No thanks, Ali,” she replied, shrugging off his arm. “It’s not far.” Once before he’d offered, and she, on only her third day working for him, had gratefully accepted. He hadn’t exactly tried anything when he drove straight past her street and stopped at a well-known lovers’ lay-by, but he’d subjected her to a forty-minute description of the breakdown in intimate relations with Mrs Naseen since their fourth child had been born. It wasn’t as if he was remotely fanciable, she thought. He was old, for a start, nearly fifty at a guess, and grossly overweight.
         
 
         “It’s no trouble, Colinette,” he insisted. “I don’t want you going down with a chill now that you are such a valuable member of my staff.”
 
         “It’s nearly stopped. Goodnight.”
 
         “Goodnight.” He watched her step on to the pavement and heard the click of her high heels as she vanished round the corner. In another four hours he’d close the shop and try another assault on the battlements that the redoubtable Mrs Naseen had erected between them.
 
         Colinette gulped in the clean air, refreshing after the cloying odours of the shop. To the casual visitor they were exotic and romantic, stirring the tastebuds and evoking pictures only seen in TV travelogues. When you worked among them all day long they were nauseous. In eight minutes she would be home, just in time for a quick shower before Coronation Street with one of her mum’s steak pies on her lap.
         
 
         And on Friday, after he’d paid her, she’d be free of Mr Naseen with his curry breath and fat face that he liked to hold close to hers as they filled the freezer cabinets. Monday she would start at the health club, in a proper job that paid a wage and gave you a number you could quote when you applied for grants and student loans. Because in September…her heart gave an extra bump at the thought of it…in September it was back to college. Sports therapist.
         
 
         And just as suddenly she was sad. College was only possible because her dad had died in an accident at work, and his employer had made an out-of-court settlement that the union solicitor had said was the best they could hope for. Fighting for more, he’d said, asking for justice, could have taken ten years.
         
 
         The rain was coming heavier, and her feet were wet. She pulled the collar of her denim jacket up and lowered the front of the brolly until it was across the top of her vision, like the brim of a hat. A flurry of rain drummed against the stretched fabric and she tightened her grip on the handle. She’d reached the spot where, a year last Christmas, her life had changed, and she looked over the hedge into the recreation ground, as if she might see a remnant of her former self, or even the ring, glistening in the dark. Graham had been her boyfriend for seven years, since they met at high school. She was his lover at fourteen, engaged at fifteen – secretly at first – and still engaged six years later. Walking home from the cinema they’d had a row. Her parents were in so there was no chance of sex in her bedroom with its creaky bed, and Graham had wanted them to do it in the rec. Colinette objected and had hurled his ring, with it’s diamond and rubies that would have cost a normal working lad a month’s wages, out into the night. She smiled happily at the memory of what she considered the most decisive action she’d ever taken, and wondered if it was still there.
         
 
         A car came past her, fairly slowly, and Colinette’s footsteps faltered as it came to a halt thirty yards in front of her. As she approached it the driver’s door opened and she quickened her step again as a young woman got out. She was smaller than Colinette, slightly overweight and perhaps a little older.
         
 
         “Excuse me,” the girl said, “but have you any idea where Burntcastle Avenue is? I’ve been driving round in circles for the last half hour.” 
         
 
         “You’ve found it,” Colinette told her. “On the left, in about two hundred yards.”
 
         “Oh, that’s a relief. I’ve an appointment at number 238 for seven fifteen. Fitted kitchens. Will that be at this end?”
 
         “No, at the far end. Um, two hundred and thirty-what did you say?”
 
         “Eight. Two hundred and thirty-eight.”
 
         “An even number. I live at forty-four, so it will be on the right-hand side of the road.”
 
         “Oh, that’s most helpful, thank you. Hop in and I’ll drop you off.”
 
         “It’s all right, thanks. I’m nearly there.”
 
         “Nonsense. Jump in. You look soaked already.”
 
         “Oh, OK then. I am a bit wet. Thank you.” She slipped into the passenger seat of the hatchback and basked in the comforting warmth of the car’s interior. The driver slammed her door and let the clutch in too quickly, spinning the front wheels. Colinette rocked backwards in her seat and then forwards, wondering if it was worth finding the seat belt for such a short journey. “Fitted kitchens, did you say?” she asked.
         
 
         The car was still accelerating as it passed the end of Burntcastle Avenue. “It’s a living,” the driver mumbled, to herself as much as to Colinette.
 
         
             

         
 
         “Cheese and onion?”
 
