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There are quiet rooms here. There is less sound to shut out now than ever, but these were built for stillness, and a certain kind of intimacy. In one such room are two leather-upholstered chairs. The leather is cracked now, the wood rotted; the air of the North is not kind to such things. Here men rocked, twitched and stammered, or fitted bodies contorted by paralysis into the least painful postures they could find as they tried to speak of unspeakable things. On the floors above, the patients’ rooms are bright and airy; this was, once, a place of healing. The view from the windows, grimed and foxed though they are, shows the now-overgrown lawn; beyond that lies woodland and beyond that, rolling moors and hills. A fine view, to be sure. Even though it’s cut into sections by the bars across the windows.



 



CHAPTER ONE


 



 



ARMISTICE DAY IN Kempforth, an old mill-town high in the Lancashire hills. Terraced houses of biscuit-coloured stone; blunt ugly high-rise flats; brutalist council offices like relics of Stalin’s Russia. Tall detached Victorian houses at the edge of town; beyond them, the craggy rolling moorland, scrawled with naked trees warped sideways by an unrelenting wind.


Eleventh of November; eleven am.


The Town Hall clock struck the hour. A small crowd, silent, round the High Street Cenotaph. At the front, a row of old men, medals polished; bronze and silver gleamed dully in the rain. All wore a red poppy; wreaths of them lay round the memorial’s base. The only sounds: the wind’s moan, the growl of distant cars. Dead leaves; horizontal rain.


The two minutes ended. A bugle sounded the Last Post. Brief words of prayer were spoken. The plea to remember, unheeded year on year.


The crowd was gone; just another day. Work or the dole. Living high on the hog or scraping for coins. And the wars continued, big and small.


 



 



THE LIVING ROOM of an Alma Street terrace. The reek of stale cigarette smoke, cheap air-freshener, old chip-fat. An ashtray brimming on the coffee table. Grimy, threadbare carpet. The babble of the TV, volume down low.


“God’s sake, Martyn.”


“Sorry, love.” He sounded drained, like he’d been the one working all day. “Forgot.”


“Forgot–” Eva closed and opened her eyes. “All I asked you to do was boil a few spuds and grill some bangers. Not rocket science, is it?”


“I’m sorry.” Martyn stood head down, like a kid getting rollicked; the patch where his hair was thinning showed. “Just leave it, alright?”


“No, I won’t leave it, Martyn. I always bloody leave it. I’m not, this time.” The words were out before she could stop them. “What do you do here all day?”


“Pick Mary up from school.”


“Like I did every day before I went full-time? What you want, a medal?”


He looked up, jaw clenched. “Not my fault I got laid off.”


Eva breathed out through her nose.


“What?”


“Nowt.”


“In’t my bloody fault there’s no work.”


“Never said it was.”


“Thinking it, though.”


“Don’t tell us what I think.”


“Think I’m not doing enough.”


“Just said, don’t tell us what I think.”


“I look for work.”


“And I’m ruddy working.” He looked down. “So come on, what did you do today? Wasn’t the housework, wasn’t the tea, so just what did you bloody do?”


“I’m not having this. My own house.”


“And who’s paying the mortgage right now? Eh?” She’d seen two friends lose their homes, unable to keep up payments. That wouldn’t happen to them, not while she had breath. “I’m working my arse off, Martyn. All I’m asking for is some flipping help.”


“Don’t. Just don’t.” He spread shaking hands towards her.


“What?” She mimicked the act. “What’s all this in aid of?”


He flinched back, looked away. His hands became fists, then opened. “Don’t take the piss. Just leave it. Leave it.” His voice had risen. He was shaking.


“Martyn, keep it down.”


“Don’t tell us to keep it down in me own house.”


A dull, sick ache formed in her gut. She wanted to shout. Didn’t. Did nothing, said nothing. Didn’t trust herself. The living room door was ajar; Eva went and pushed it shut.


“What you doing?”


“I don’t want Mary hearing.”


He shook. A long, rattling breath escaped him. He slumped into one of the armchairs. It was like watching the air go out of something, seeing it collapse. She started towards him, stopped. He didn’t answer. “Martyn...” She closed her eyes. “You’ve got to get help.”


His eyes flicked up towards her, scared and wounded. “What’s that supposed to mean? There’s nowt wrong with me.”


“Love, we both know that’s bollocks.”


His breath went in and out through his teeth. “So... what? I’m a fucking nut-job now?”


He was shaking. She wanted to shout. Didn’t. Did nothing, said nothing. Didn’t trust herself. Until, finally:


“I’m gonna check on Mary. Then I’m off out.”


“What?” He looked up at her again. Christ, that look in his eyes – scared, lost. Like a sheep. When did he get like that?


“My night class. Remember? It’s a Monday.”


“Oh.” He looked down again. “Right. Forgot.” But he looked relieved as well. She couldn’t leave him; he wouldn’t last a week on his tod. But something had to give. There was Mary to consider.


“Just get the dinner on for Mary,” she said at last.


“’Bout you?”


“I’ll grab something on the way.”


“Eva–”


“Just get it done, Martyn, please. I’m gonna go see Mary.”


“You... you could knock it on the head, just for tonight. Stay in.”


“And do what?” They hadn’t even shagged in four months. He couldn’t. But she couldn’t say that. Too cruel. “No. That’s the last thing I need right now.”


She opened the living room door.


“I love you, Eva.”


Her eyes flicked to the wedding photo on the mantelpiece: Martyn grinning and straight-backed, without the belly he’d grown. That was all they’d needed. The way he’d looked at her – still did – was enough: there was pure bloody worship in his eyes. She’d never seen that before. My big bear. She’d married that, not this slumped thing in the armchair.


“Eva?”


Anna. She’d give Anna a bell. She was a bit funny, but she was bright. And she’d want to help her brother. Anna’d know what to do.


“Just look after Mary,” she said, and pulled the living room door shut behind her. Music came from upstairs. Mary’s room. At least she hadn’t heard all that. Or maybe she’d been crouched on the landing and she’d heard the lot. No way to be sure. Eva breathed, slow and deep, checked her eyes for excess redness in the hall mirror, and climbed the stairs.


 



 



THE TESTAMENT OF LANCE-CORPORAL CUTHBERT WINTHROP the initial impact didnt hurt it was like a punch to the face it was only later that i felt it when the air hit the nerves tried to scream but couldnt didnt realise it was cos i had nothing left to scream with felt like there was a chicken bone in my mouth then realised it was part of my jawbone couldnt smell the trench either thought that was a blessing at the time all i could smell was copper blood


 



 



NEAR-DUSK IN KEMPFORTH Precinct; shops closing, lamps slowly coming on. The different groups shuttled past Anna: mums with prams, teenagers trying to look trendy. Farmers in flat caps, boots and anoraks. Two bearded Asian men wearing shalwar kameez under pullovers and old suit jackets.


On a corner, a bulky, headscarfed woman said “Big Issue, please,” over and over; it might be the only English she knew. Four white lads in hoodies and jogpants pushed past; one said something. She looked away. Tension filled the air like static as they neared the Asian men, then dispersed as they passed. Anna breathed out.


No goths or moshers here; no-one different. Thugs had kicked a goth girl to death in a nearby town only a few years before. This part of Lancashire didn’t welcome strangers. Ranks closed, lines were drawn; if necessary, fists were clenched. Home-grown misfits weren’t liked either. But for better or worse, this was home; where she’d fled when all else fell apart. If she hid who she was, she was safe. She didn’t like doing that, but she couldn’t just think of herself.


She never liked being out on her own in Kempforth; she longed for her little ‘study’ – Dad’s old loft extension – sat at the computer with a coffee close to hand, Arvo Pärt on the CD player, opening her files and reviewing her notes on Ash Fell. Well, what else would fascinate her here, but what Kempforth closed its ranks around and tried to hide?


