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One

This would be the end of her first week of doing it for money.

She still didn’t like to call it ‘on the game’, still didn’t wish to acknowledge to herself the reality of what she was doing. She thought of it as a temporary phase; as a means of raising the money necessary to her independence; as something a future husband would never need to know about.

She was still very young.

She’d been petrified by the man she’d met on the first night, the man who’d held her chin in his hand and snarled fierce words into her face from no more than six inches. But she hadn’t seen him since then, though she’d looked fearfully over her shoulder for him each time she’d been out.

This man didn’t look dangerous. Well, nothing like as dangerous as that man who had clenched her face in his gloved hand and spat his contemptuous words into her terror-stricken face. That man had been a nutter, for sure. The girls said you got a lot of nutters in this game, but most of them were harmless.

She mustn’t let this man know how new she was to this, mustn’t let him sense her nervousness. You had to remain in charge of the situation; treat the punters as schoolboys, Karen had said. If you dictated the terms, told them what to do, you kept control, so that they couldn’t take advantage of you. Always remember they were desperate for it, or they wouldn’t be here: that way you would keep the advantage. They were probably just as nervous as you were about the transaction.

This man didn’t look nervous. When you are only seventeen, you aren’t good at ages, but Sarah guessed that he was in his late twenties. He had sharp features, with a growth of black stubble around his chin and the back of his cheeks. His black hair was straight; perhaps it would have benefited from a wash, but it was parted neatly enough. She didn’t know much about men’s clothes, but she fancied his had been expensive when they were new, though they were indisputably shabby now. He might have been good-looking if he hadn’t looked so hunted, with his red-rimmed eyes and his anxious glances over her head towards the door of the pub.

But to Sarah Dunne late twenties seemed old, and there was a staleness about the man that she couldn’t quite define, but couldn’t make herself ignore, however much she tried. She hadn’t yet the experience of life which would enable her to recognize a user of hard drugs.

In any case, it didn’t matter whether he was good-looking or not: she was much too nervous to be attracted to anyone.

She ran her fingers round the top of her glass, willing herself not to lift it and down the gin and tonic in one to give herself the courage she needed to carry on with this. She longed to feel the alcohol burning her throat, warming her chest, giving her back the confidence which seemed to have drained away. Instead, she said, ‘You’re not from around these parts.’

He looked at her sharply, and she realized she had broken one of the rules. You didn’t ask them about themselves; above all, you mustn’t give them the impresssion that you were prying. They came to you for sex, but sex that was anonymous. They might be inadequate in their own lives, and sometimes it paid you to think of them like that, to give you the confidence to handle things. A little contempt could be useful, but you must always conceal that contempt to the men who were paying to be between your legs.

Or in other places. They had bizarre demands, some of them. Listening to the older women, she had been filled with horror, which she had fought hard to hide beneath her sniggers. She’d keep this one to straight sex, she told herself firmly. But if he started asking for things like the golden rain she could hardly tell him she’d never done that, could she? He’d laugh in her face, or wherever else he was at the time. More important, he might refuse to pay. And she needed the money: how she needed the money.

He pulled his attention back from what was going on behind her in the rest of the saloon bar and gave her a crooked grin. ‘No, I’m not from round here. You are, though, aren’t you? I can tell by your accent.’

Sarah Dunne was absurdly discomforted by his words. For an instant, she was back in school, with the teacher making her repeat what she had said without ‘talking Lancashire’. She thought she had been speaking to her pick-up in a neutral accent, and here he was spotting her as local from the few phrases she had uttered. ‘Yes. I was brought up not far from here,’ she said.

He looked down appreciatively at the swell of her thighs where the short, cheap skirt ended. ‘And very well brought up, too, I’m sure.’ He reached forward and put his hand on the hem of her skirt, letting his fingers caress the soft flesh with gentle appreciation.

She managed to avoid tensing the thigh and snatching it back from him, as she had thought she would do when she had imagined this gesture in the privacy of her room before setting out. She even managed to rock her leg a little beneath the fingers, in an answering erotic movement.

The response was easier because he did not look into her face, but kept his eyes upon his hand, as if he could control both its actions and her minimal movements of response by the intensity of his attention. Sarah sipped her drink, gave him a little smile of encouragement when eventually he looked up at her, as she had known he must.

He didn’t seem a bad bloke, really.

He smiled quickly at her, then transferred his attention back to the scene beyond her, to the noisy conversations she could hear but not see as she sat facing him across the small round table. Apparently what he saw reassured him, for she caught a tiny nod of satisfaction before the grey, red-rimmed eyes came back to her face and he said abruptly, ‘How much?’