         “Plain, please,” I replied. Sparky juggled with the packets of crisps before tossing one at me. Nigel appeared behind him, three pints bundled together between his outstretched fingers, and gingerly lowered them on to the table.
 
         “Cheers,” I said, placing mine on a beer mat before I struggled with the crisp packet. We sipped our drinks in silence for a few moments, until I looked at Nigel and said: “It doesn’t suit you.”
 
         He fingered his chin, which carried several days’ growth of hair. “It’s only been a week.” Nigel came to me when he was on the fast track, and greener than a leprechaun’s socks. He  was a college boy, from the south, and an easy target for the  locker-room cowboys, but I took to him for some reason. I  don’t know why, perhaps I saw a little of myself there, or what  I would like to have been, and I steered him through the early  days without damaging his reputation or self-esteem.
         
 
         And now he’d grown a beard.
 
         “You look like a rat peering out of a haystack,” Dave told him.
 
         “Thanks.”
 
         “What does Les Isles think of it?” I asked. Les is a superintendent at HQ, and Nigel’s new boss.
 
         “He said it’s the first time he’s seen one with teeth.”
 
         I turned to Dave. “What on earth can he mean by that, David?” I asked.
 
         “No idea, Charles,” he replied.
 
         We stuffed crisps into our mouths and sipped the beer. The Spinners is an old pub in the middle of town, and the clientele had changed in the years we’d been using it. Not long ago it catered for market traders and the local business people who needed a drink at the end of a long day. Once there was a bar in a corner room called the Oddfellows, restricted to men only. A small clique of salesmen used to gather there every evening to discuss the day’s business and delay returning to wherever it was they laid their heads at night, but they’d grown old together and retired or passed on. Now there was a pool table in the room. A burst of noise announced the arrival of a group of young men in sober suits and hysterical ties, probably from the Insurance Centre. They surged through the door, shaking the rain off their haircuts as they reached for wallets. Two young women followed, carefully folding umbrellas and leaning them against the wall.
         
 
         “Spritzer for you, Natasha?” the first youth to reach the bar called out over everyone’s heads, and one of the girls nodded her approval. If the men wore bright ties as a focal point, to draw attention away from their deficiencies, with the women it was short skirts. I watched her climb on to a barstool and cross her legs.
         
 
         “I think I’ve gone off this pub,” said Dave, whose back was to the bar.
 
         “Oh, I don’t know,” I replied, groping for my glass.
 
         “So,” Nigel began, “you’ve disbanded the team and we’ll be getting our men back.”
 
         “’Fraid so,” I said.
 
         “Nobody in the frame at all?”
 
         “Nope.”
 
         “Why would anybody want to do something like that? A random killing. It seems so pointless.”
 
         “It’s whatever turns you on, Nigel. There’s some funny people out there, as you well know.” Natasha closed her eyes and pursed her lips to take that first sip from her drink. I tore my gaze away and turned to Dave. “I’ve had a word with NCIS,” I told him. “Asked them about other unsolved, apparently random killings.”
 
         “You think it might not be a one-off?” Nigel asked.
 
         “Dave wonders if it might be linked to the paperboy who was murdered over near Nelson, two weeks before Laura Heeley was killed.”
 
         “Poor little Robin. It’s worth pursuing, I suppose,” he said, unconvinced.
 
         “But meanwhile…” I announced, brightly, “he’s busy trying to organise some activity to boost our flagging morale, aren’t you, Sunshine? Any luck with it?”
         
 
         He pulled a pained expression and shook his head.
 
         “What?” I asked. “Has lethargy tightened its grip on the brave forces of law and order we used to know and love?”
 
         He had a drink, opened his mouth to speak and closed it again.
 
         “Go on,” I urged.
 
         “Well…” he began. “I asked around, but nobody seems interested.”

         “Somebody must be,” I argued.
         
  
         “Well, they’re not.”
 
         “I don’t believe you.”
 
         “Listen,” he said. “I went down to the incident room at shift change and put it to them that we should organise something, preferably for charity, but nobody was keen.”
 
         “I’d have thought they’d be full of ideas,” I stated.
 
         “They’re usually an enthusiastic lot,” Nigel agreed.
 
         “Well I asked.”
 
         “And nobody came up with anything?”
 
         “No.”
 
         “Nobody at all?”
 
         “Well, only one.”
 
         “What was it?”
 
         “Big Geordie Farrell. He said he’d always had a hankering to learn Morris dancing.”
 