Her mobile rang. Anna closed her eyes, sighed. Briefly she considered ignoring it. But of course that wasn’t an option.


“Hello?” Static hissed; voices murmuring in the background. Must be a crossed line. “Hello?”


“... Anna?”


“Eva?”


“Yes.”


“What’s wrong?”


A long breath. “Martyn.”


She talked; Anna listened.


“I’m really getting worried now. I know it’s been a rough few months–”


“Nearly a year.”


“–but the state he’s in... and there’s Mary to think about too.”


Mary. “Yes, of course. What can I do?”


“Anna... I think he needs to see somebody. He needs help.”


“Eva, we can’t force him to see anybody, unless he’s a danger to someone. I mean, do you think he is?” Was he a danger to Mary? That, most of all.


A low, deep sigh. “I don’t know, Anna. Don’t think so. You know he’d never hurt her.”


“I know. Of course.”


“But it’s affecting her. Seeing him like this. Us. And... I don’t know what to do. I need him back the way he was.”


She sounded almost petulant, but Anna bit back any urge to tick her off. “I know.” The static rose to a screech; it and the voices on the crossed line drowned Eva out. “Hello?”


“... interference.”


“Yeah, I know.” She didn’t mention the voices. In case Eva hadn’t heard them; in case they were only in Anna’s head. No. That had been just two months of her life, nearly ten years ago. After the divorce. Gone now. Done.


“Just thought, maybe if you talk to him. He might listen to you. I’m at my wit’s end, Anna.”


“OK. Look, why don’t we meet tomorrow? Lunchtime? The Creamery? We can talk about this properly over a coffee clair.”


Eva laughed. “You’re talking my language now.”


“Pleasure’s all mine. It’s the high point of my social life, these days.”


“Well, that’s your fault. Told you before, I’ll give you a makeover. Some guys like their women tall and thin–”


“And flat as an ironing board.”


“Some men do.”


Yes, Eva, but it’s not men I’m interested in. She didn’t say that. “Anyway. I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?”


“OK. One o’clock at the Creamery.”


“See you then.”


 



 



THE TESTAMENT OF LANCE-CORPORAL CUTHBERT WINTHROP CONTINUED shrapnel wound to chin and fractured mandible whole of chin and floor of mouth destroyed tongue still present in and out of hospital for four years wife left me couldnt face it hell I couldnt face it took the kids with her my little boy crying everytime daddy came near never looked right again managed to get work


 



 



ONE DETECTIVE SERGEANT was on duty at Mafeking Road; a small wiry man in his late forties, with iron-grey hair and a thin, craggy face. He looked gentle and for the most part was; some thought him a soft touch. A few had learned the hard way he wasn’t.


“Mike.”


Stakowski looked up from his paperwork, tried not to sound as glad to see her as he felt. “Hello, stranger.”


“Ma’am to you, you old buzzard.” Renwick, Joan. Rank: Detective Chief Inspector. Age: twenty-nine. “Nice to see you too. How’s it been?”


He shrugged. “Same old. You?”


Hair: Glossy and brown. Skin: still tawny from summer in the Algarve. Build: lean and sleek from morning runs and gym sessions. Face: strong and wide; not quite pretty, but men looked twice. Eyes: blue-grey. Nose: aquiline. She puffed her cheeks out and released a long breath. “Busy. Knackered. Stressed.”


“Owt I can help with?”


“Not really. Got to go to Manchester week after next. Baldwin trial.”


“You’ve time to prep for it, then.”


“Time to get it bloody right. Why I’m knackered. I want them throwing the key away on that bastard. What?”


“Nowt, boss. Just... be careful, you know.”


“Of what?”


“Permission to speak freely?”


“Do you ever do anything else?” A fair point, but then they both went back a long way.


“That’s what you love me for, ma’am. Look... I know what you’re like when you’ve got the bit between your teeth. And that case were a rough one. I remember how it got to you.”


“So do I.”


“Sorry.”


“The concern’s appreciated, Sarge. I’m not looking forward to going through it all again, either. But I’ll be OK. Even got someone to look after me now.”


Stakowski nodded. “Heard there were a new feller.”


“That got round fast.”


“I’m a detective. Should try it sometime, ma’am, you might be good at it.”


Renwick raised two fingers.


“Going alright, then, that?”


“Yes, it is, thank you very much. He moved in a month ago, if you really must know. Any further questions? Plans for Christmas?”


“Back to the Wirral, see your old man?”


Her smile vanished. “No. Me and Nick were more thinking a quiet Christmas for two.”


“Oh.”


“Oh, what?”


“Nowt, ma’am.” Pause. “You had another barney with your Dad, then?”


“Sergeant.”


“Sorry.”


A sigh. “Yes, I did.” She shrugged. “That’s the way it goes.”


“You should be spending Christmas with your family, ma’am.”


“Yes, and with a name like Mike Stakowski you should be tearing round New York City having shootouts and chasing the girls.”


“Chance’d be a fine thing. Oh, and you forgot ‘not playing by the rules like those desk-jockeys at City Hall’, ma’am. Otherwise, full marks.”


Renwick chuckled, shook her head. “Why do I put up with you?”


“Because I’m a genius detective and all round charming devil, boss.”


“Yeah, right. Anything else? Or can I get on with my work now?”


“No. I’m just glad you’re doing good. Ma’am.”


A silent moment; they looked at each other. “Thanks, Mike.”


Stakowski shuffled papers. “Long as the bugger knows how lucky he is.”


“What?”


“Nothing, boss.”


“Whatever. So, anything tonight?”


“Regular crime-wave. Been a break-in at the B&Q.”


“What’d they take?”


“That’s the weird bit. Plaster of Paris, car batteries, paints. Shedload of other stuff worth a sight more, but they didn’t touch it.”


Renwick’s computer groaned into life. “Christ. This thing was a horse, you’d shoot it.”


“I know the feeling.”


“Doesn’t surprise me. What’ve we got?”


“Not much. CCTV was on the fritz.”


“Great.”


“SOCO are still working it. Might find something.”


“Bunch of students off their heads on magic mushrooms. Betcha.”


Stakowski grinned. “It’s a jungle out there.”


“Fancy a brew, Sergeant?”


“Love one, ma’am.”


“Me too.” Renwick opened a file, donned reading glasses. “You know where the kettle is.”


“Don’t strain yourself or owt, will you?”


“I’ll do my best.”


“Bloody slavedriver.”


“Heard that.”


“You’re a bloody slavedriver, ma’am.”


“That’s better. Now chop-chop. CID won’t run itself.”


“As you wish.”


Stakowski filled the kettle. Outside, the streetlamps’ light thickened into luminous orange cones as mist gathered in the street below.


 



 



PENCILS AND CHARCOAL scratched on paper; Kev’s heels clicked on the floor. Otherwise, silence, except for the moaning wind outside.


Even in a sweater, Eva was cold. God knew what it must be like for Mark, stretched out naked on the dais in the middle of the life-drawing class. She could see the goose-pimples. Still, the college paid him for it. His eyes met hers; he winked.


“Quite still, Mark,” Kev said primly. “If you don’t mind.”


Mark looked up innocently. Eva felt her face burn. Beside her, Jayne bit her lips and looked down.


Kev came over, bald patch gleaming under the striplights. “Very good, Eva.” He sucked his paunch in, walked on. “OK, let’s take a break, people.”


Mark reached for a blanket. “Aw,” Jayne whispered. “Was enjoying that.”


“You’ll be copping another eyeful soon enough,” Eva whispered back.


“Yeah, but I’m trying to keep my mind on the drawing. Alright for you. You could get a private showing any time you fancied.”


“Bog off.”


“You know he fancies you.”


“He’s twenty-one. Go after a sheep if you put a skirt on it.”


“So? He’s got standards. Some lads wouldn’t bother with the skirt.”


“Well, you’ve always got Kev.”


“Oh, stop it.”


“Come on. Just imagine that beard tickling you.”


“Eva.” But Jayne was already giggling. It was catching, too; Eva could feel it bubbling up in her. “Honestly. And you a married woman.”


“Yeah.”


“Oh. Shit. Did I say the wrong thing?”


Eva forced a new smile. “Forget it.”


“’Kay. Change the subject.” Jayne nodded at the window; it was white with fog. “Lovely weather we’re having. Shit!”


“What?”


Kev bustled over. “What’s wrong?”


“Someone was looking in. Bloody perve–”


Something whacked hard against the window. She turned and saw it. A hand, splayed out flat. A moment later another slammed into place alongside it, so hard the pane cracked across. Between the hands, through the mist, what might have been a face began to take shape.


Someone screamed. Eva turned and saw a figure standing in the corner; tall and thin, clad in a black, tattered cape. A soft cloth cap hung down and shadowed its face.


A dark shape hovered in the air beside it like a shadow projected onto mist. Another appeared beside it. And another.


“Oh fuck.” Jayne had grabbed Eva’s forearm; her fingers sank in like claws. “What the fuck? What the fuck are they?”


The shadows were moving. One moved to bar the door. What good would that do? It was a shadow. But it was thickening, growing darker, more solid. They all were. There were a dozen in all, thin black tattered shapes, like the one advancing on them. Liz had stopped screaming; instead she stood rooted, face white, lips trembling, eyes fixed, even when it stretched out an impossibly long, clawlike hand towards her.


The room wasn’t cold anymore, Eva realised. It was warm; hot even. Strange she should notice that. And then the first of them was in arm’s reach, and as it reached for her she saw what it had for a face.


She screamed – everyone else was, even Kev – but then the warmth became searing heat and the world was suddenly made of fire.


 



 



“OI, SARGE?” RENWICK turned in her chair. “Where’s me brew?”


No reply. At the window, Stakowski was still, leaning forward.


“Mike?”


He turned and looked at her. No smile, no glint in his eye. She went over to him. He pointed. In the distance, she saw it: an orange glow, brighter than the streetlamps, flickering ever brighter through the fog.


It took her a moment to realise what it was. And as she did, behind them, her phone began to ring.


 



 



THE TESTAMENT OF LANCE-CORPORAL CUTHBERT WINTHROP CONCLUDED kept my head down literally down so no-one saw lasted another thirty years like that thirty fucking years gin helped gin and whisky but thats what finished it in the end cause of death cirrhosis of the liver and then howling into the dark the void howling we are all here all howling no peace no peace even in death no peace for us none


 



 



IN THE ALMA Street living room the clock ticked. Almost midnight. Martyn sat staring at the TV as he had for the last hour; saw nothing.


Get up. Do summat. But couldn’t. Like having flu. Couldn’t so much as get up. Every little job was suddenly massive. A monkey on your back; gripping tighter, squeezing harder, never letting go.


Eva’d be in the pub now, sipping a Britvic orange juice with her girlfriends, that ponce of a tutor. And that pretty-boy model – Christ, he wasn’t even thinking about him. Eva was everything. Even more than Mary. He knew it shouldn’t be like that, but it was. And Eva still turned heads. Men still looked at her. But she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t cheat. Would she?


The doorbell rang. Relief; she was home, and getting out of the chair was suddenly easy. The bell rang again.


As he turned the handle he remembered: Eva had a key. Why ring the bell, then? But the door was already open, and a blue light flashing in the street outside.
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Dead hair and rodent bones in lightless corners; layers of dust on wooden sills and steel surfaces. Windows dimmed with grime. Thin pale light gleams on motes in the disturbed air and settles on dusty rows of ceramic arms that hang from hooks on the wall, fingers caught seemingly in the act of closing, as if they’ll form fists the moment your back is turned.
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Monday 16th December.


 



IT WAS FIVE miles’ drive from Roydtwistle Psychiatric to Kempforth, over dull brown moors thick with mist. Anna turned Minnie the Micra’s foglights on, palms damp on the wheel; nearly ten years on, places like Roydtwistle still made her feel cold and alone.


“You’re in my room,” she said.


“Eh?” In the passenger seat, Martyn blinked. Jeans, sweater. Two days’ stubble and an old carrier bag in his lap. A wavering smile and dark rings under eyes that flicked from place to place. Her brother. This was her brother, now.


“Mary’s in the spare room. She’ll want to be near you.”


“I can’t take your bed–”


“I’ve got a camp bed in the study.”


“The what?”


“Loft conversion. Remember?”


“Study?” He chuckled. “Get you.”


If he could joke, that was a good sign. Wasn’t it? “I’ll be fine. Used to it.” He didn’t look sure. “Honestly.” She needed some privacy. Pull up the drawbridge. “I’ve moved all my stuff upstairs anyway.”


Remember your family, lass, Dad had used to say. Owt else comes and goes, but your family’s always there. Something else she’d have to do. The monthly trip to the Garden of Rest. Take Dad some flowers.


The hills around Kempforth came into view as she turned onto Dunwich Road North. Her gaze drifted to the furthest one, lost beneath its thick growth of pines and rowans, like a pelt of fur and bones: Ash Fell.


Eyes front, she told herself, and drove on.


 



 



HER LITTLE TERRACED house on Trafalgar Road. Slate-roofed houses of grey or yellow stone. Hers was yellow. Dad’s old house. Mum and Dad’s. Hers now. She filled the kettle, put it on. Coffee, milk, sugar. Checked her mobile.


“There’s plenty of time yet.”


“Mm? No, it’s not that. Just checking to see if Carole’s called.”


“Carole?”


“From work? The library?”


“Oh.”


“There was something I was trying to find, about Ash Fell.”


“That place again.”


“Anyway, she was going to let me know if she found it.” Change the subject, Anna. Something less morbid. “There’s some of your stuff in the bedroom. From... anyway, it’s there.”


“From Alma Street.”


“Yes.”


“You can say it. I’ll not fall apart if you do.”


“OK. Look, I’d better go pick up the princess.”


“Already? School’s not out yet, is it?”


“Mrs Hartigan wants to see me.”


“Alright. I’ll... unpack.”


“She’s really glad you’re back.” She didn’t say back home. For Martyn, home was still Alma Street, radioactive with the past.


“Mrs Hartigan?”


“Mary, you silly sod.”


“Aye?”


“We both are.” But Mary most of all. “I got her a present from you.”


“Eh?”


“Christmas. You’ll need to sign the label for it.”


“Right.”


“You’ll be OK, yeah?”


“Aye. Go on.”


“OK.”


“Anna.” She turned at the front door. Martyn drew himself all the way upright, took a deep breath. “I’ll do me best not to let you down.”


“It’s Mary you’ve got to not let down.”


“I know,” he said. “What Eva would’ve wanted.”


His whole face trembled when he spoke her name.


 



 



MRS HARTIGAN LEANT back in her chair. A Newton’s Cradle clicked on her desktop; a small Christmas tree wrapped in threadbare tinsel perched on the windowsill.


“So how is Mary’s Dad?” she asked.


“He’s only come home today.” Click, click, click. The headmistress steepled her fingers. “He seems OK. But... the whole point is that it’s on a trial basis. Just for Christmas. For now anyway. The doctors at Roydtwistle thought it might help. A first step.”


“Sounds to me like they’re treating his daughter as a guinea pig. It’s been less than a month since–”


Ten days after the college fire, two days after the funeral, Mary had called her at the library, scared and weepy. Anna had come over; Martyn had been slumped in his chair, conscious, but unmoving and silent. Once Mary was out of the room, he’d calmly told Anna how he’d spent the night planning to hang himself from a ceiling beam. Anna had called their GP straightaway. Sod keep it in the family; better Mary saw her dad sectioned than dangling from a rafter.