         “Morris dancing!” Nigel and I echoed in unison, and I added: “What did the others think of that?”
 
         “They all agreed. Said it was a good excuse to work up a thirst and have a piss-up.”
 
         “That’s true,” I confirmed, raising my glass to hide the grin I was having difficulty containing. Dave lowered his head and glared at me from under his eyebrows. “It was you, wasn’t it?” he growled.
 
         “Me?” I replied, struggling to adopt the expression of one of those baby seals just before the club bashes its brains in. “Me?”
 
         “You set me up, you bastard!”
 
         “How’s that, David?”
 
         “Bastard! I thought they were all a bit too eager. Well just for that you can get them in.” He drained his glass and plonked it down in front of me. “And another thing,” he continued. “We’re doing the Three Peaks, whether you like it or not.”
         
 
         “Oh no, not the Three Peaks,” I protested.
 
         “Not the Yorkshire three, the three biggest in England, Scotland and Wales.”
         
 
         “That’s nine peaks,” Nigel told him.
 
         “You know what I mean, clever sod: Scafell Pike; Ben Nevis and Snowdon. The fire brigade are pretending to do them at Heckley gala, running up and down ladders. We’ll do them for real, so start training.”
 
         I was laughing all the way to the bar. The youth who bought the drink for Natasha was standing next to her, shielding her from the attentions of the others, but she had twisted on her seat to listen to the words of wisdom that the oldest member of the group was regaling them with. I decided that he was the boss and that laddo didn’t have a chance. As I pushed between them she caught my gaze and held it for a telltale few seconds longer than propriety dictated. She was a young lady on the make, checking out the talent. You notice it most of all when you’re in the car. A woman is driving in the opposite direction. As she passes she glances across, slightly curious, to see what you look like. She probably doesn’t realise it, and would almost certainly vehemently deny it, but she’s interested and possibly available. The ones who are totally engrossed in and content with the life they are living go sailing blithely by. If you were wearing a purple gorilla suit with strobe lights they wouldn’t notice you.
         
 
         “Hello, ’Tasha,” I said, before she could look away. “Long time no see.” She blinked several times and laddo’s mouth fell open. They could have been a double act from a kids’ comic: The Owl and the Goldfish.
 
         As I returned with the drinks Dave was explaining the logistics of the venture to Nigel. “The idea is to do it in less than twenty-four hours,” he stated. “If you say three hours on Snowdon, four on Scafell and five on the Ben, that leaves twelve hours to drive about five hundred miles. QET.”
 
         “QED,” Nigel told him.
 
         “Pardon?”
 
         “QED. Quod erat demonstrandum.”
         

         “No,” Dave insisted, “QET. Quite enough time.”
         
  
         I winced as I set the glasses safely down. “Don’t encourage him, Nigel,” I protested. “Some of us have to work with him. Ever since Sophie went to Cambridge he’s been polishing the college doorknob on his way to work.” Sophie is Dave’s daughter, my Goddaughter, and we both take a keen interest in her studies. Last week it was Simon de Montfort and the foundations of Parliament. At about ten o’clock the other woman in Dave’s life, his wife Shirley, would come to give us a lift home.
         
 
         “What will you do,” Nigel asked, “if the foot-and-mouth epidemic isn’t over?”
 
         Dave took a long, deliberate sip of beer and I could tell that his mind was working overtime. He replaced his glass on the table, licked froth of his lip and said: “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning this, Nigel, but I know that you are a stickler for these things and that you’ve had a much better education then me – sorry, than I…”
 
         “You got a C in woodwork, didn’t you?” I interrupted.
 
         “Religious instruction, actually. I got an F in woodwork.”
 
         “I thought you were good at woodwork.”
 
         “I am, but Mr Gravesend took us for the exam and he had a speech impediment. He told us to make an egg rack, but I thought he said roof rack. I used more wood than all the other kids put together. Anyway, as I was saying, as you are such a bloody pedant about these things, Nigel, can I point out that people have epidemics, animals have epizootics.”
         
 
         “Ooh!” I said. “Ooh! Talk yourself out of that one, Nigel.”
 
         He bit his lip, then said: “I think I’d better get the next ones in.”
 
         I was still smiling as I looked across at Natasha. After a few seconds she glanced my way and I raised my eyebrows in salute. One day I’m going to learn how to make them work individually. I practise every morning, as I shave, but it’s harder than it looks. She returned my smile, just for a moment, until something behind me caught her attention.
         