Anna kept her voice level. “Mary loves her dad. And he’s pretty much all she’s got right now.”


Click, click, cl– “She has you.”


“And I love her. I’ve given her all the love and care I can. But she’s still, effectively, lost both parents. At least she sees one of them for Christmas this way.”


“Well,” Mrs Hartigan sniffed and glanced away. “The decision has been made.”


Bite your tongue, Anna. Don’t rock the boat. Martyn’s not out of the woods yet. And no-one else knows you’re gay. That shouldn’t stop them letting you care for Mary. Times have changed and it’s not even as if you do anything about it. But this is Kempforth, and here old attitudes die hard.


Click, click, click.


“Where’s Mr Griffiths now?”


“At mine.”


“Alone?”


“He’s not a suicide risk anymore.”


“Let’s hope not.”


It won’t come to that. It won’t. But if it does, make sure Mary doesn’t see. She comes before everything else now. She blinked. Calm down, Anna. Don’t be silly. He’s not at risk. With your past you ought to be more understanding.


Mrs Hartigan tapped a pencil against her teeth. Then smiled. “I’ll walk you to the classroom. May as well meet Mary there.”


“Thank you.”


Children ran shrieking down the dim corridor, fell silent when they saw Mrs Hartigan. Watercolour paintings of Father Christmas in various guises grinned from the walls. Mary’s classroom was at the far end, the door open. A few children still struggled into coats. Miss Rhodes, Mary’s teacher – a sweet, rather vague woman with unruly hair, huge glasses and a liking for baggy sweaters – tidied papers at her desk.


“Hi Mary.”


Mary’s blue eyes flicked to Mrs Hartigan, then back to Anna. A heart-shaped face, achingly solemn for a child of ten; Eva’s copper hair.


“Say hello to your aunt, Mary,” said Mrs Hartigan.


“Hello, Aunty Anna.”


“Hey, princess. Guess who’s waiting for us back home?”


Mary’s eyes went wide. “Daddy?”


“Got it in one.” She took Mary’s hand. “And how about fish and chips for–”


Thud. The crack of glass. Mary grabbed Anna’s arm. A black shape at the window, hands splayed against the glass. Thin silver cracks fled outwards from them; a HAPPY CHRISTMAS banner peeled loose from above and fell.


Anna’s heart thudded. Her last fight had been thirty years earlier, in the playground outside, and she’d lost. But she stepped in front of Mary. It wasn’t courage; just simple necessity.


“Get away from the window!” Miss Rhodes shouted.


Two other figures stepped up to the window to flank the first. Miss Rhodes – vague no longer – strode towards them, metre ruler in hand. “Children, get out into the corridor. Do as you’re told. Now.”


Anna recognised them. But from where? The man seemed very tall and very thin; a black cloak hung in tatters around him, clinging to him one moment, then flapping loose. His face – pale, immobile, like a mask. You’d remember a face like–


The newcomers spread their hands against the window. Fingers long and thin as broom twigs scraped the glass. They couldn’t be real.


And Anna remembered. No, they couldn’t be real – not just the fingers, but the men themselves. They couldn’t be real. Couldn’t. She’d seen them when she was–


More screams, further down the corridor.


“You!” Miss Rhodes advanced on the window, aiming the ruler at the central figure two-handed, like a sword. “This is school property. Go away at once.”


The three stiff, smooth faces all turned to stare at her. Miss Rhodes stopped in her tracks. “I’ll call the police,” she said, but with less authority than before.


Anna thought Miss Rhodes would look away from them at any moment, but it was the three cloaked figures who turned away, as if they’d been called. Perhaps they had, further back in the mist Anna saw a fourth figure: tall and cloaked like them but different, somehow. The fourth turned and vanished into the mist; the others trailed almost meekly after it, and were gone.


Mary’s fingers dug into Anna’s arm; she covered the small hand with hers. Miss Rhodes put the ruler down and went to one child who was crying. In the corridor, Mrs Hartigan was still pressed, frozen, against the wall.


 



 



“WERE YOU FRIGHTENED?”


“No. I know how to deal with nasty men like that.”


Anna had to laugh. “Oh do you now?”


“Yeah. Kick ’em in the goolies and run. That’s what Mummy–” She stopped.


Anna almost ruffled her hair, but didn’t. Mary was sunk down in her seat, looking dully out of the window. When she spoke again, her voice was quieter – older, even. “We shouldn’t tell Daddy about this, should we?”


“No,” Anna said. “Probably not.”


“No. He’d get upset.”


“Do you want some music on?”


Mary grinned, eyes bright again. “Yeah. Please.”


“OK, princess. What shall we listen to?”


“Silly-bellus?”


“Sibelius it is.”


She let the music fill the car, focused on that and driving Minnie the Micra safely back across town. Better that than thinking of thin, immobile faces, black cloaks blowing tatters around bodies of sticks; she’d seen them when she’d been in Roydtwistle. Her and no-one else. Because back then, she’d been insane.



 



CHAPTER THREE


 



 



SHE DROVE OUT of their way, through the town centre; Mary loved the Market Hall, a Victorian gothic beast in sulphur-coloured stone. The town centre’s lampposts were Victorian too: black-painted, wrought-iron, electric bulbs installed in what had been gas-lamps. Any days of greatness Kempforth had known had been in the nineteenth century; no wonder it looked back to it. If it made Mary smile, Anna didn’t care.


Mist and dusk thickened together as they drove; when they got home visibility was down to five feet. “There we go.” She turned off the engine, cutting off The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. “Come on princess, out you get.”


Mary turned back to Anna at the front door, grinning.


“How about Chinese for tea tonight, princess?” She knew one that delivered. Better that than braving the mists again.


“Yeah!” Fish and chips were forgotten; Chinese food was the one thing Mary loved more. Anna smiled back at her, feeling her eyes prickle. Other people never know what they do to us, how their tiniest act can melt us somewhere deep.


Better to think of that than what she’d seen at the school. Or that others had seen the same. She unlocked the front door and pushed it wide. Silence. A faint whiff of cigarette smoke. She’d have to speak to him about that.


“Martyn?” Her hand on Mary’s shoulder – hold her back, she mustn’t see if–


“Daddy!” Mary shot past into the house; Anna’s hand grabbed only air.


“Who’s that I can hear?” Footsteps on the stairs.


“Dad-dy!”


Martyn embraced Mary slowly, as if she’d break. Anna hung up her coat and went into the kitchen. Martyn said something Anna couldn’t quite catch. She only heard the low-pitched timbre, so very like Dad’s voice: solid and rooted, like an old oak tree. Mary still thought he was. God knows what Dad would’ve said if he could’ve seen his son now. Nothing good, most like. In the living room, Mary laughed.


There was a voice message on her mobile. Anna played it back.


“Hi, Anna. It’s Carole. Just wanted you to know, I found that file you were looking for. Had a root around in my lunch hour.” Nervous giggle. “Anyway, it’s in your desk drawer. Hope everything’s OK. Byeeeeee.”


Anna put the kettle on. Her hands had almost stopped shaking now.


 



 



THEY ATE IN silence, but not the kind that’d filled the car on the way back from Roydtwistle; this was easy, companionable, comfortable, broken by the occasional giggle from Mary at a wink from Martyn. For the first time, Anna had the genuine sense things might work out.


Afterwards, she took the dishes into the kitchen. Normally Mary helped her, but tonight she was snuggled up to Martyn on the sofa in the warm glow from the gas fire and the glimmer of the Christmas tree’s fairy lights, both arms wrapped round one of his. Clinging fast, so as not to lose him. Let her have this time.


“I’ve got an idea, for the weekend,” she told them. “How about we all go to Witchbrook for the day? I’ll pack us a lunch. Make a day of it.”


“In this weather?”


“Be alright if we wrap up warm.”


Martyn nodded. “Sounds right to me. What about thee, poppet?”


“Yeah. Suppose.” As long as she was with Daddy.


They was a comedy programme on the television; Martyn stretched out on the sofa and Mary curled up beside him, punctuating his rumbling chuckle with giggles and shrieks. Anna felt a strange, bitter pang watching them.Yes, he was Mary’s father and she was just an aunt – it was natural Mary should love him best – but even so she ached to be the centre of Mary’s world, as Mary was of hers. Jealousy: was any emotion so pathetic?


“Best get off,” she said. Martyn blinked up at her. “Promised I’d go see Nan.”


“OK. Give her my love. Have to go see her soon.”


“Maybe Saturday.” Anna fetched her coat. “Sithee later, princess.”


“Bye bye, Aunty Anna.”


A tight hug. The sweet clean smell of the child. Anna’s eyes prickled; she kissed the soft cheek, smoothed the red hair. “Be good for Daddy now.”


Small arms tightened round her. “You’re coming back, aren’t you?”


“’Course I am, daftie.” She squeezed back. “Just going to see Nan.”


Martyn saw her to the door. “Look after yourself.”


“You too.”


“No. I mean... out there.”


“I’ll stick to the backstreets.” He didn’t look reassured. “You OK?”


He shrugged. “Feels like I’m learning everything all over again.”


“It will, for a while.”


“Was it that way for you?”


“Let’s not talk about that now, please.”


“OK. Just... I’m scared, sis.”


She squeezed his arm.


“Thought I were better than that.”


“Than what? Me?”


“Stronger, then. That I’d hold up.”


“It wasn’t just one thing. You know that.”


“Aye.”


“The fire was just the last straw.”


“Big bastard straw.”


“I know.” She pecked his cheek. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself. And her. Her most of all. The rest’ll sort itself out.”


The door clicked shut behind her. She stepped out onto the cold, shrouded pavement and started walking.


 



 



ANNA HAD KNOWN the maze of backstreets between Trafalgar Road and Stangrove Wood Residential Home all her life, but that didn’t seem to help just now, in the dark and the mist. At least she could hear the murmur of televisions in front rooms as she passed the houses, see the blurred glow of lit windows. It wasn’t exactly reassuring, but it felt safer than the main road, which had heavy traffic even in these conditions.


She walked at a brisk pace, tugging her coat tight around her and wishing she’d brought a scarf. Footsteps clicked behind her. Her breath caught. Foolish. Just a late-night shopper, or someone like her, with commitments, obligations. She walked faster, all the same.


Where was she now? Marshall Street. Turn left here. Then right onto Kenborough Lane. Behind her, still, the click, click, click of her follower’s boots. She should have gone for the main road after all. Stupid. He wasn’t following her.


A crossroads. Straight over for Stangrove Wood. To the right, traffic sounds came from the main road. She stopped to look both ways. Behind her, the footsteps stopped.


Anna looked behind her. Nothing to see; just mist and a cone of blurred orange streetlight. Click, went a bootheel on the cold damp pavement. Click, click, click. The streetlight flickered. Someone was moving deliberately round its edges, not venturing into plain view.


She turned off the backstreets towards the gathering noise of passing cars on the main road; the sound had never been so welcome. She thought she heard the footsteps following, but they were soon lost in the traffic and when she looked back, she saw nothing.


 



 



AT STANGROVE WOOD, Anna punched in the flat number on the keypad by the door.


“Who’s that?”


“Anna.”


The door buzzed open. The community lounge was empty; the Christmas tree’s lights had been switched off. Anna had a spare key to Nan’s first-floor flat; she let herself in. “Nan?”


“In here, love.” As if she’d be anywhere else this time of day. Anna passed the framed photos in the hallway – Nan as a young woman, Dad as a boy, Mum and Dad, her and Martyn as kids, Martyn and Eva with Mary – and went on into the living room.


“Oh hullo there, darling.” Nan’s throaty Welsh-accented voice – she’d smoked well into her seventies – always made Anna think of a rusty squeezebox. “Are you alright?”


“I’m fine.” Anna kissed her cheek – old, wrinkled, and softly furred with a light down – and caught the scent of the Imperial Leather soap Nan had always used. “D’you want a cup of tea, Nan?”


“Oh, go on, then. If you know where to find everything.”


She always said that, as if she regularly swapped everything around to keep Anna on her toes. “Yes, Nan. You just stay there.”


Tea for Nan, coffee for Anna with half a spoonful of sugar. Well, a girl had to have some indulgences. She pulled off her gloves and coat.


 



 



THINGS FOLLOWED THE usual pattern after that. They talked a little, put the TV on. Nan drowsed off in her chair and snored softly, arms folded, head bowed. Her hearing aids made thin piping and squeaking sounds, like far-off whale music. The TV murmured; subtitles scrolled across the bottom of the screen.


The TV murmured. Nan gave a small muffled grunt and shifted in her sleep; the hearing aids squeaked softly. Anna slipped a sheaf of print-outs from her bag; a chapter from her book. She crossing out a word, scribbled a note in the margins. Slow work; she’d precious little writing time these days. But she’d do what she could, when she could. If it helped keep her sane.


Time passed. Anna rubbed her eyes and looked up, studying the mantelpiece above the fireplace. There were Christmas cards from her, Mary, a few of the home’s other residents; there was the card from Buckingham Palace, hand-delivered two years ago on Nan’s hundredth birthday. A photograph of Grandpa, in his army uniform; another of him with Nan on her wedding day.


And Nan’s father. Here he was in puttees and webbing belt. It was from 1918, after he’d been wounded; his face was slack, eyes staring off past the edge of the frame, seeing god knew what. There was one of him at Nan’s wedding too, his daughter on his arm, all in white. Nan had married in her mid-thirties, quite late for those times, but even allowing for the twenty-five years that had passed, Anna would never have guessed it was the same man if she hadn’t known. His face had creased and thickened, eyes sinking deep in their sockets as if in retreat from what they might see, and while he was trying to smile, it was a weak shadow of a thing.


Shot at the battle of Passchendaele, wounded in the chest and arm. The arm amputated at the elbow. And yet he could tie his shoelaces unaided, fasten his tie. Not that there’d been much choice. No welfare state back then, no safety net. You provided for your family or watched them starve, that or scrape by on a means-tested pittance. The changes he must have seen; he’d fought in one world war, seen out not only its successor but a whole world, a way of life. There must have been almost nothing left, at the end, he could recognise.


Time passed. Anna glanced at the clock. Christ, the time. Had the mist thinned out? Let it clear up tomorrow; she hated driving in conditions like that.


Nan grunted again, stirred awake, blinked sleep-small eyes and fumbled for her glasses. Her hair had faded over the years from a dark grey, when Anna had been little, to near-pure white, and she’d shrunk, grown smaller and thinner. She couldn’t walk without a frame. But her vitality hadn’t ebbed. Despite it all, she was often taken to be in her eighties, at most. Some people were only convinced when shown the card from the Queen.


“Faffing round with that book of yours again?”


“Yes, Nan.”


“Wish you’d leave it. No-one wants to hear about that horrible bloody place.”


Old argument; no point repeating it now. “I’ll have to go in a minute, Nan.”


“What’s that?” Nan blinked and squinted.


“I said, I’m going to have to go, Nan.”


“Alright, love. Ooh, Anna?”


“Yeah?”


“Could you do me a favour?”


“’Course I can. What is it?”


“As long as it’s no trouble.”


“’Course not.”


“You going to the Garden of Rest this week?”


“Can do.”


“If I give you some money, could you get some flowers for your dad?”