 
         “Uh-oh,” I heard Nigel say, and Dave added: “Talk of the devil.”
 
         I looked round to see what the fuss was about. A man had entered the bar, a big man in uniform who dwarfed the doorway. He stood there for a few seconds, taking in the room, then wove between the tables towards us.
         
 
         “Bet he hasn’t come for his first dancing lesson,” Nigel said.
 
         “No, I don’t think he has.” I looked up at the figure as he loomed over me, and said: “What is it, George?”
 
         PC Farrell, better known as Big Geordie, placed a hand the size of a leg of pork on the table and stooped until his face was level with mine. “Sorry to disturb you, Boss,” he whispered, “but you’re needed. It looks as if there’s been another.”
 
         “Where?” I asked.
 
         “Down a lane off the Oldfield Road, just out of town.”
 
         “Woman?”
 
         “Young girl.”
 
         “Right.”
 
         We followed him out, oblivious of the three barely-touched drinks on the table and all the eyes, including Natasha’s, that watched us to the door.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The hatchback reversed into the space outside the terrace house and doused its lights. The driver let his head loll back and reached across to take the hand of the woman sitting next to him. “Phew!” he exclaimed, and she squeezed his hand in silent agreement. Phew indeed. After a moment he felt into the car’s ashtray and retrieved his door keys. They both got out and after unlocking the front door of the house he turned to use the remote control to lock the car. The hazard lights flashed to confirm it was done and they entered their home. When inside he carefully dropped the latch and turned the key. The curtains in the front room were already closed, and a gas fire gave off a comforting hiss as it kept the room temperature up in the tropical eighties. The only illumination was from the fire and a pair of wall fittings that cast semi-circles of light on to the high ceiling.
         
 
         He led her into the room as if it were a new experience for both of them. She held back with feigned reluctance, like a schoolgirl who’d heard about men like this – not wanting to follow but at the same time driven by a curiosity that had to be satisfied. He tugged her arm and she shelved her doubts, allowing herself to be led.
 
         When he was standing on the woollen rug in front of the fire he turned and undid the buttons of her coat. “Take this off, my darling,” he said, “or you won’t feel the benefit, afterwards.” She shrugged it off and he tossed it over an easy chair.
 
         “What about yours?” she said.
 
         “I’ll take that off, too.” His jacket joined hers and he placed his hands on her shoulders, massaging them with a rotary movement. “You’re good for me,” he told her.
 
         “We’re good for each other.”
 
         “That’s right. We’re a team.”
 
         “Shall I put some music on?”
 
         “It’s in the player.”
 
         The girl turned away and pressed the play button on a Sony music centre that stood on a sideboard opposite the fireplace. After checking that the volume was right she moved back to him and he replaced his hands on her shoulders. She rolled her head, swaying to the music, and murmured: “Mmm, that’s good, Timothy, that’s really good.”
         
 
         “What!” he exploded, pushing her away. “What did you call me?” His arm swept in a wide arc and his cupped hand cuffed her at the side of the head, the noise it made more violent than the impact.
 
         “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, holding her hand in front of her face like the heroine of some 1930s paperback. “Don’t hurt me! Please don’t hurt me.”

         He grabbed her hair and pulled her head back. “What did you call me?” he demanded.
         
  
         “I’m sorry.”
 
         “Say it.”
 
         “I’m sorry.”
 
         “What are you sorry for?”
 
         “For calling you…calling you…”
 
         “Calling me what?”
 
         “For calling you Timothy.”
 
         “So what am I called?”
 
         “Tim. I forgot. Please don’t hurt me, Tim.”
 
         “I don’t want to hurt you, you know that, don’t you?” She nodded, her head still stretched backwards by him, her white throat exposed. “But you’ve been a naughty girl, haven’t you?” She nodded again.
 
         “And what happens to naughty girls?”
 
         “I don’t know.”
 
         “You do know, so tell me.”
 
         “They get punished.”
 
         “And do you think I should punish you?”
 
         “I don’t know.”
 
         “Do you deserve it?”
 
         She nodded.
 
         “And how do we punish naughty girls in this house?” he asked.
 
         “With…”
 
         “Go on.”
 
         “With…the strap.”
 
         “And where is the strap?”
 
         “Down here.” Her hand fell to his waist.
 
         “You’d better fetch it then, hadn’t you?”
 
         She slowly lowered herself to her knees in front of him. Her fingers unfastened the big aluminium buckle of his belt and began to carefully unthread it from the loops of his Versace jeans. 
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