“’Course.”


Nan counted out change. “Wish I could go myself.”


“It’s OK.”


“I’d go if I could.”


“I know.” Nan had always cherished her independence; precious little now remained.


“Thank you, love. You’re too good to everyone, you know, Anna. I do feel bad sometimes, making you run errands for me all the time.”


“Don’t be silly.”


“You should have a life of your own.”


“Do my best.”


“I know, love, but I do worry sometimes.”


Anna embraced the thin body, kissed the papery cheek. “Love you, Nan.”


Nan squeezed her back. “Love you too.” It’d become a ritual of late; at Nan’s age, you could never be completely sure she’d still be there next time.


“He was here before, you know.”


Anna turned. “Sorry?”


Nan nodded towards the mantelpiece. “Before you got here. I saw him. At the window.”


“Who?” On the mantelpiece the only pictures – the Queen aside – were of the dead. Nan didn’t answer at first. They’d never really talked religion; as far as Anna knew Nan still had the simple, straightforward Welsh Methodist faith of her childhood. Anna didn’t share it, but it had got Nan through the last century, so fair enough. But Nan had never claimed to see the dead. Assuming that was what she meant. “Who?” She felt foolish just asking. “Grandpa?”


Nan shook her head. Her eyes glistened and just for once, her age seemed to show in full. “My father,” she said at last. “Outside. I saw him.” Anna bit her lip. “It’s alright. Don’t worry about me, dear. But I did see him. Always had a bit of the second sight, you know. Runs in our family. I always thought–”


“What?”


“You might have a touch of it, too.”


Anna kissed Nan’s downy cheek again and let herself out. She went fast. The night was very dark all of a sudden, the mist very deep.


She didn’t think about what Nan had said. Couldn’t. Eva dead, Martyn damaged and healing only slowly, if at all. And most of all, Mary. The fear she couldn’t protect the child; the vow that she would. And now Nan, seeing a father dead for over sixty years. Let it just be the tail-end of a dream, half-remembered on waking. Let Nan not be going mad. There was only so much Anna could shoulder. Not that she could talk about sanity. You might have a touch of it, too. Thanks, Nan. What would be worse: seeing things that weren’t there, or things that were?


On she trudged. Home now, then bed. Too late to write anything else; she had to be up early, make sure Mary got to school. Maybe a few pages of The Brothers Karamazov before she slept – she was determinedly struggling through it – as long as neither Martyn nor Mary had more pressing needs. And then sleep.


This was her life now.


Your family, lass. Your family.


So on she walked, and told herself the only footsteps echoing in the mist were her own.



 



CHAPTER FOUR


 



 



Thursday 19th December


 



BRIDGE STREET, MANCHESTER. Christmas lights glittering on the lampposts; shoppers weaving like columns of ants to and from the shops up on Deansgate. The River Irwell shining like mirrorglass. And Renwick on the courthouse – Justice Centre – steps, sipping coffee, breathing crisp cold air, checking mobile messages and praying the jury reached a verdict today.


Two weeks’ leave, starting tomorrow. Enough sleep and maybe Julie Baldwin’s accusing ghost would fade. You were supposed to keep me safe.


First message:


“Joan? Dad. Just wondered... your plans for Christmas. I know we...” A pause, a sigh. “Be good to see you. Invite’s still open. You and Nick. Both welcome. Got the spare room all made up. Just... even if you’re not coming, let us know, eh? Alright. Lots of love.”


Next message:


“Joan? Nick. Wanted to let you know: last of my stuff’s moved out. Left the key on the kitchen table. That should be it now. All done.” Pause. “Bye.”


Last message.


“Joan? Detective Chief Superintendent Banstead. Assume you’re still in court. I’m calling from home. Call me when you’re done. The number’s–”


She replayed the message, jotted it down. Only a select few got the Bedstead’s home number. Now she was one of them. Which might be good news or bad.


“Detective Chief Inspector?” She turned. “Jury are coming back in.”


She breathed out; one prayer answered, anyway.


 



 



EVER SINCE HE’D been arrested, Tom Baldwin had worn the same pious, martyred look. He’d kept it through the trial; it didn’t change when they read the verdict out.


“Thomas Baldwin, you have been found guilty...”


Got you, you bastard.


Baldwin looked up at the public gallery as if he’d heard her thought.


“... of the rape and murder of your daughter, Julie Baldwin...”


He met her eyes, pursed his lips, sighed and shook his head. Joan, Joan, why persecutest thou me?


“... the culmination of years of abuse, practised against your own child...”


For a second Renwick wished she had a gun. She turned and walked out fast.


 



 



SHE STOPPED INTO Waterstone’s to get a book for the journey. No crime fiction; good old-fashioned sword-and-sorcery. Life wasn’t that simple, but it was nice to pretend.


As well as all the Christmas shoppers, she saw several large black-and-white pictures of a fortyish man with dark, silver-sprinkled hair, immaculate teeth and a phoney grin. She knew the face. Then she saw the book’s title: The Realm Of Spirit by Allen Cowell. Christ – him. She’d seen his TV show; how could anyone take him seriously for even five minutes? But people did, if they were scared, bereft, battered by fate, looking for meaning. She didn’t mock or judge them. It was all too easy for that to happen. She paid for her book and cleared out fast.


On the train, she called the Bedstead. The phone rang; the reception was terrible. And there was a crossed line; she could hear other voices mumbling under the static’s hiss.


“Joan. How was Manchester?”


“Pleasant enough, from what I saw of it, sir.”


“Did we get a result?”


“Guilty, sir. Unanimous verdict. Any luck and his Honour will throw the book at the bastard.”


“Good. Good. Excellent.” Banstead let out a harsh coughing fit. “Christ. Sorry. Down with this bloody flu.”


The Bedstead, off sick? “It’s going around, then?”


“Vicious strain of it too. Got half the force laid out up here. We’re critically short-staffed. I know you’re due some leave–”


Shit. “Sir?”


“There’s a case. Well, two. Missing persons. One’s a two-year-old child. Got Stakowski on that one, but I want you in charge.”


Shit shit shit. “Is there a problem with Mike, sir?”


“Not at all. Fine officer. You know that. But I want someone more senior in charge. Two cases, possibly connected. Plus... well, talk to Stakowski when you get back. And DS McAdams as well, he’s handling the other one.”


The train rattled. Static hissed. The distant voices mumbled. “OK, sir.”


“Thank you. Appreciated. Good luck.”


The phone went dead. Renwick speed-dialled Stakowski’s number.


 



 



KEMPFORTH WAS TWENTY miles from Manchester and nearly three hundred feet higher; Renwick glimpsed boxy industrial estates and huddled grey towns clumped together in the rain from the window before mist engulfed the train. When she stepped out onto the cobbles outside the station the air was ice cold and white mist blanketed Dunwich Road. Traffic growled; pale blurred foglights swam back and forth. A car pulled up.


“How do.”


“Mike.” She could’ve hugged him. Best not.


“Been pining for me, then?”


“Oh yeah, you old buzzard. Absolutely.”


Stakowski frowned. “You OK, lass?”


“I’m fine.” Lie. “Long trial, that’s all.”


Stakowski held the car door open for her. “How was Manchester?”


“Bright lights, big city.”


“And the trial?”


“Guilty.”


“Good work.”


“Thanks, Dad.” She flopped back in her seat.


“Shall I book a table at the Good Luck?”


“Once you’ve briefed me, yeah.”


“The missing kid? Roseanne Trevor. Got the interview with her mam on video. You want to see it?”


“What do you think?”


 



 



A THIN WOMAN in her early twenties: narrow face, small dark eyes. Gold hoop earrings, fake tan, bleach-blonde hair. Too much makeup, streaked down her face by tears. She scrubbed her cheek with a tissue; the skin beneath was sallow.


Stakowski froze the image. “Stacey Trevor. Twenty-one, no steady partner. The dad’s called Andy Kirkland. Did a runner when he heard Stacey was pregnant.”


“Real prince among men.”


“Aye. Lives in Bradford now. Local fuzz picked him up.”


“And?”


“Clear alibi. Plus he’s shown no interest in the kiddie since she were born. Still checking, but doesn’t look like he were involved.” Stakowski pressed play.


“Took our Roseanne down Dunwich Park.” Stacey Trevor’s voice; sullen even through the grief. All coppers are bastards. “She’d been acting up. Pushed her on swings a bit, then she wanted to go on roundabout. So I let her.” Her lips wobbled. “Could hear her laughing. All’s I did... all’s I did were get me Take A Break out for a second. Just a minute. I kept glancing up to look at her.” She was crying again. “I’m not some slag. I’m not a shit mum. Just wanted a minute to meself, just that. Could hear her laughing. Kept looking up. Then I heard summat, behind us. Bushes. Rustling. Looked round. Case it were a Spindly. There were someone. Fuckin’ swear, mam’s life. Then they were gone. But there was someone. Fuckin’ tellin’ tha.” Her voice had risen. Now it faltered. “And then... took us a couple of secs to realise. Couldn’t hear Roseanne.” Her breath hitched, became sobs; she flapped her hands to ward the camera off. “Looked. Roundabout was still spinning, but our Roseanne were gone. Screamed for her. Ran round an’ round that fuckin’ park. But there were nothin’. Nothin’.” She pursed her mouth, stuck out her unformed chin. “So – rang you lot and here we are.” A muffled keening, then her mouth buckled, her face crumpled and the keening became a wail that raised the hairs on Renwick’s arms.


“Christ, Mike.”


“Soz.” Stakowski switched the video off.


“Think she’s on the level?”


“If she’s not she should be on bloody stage.”


“Skeletons in the cupboard?”


“No serious debts – well, nowt worse than anyone else on the Dunwich. No involvement in owt dodgy. No signs of drug abuse.”


“Ransom?”


“She’s on benefits. Council accommodation. No rich relatives. Nowt worth a kidnapper’s while.”


“That’s what I was afraid of.”


“Aye. Sorry boss. Most likely explanation’s some bastard paedo.”


“Or more than one. Very convenient, those bushes rustling when they did. Team effort? One distracts the mum, one grabs the kid?”


“Or some sick bastard saw an opportunity and took it. Either way, doesn’t look good for the kiddie.” A moment’s pause. “You’re thinking on the Baldwin lass.” It wasn’t a question.


“Baldwin didn’t mean to kill his daughter. He’d been abusing her for years – went too far one night, panicked... But this looks planned. Deliberate.”


“Aye.”


“So what’ve you done so far?”


“Pulled in every known sex offender in the Kempforth, rung CID in Blackburn and Accrington about theirs. SOCO did a fingertip search of the scene. Background checks on family.”


“But?”


“Nowt. Whoever took her knew what they were about. Only chance of catching them is finding summat.”


Renwick breathed out. “Like a body.”


“Or summat. Plenty of other things–”


“Chances are we’ll never find her. Or she’ll turn up in a shallow grave ten years down the line and the killer’ll be long gone. Even if he’s not, he’ll have worked his way through a dozen other kids first–”


“We can’t afford to think that way, Joan. You know that.”


He didn’t often call her by name. When he did, she listened. “Yeah,” she said at last, “I know.”


Stakowski frowned. “You shouldn’t need me to tell you that, normally. Everything all right with you?”


“Oi. Sergeant. We’re working here.”


“Sorry, ma’am. Another coffee?”


“No. Yes.”


Stakowski put the kettle on. “Best thing you can do for the kiddie is keep your head clear and do the job, boss. Cross the t’s, dot the i’s. Don’t miss owt. Best chance we’ve got.”


“Yes, alright.”


“Sorry.” Stakowski waited. The kettle boiled.


Renwick sighed. “Split up with Nick.”


“Sorry.”


“I’m not. Better finding out now before it got serious.”


“Thought it already was.”


“So did I. Not like I didn’t tell him how it was gonna be.”


“I remember. Late nights, broken dates, having to dash off at any minute. Nearly had tears rolling down me face by the end. Did you actually start playing the violin or was that my imagination?”


“In your case I’d say senile dementia. He said he understood.”


“Probably thought he did. You can know summat and not know it.”


“Very profound.” Renwick raised her cup in a mock toast. “Least I won’t have to spend it in Yorkshire with his whole bloody family. All ninety-six of them.”


“Now you’re exaggerating.”


“Felt like ninety-six when I was there. All gawping like I was a circus freak.”


“You were in Yorkshire. They’re not used to fingers that aren’t webbed.” Renwick laughed. “So what are you doing for Christmas now? Seeing your Dad?”


“No.”


“Just asked.”


Renwick sighed. “Expect I’ll be too busy anyway, with all this.”


“Still not much of a Christmas.”


“I just don’t fancy scooting off to the Wirral to hear Dad banging on about me getting ‘left on the shelf’ again like I’m an alarm clock. That’s Morwenna talking. Not my idea of fun. Downright embarrassing, in fact. Dad and his new child bride.”


“She’s older than you.


“Just.”


“If he’s happy...”


“He’s my Dad.” Renwick sighed, shook her head. “Sorry. Forget it.”


Stakowski shrugged. “I wouldn’t panic about the shelf thing yet. You’re still young.”


“Thank you, old-timer.”


Stakowski smiled, tipped an imaginary hat. He thought of the duck he’d bought from Kempforth Market for his lonely Christmas dinner, the rest of it, like as not, lasting him the week. More than enough for two. He almost said something. Then didn’t. There was always enough for two, and only one to eat it. Ever since Laney. “Got him owt for Christmas?”


“Didn’t have time. Had a shufti round Waterstone’s in Manchester, but I couldn’t move for pictures of Allen Cowell.”


“That prick.”


“Whoa. Easy Mike.”


“Sorry. Can’t stand his sort. Bloody parasites, feeding off people’s grief.”


“OK.”


“Sorry.” There was silence between them for a spell; Stakowski broke it. “Joan...”


“What?”


“Why do you think you’ve got this case?”


“They’re short-staffed.”


“The real reason.”


“Enlighten me.”


“Think it’s a coincidence you get this one after damn near working yourself into the grave on the Baldwin case? Right before you’re due to go on leave? Banstead’s not stupid. He knows this kind of case pushes all your buttons. So he gives you this. This one.”


“There’s the other one, too – Dave McAdams’ case.”


“But he makes sure this is the one you hear about first. Get briefed on first. Another Julie Baldwin.”


“Mike...”


“Look – what state were you in when you got posted here?”


Renwick looked down. “You know better than anyone.”


“Yeah. Bloody mess would be putting it kindly. Pissed every night, hungover every morning, and towing some real specimens back home with you at the end of the night.”


“Do you mind?”


“Stop me if I’m wrong.” No answer. “You were going great guns back in Manchester – transfer to CID, recommended for promotion to DS within a year of that – cos of your work on another case involving kiddie-fiddlers, as I recall–”


“Yeah.”


“And then...”


“And then Mum died and I went off the rails. Thank you for reminding me.”


“There’s a point.”


“Then make it.”


“Look... lot of people had written you off back then. But look at you now.”


“Thanks. I think.”


“You’ve done bloody well. But sooner or later the ones like you all bugger off back to big city. ’Cept you didn’t. Even when you made DCI . You’ve already turned down one post back in Manchester. Plum job too, I believe.”


“How the hell did you find out–”


“I’m a detective, boss. You should try it sometime.”


“Piss off.”


“Point I’m making is here you are going up, up and away, and you’re not leaving Kempforth. There’s only one more rank between you and Banstead.”


“He thinks I’m after his job?”


“Or that the powers that be’ll start thinking it’s time he hung his boots up. But there’s a reason the Bedstead’s been Divisional Commander this long.”


“Age and treachery will always defeat youth and idealism?”


“Summat like that, but I wouldn’t use all those long words.”


“There’s a surprise.” Pause. “You think he’s trying to set me up.”


“I know the bastard.”


“So what am I supposed to do? Pull a sicky? Say I’ve got this flu that’s going round?”


“You could.”


“No I couldn’t.”


Stakowski smiled. “No.”


“What then?”


“Watch your back.”


“How about you watch it for me?”


“Did you really think I wouldn’t?”


Renwick nodded, sipped her coffee. “So... what’s a Spindly?”


“Eh?”


“On the interview. She said she thought it was a Spindly, in the bushes. The hell’s one of them when it’s at home?”


“We had a report, Monday afternoon. Between three and six individuals faffing round the playground at Primrose Hill Primary, looking in through windows, banging on the glass. Scared hell out of the kids.”


“And?”


“Kids started calling them the Spindly Men. And it’s caught on. Since Monday there’ve been reports flying about left and right.”


“Any actual criminal offences?”


“Nowt we can pin down.”


“So? Older kids pissing round. Students home for the Christmas break. Get up to all sorts of stupid shit, that crowd.”


“Speaking from personal experience, ma’am?”


“Yes.”


“I’d have said same, except for one thing.”


“Don’t spin it out, Mike. Come on.”


“Sorry. Just remember me Mam telling me about them once. Her Dad used to tell her when she was a kid – they were a sort of bogeyman. Don’t go into the woods after dark or the Spindly Men’ll get you.” Stakowski’s father had fled to England after the war, but the farmhouse he still lived in had been home to generations of the Pidwell family, up to and including his mother.


“So they’re what, a local legend?”


“Pretty old one, I think. But you’d be hard put to find anyone under the age of seventy who’s heard tell of them.”


“Explains why you’d know, then.”


“Cheeky madam. They were supposed to live in the woods above the town, and – well – prey on the unwary. Not much more to the story than that. No real meat on the bones. But it’s pretty obscure. I only know cos me Mam told me. Whoever it is, they’re even dressing the part: long, tall and thin, tatty black coats, masks.”


“Masks?”


“Aye. Mam said it was cos they had no faces of their own, so they’d steal yours off you if they could.”


“Ugh.”


“Aye.”


“So someone’s acting out an old local legend. Still sounds like some sort of prank.”


“Maybe, maybe not. Was thinking I might pop down the library tomorrow. See if they’ve any books on it.”


“What good’ll that do?”


“Might shed some light on why they’re doing it. Maybe some sort of weird cult. And maybe see if anyone’s checked those books out lately.”


“Not bad thinking for an old geezer.”


“You’re all charm and grace, lass. Now how about a Chinese dinner?”


“Best idea you’ve had all night.”


 



 



THE TESTAMENT OF PRIVATE WOLFIE JACOBS gather round and hearken to my tale brave boys for i can say few soldiers paid a price throughout the war as grievous as mine for as you can tell brave boys i was a smooth talker and by such dint did loosen the stays and skirts of many a fair maiden in my native london town for much to the head shakings of my greybearded father oi vey and the tears of my dear old mother hear o israel my cock was well seasoned with the drippings of an thousand cunts ere a boche bullet blew it off in nineteen sixteen oh i was a right one brave boys well valued by my platoon for twas i could always get you a smoke a drink a knife a gun a willing woman all so long as you were not of too choosy a persuasion and then i was shot a bullet wound sustained in the act of storming an enemy trench the wound was caused by a 9mm pistol bullet striking at the base of the penis and severing it except for two or three connecting shreds of musculature before tearing through the scrotum and


 



 



THE GOOD LUCK Restaurant. A faded print of a misty mountain range. Electric light filtered through paper lanterns. Faux-traditional Chinese synth music piped from speakers, fighting with the Salvation Army band’s rendition of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen from further down the High Street.


Stakowski rubbed his hand together. “Hot and sour soup to start, I reckon–”


Sizzling Beef Szechuan with a dish of Peking ribs. Dunno why you even bother with that menu.


“And then Beef Szechuan, and some of them Peking ribs. What about you, ma’am? I know how tough it is for you lasses to mek your minds up.”


Renwick raised two fingers without looking up from the menu. “Made mine up while you were still trying to remember where you were, Sarge. They shouldn’t let you out on your own at your age. Crab and sweetcorn soup, steamed pork dumplings–”


“– and king prawns in black bean sauce with stir-fried noodles?”


“Amazing. You read tea-leaves as well?”


“No, but I do a great routine with balloon animals. I’m all the rage at kiddies’ parties.”


“Whatever.”


The food came. They ate their soup in silence, started talking again as they started work on the mains.


“So what about the other misper?”


“Dave McAdams can tell you more than me, but he’s off-shift till tomorrow.”


“What do you know?”


“Asian lass. Name escapes me. Seventeen. Vanished off High Street.”


“Someone snatched her off this High Street?”


“Yup. Broad daylight.” Stakowski nodded at the mist beyond the windows. “Well, not so broad. Been like this all week. Makes it a lot easier.”


“Even so. You don’t snatch someone like that on the spur of the moment.”


“Spare rib?”


“Just the one. Watching my figure.”


“Watch it for you if you–”


“Don’t even think about finishing that sentence.”


“Ma’am.” Stakowski took another rib.


“So? What happened with this girl?”


“Like I said, you should talk to Dave–”


“–and I will...”


“But... someone heard a scream, just found but the girl’s handbag. Nowt taken – driving licence, bank card, money all still there.”


“But she’d vanished.”


“Thin air. Broad daylight. No trace.”


“Just like Roseanne Trevor.”


“Just like.”


“So there’s either two sets of kidnappers–”


“–pretty long odds round here–”


“–or one group. Who on the one hand snatch a toddler, on the other a pretty well-developed teenager. There was a paedophile ring in Kempforth some years back, wasn’t there?”


“Allegedly. Long way back. ’Bout ’85, if I remember right. Before you were born.”


“Piss off. But that was pretty well-organised, wasn’t it?”


“Mid 80s? Before my time. But I heard something of it. Don’t think they ever nailed the buggers, but I doubt any of them’d still be around either. Could always talk to the Bedstead.”


“Eh?”


“Well, I think he was a DS at the time. Might have heard something.”


“Leave that one well alone for now. Might as well just print a t-shirt saying I’m Clutching At Straws.”


“Your call, boss. So, how do you want to play it?”


“I want to talk to McAdams first thing tomorrow before I make a final decision.”


“But?”


“For now, a single investigation. You head up the Trevor case, McAdams stays on the missing teenager. Pool information, see what we get.”


“And the Spindly Men?”


“Make your trip to the library and we’ll see.”


“’Kay.”


“Anything else?”


“Just remember to watch your back on this one, boss. That’s all.”


“You’re watching it for me. Remember?”


“Oh aye.”
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RENWICK SHUT THE door of her third-floor flat behind her just after ten pm, weary to her bones, and dropped her suitcase in the lounge.


She wanted a shower, but not because of dirt or sweat. Baldwin. She felt greasy at the thought of him. But too tired. An excuse not to ring Dad, anyway. Tonight at least. Tomorrow is another day. She made her way to the bedroom, shucking off suit jacket, blouse, unfastening her belt.


Nick had left the wardrobe doors open, showing all the gaps where his clothes had been.


Renwick kicked away shoes, trousers. Peeling her socks off felt like too much effort, so she kept them on as she pitched onto the bed. She groped for the alarm clock, held it to her bleary face and set the time. “Think I’ll become a nun,” she muttered, and slept.
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