It was like a slap in the face. But he wasn’t to know how few were the times she had done it for money. And he’d done her a favour, really: she knew you had to tackle the subject of money early in any transaction; you couldn’t negotiate, once the punters had got themselves aroused. She glanced automatically down at his crotch, but there was no sign yet that Percy was calling the tune.

‘It’s fifty,’ she said firmly. ‘And that’s for straight sex. I only do straight sex.’

Sarah was going to throw in her spiel about the rate for blow-jobs, but she saw that he was nodding. ‘So do I!’ he said, with a laugh which never properly developed. ‘So that’s a relief for both of us!’

It was, really. She smiled and allowed herself another sip of her drink.

But he lifted his whisky and downed it in one. ‘That’s settled, then. Let’s get going.’

He hadn’t even asked her name. But that was all right, she decided. There wasn’t supposed to be affection in this, so why pretend that you were going through the motions? It was better this way, for her as well as him. She downed her own drink in a parody of his gesture, then said, ‘You’ll have to leave straight afterwards. I don’t have clients staying overnight.’

‘Suits me.’ He was on his feet, pushing his arms into his well-worn leather jacket, leaving her to pull her coat around her as well she might. There was no squiring here: just a straightforward financial transaction.

Now that the moment was here, her anxiety came back with a rush. Surely he must realize at some stage how seldom she’d sold herself like this before? And what would he do then? Make fun of her? Refuse to pay her the price they seemed now to have agreed?

Her knees seemed to have deserted her in her hour of need. They trembled so much that she had to hang on to the back of the chair he had just left as he turned his back on her and made for the door. She shut her eyes and pushed herself forward in his wake, wondering if her legs would support her, or plunge her face downwards on to the grubby carpet.

It was all right. After the first faltering steps, she moved normally, catching her man up at the door, taking his hand as he moved out into the street and the sudden cold of the night hit them.

He held her hand until they had moved no more than five yards from the door of the pub, whose orange lights seemed suddenly warm and attractive in the darkness behind her. Then he dropped it abruptly, looking not at her but up and down the street, as if he feared there would be someone waiting for him here.

Sarah Dunne surveyed the street in her turn, her gaze automatically following her companion’s. It looked to her deserted. The flagstones glistened, wet with the thin drizzle which had been falling when she went into the hotel. It was fine now, but the wetness threw back the glare of the lights from high above them. They could see for a hundred yards and more down the street before the row of terraced houses curved gently to the right, and there was not a soul visible.

November the fifth had been and gone a week ago, but half a mile away, somewhere on the edge of the town, a belated rocket soared and burst into a dozen brief comets, startling them both with the sharp crack of its explosion. She found that she was gripping his arm quite hard, and had to force herself to release the tightness in her fingers.

It was that relatively quiet hour before the pubs finally shut and deposited winter revellers upon the chilly streets. Sarah found herself wondering whether there might be hidden presences in the shop doorways which lined this side of the street. Her companion’s nervousness was communicating itself to her, when she had quite enough of her own.

‘It isn’t far,’ she said, and he looked sharply back at her, as if for a moment he had almost forgotten her presence and what they were about. He smiled down at her, forcing himself to relax, and, as his features softened in the weird white light from the lamp, he reminded Sarah Dunne of her father. She wasn’t ready for that thought, and her stomach churned anew with it.

Her head swam, but he put his arm round her shoulders, then slid it down to her waist and marched her in step with him along the street. He looked into each doorway as they passed, checking that they were empty. Her heightened awareness seemed to stretch distance as well as time. The road they must turn down to reach her bed-sit loomed like a cavern of darkness, still a hundred yards away as they reached the bend in the road. ‘How far now?’ he asked urgently.

‘Not far. Along that street over there and then the second on the left.’

‘Further than you said. I haven’t much time, you see.’ Still he didn’t ask her name. He slowed, then stopped, snatching a look behind them towards the distant amber windows of the pub, far enough away now for them to catch no sound from it. ‘I haven’t much time, you see,’ he repeated. He was almost apologetic, and she felt a sudden shaft of sympathy for him.

It was going to be off, she knew it was. Whatever the reason, he was going to renege on their deal. She should have known it couldn’t be as easy as this. Yet the only emotion she felt was relief.

Then he said, ‘How about a quicky in the car? I’ll give you twenty-five and you can be back at work in no time.’

Sarah knew should refuse him, she knew that. Insist on the fifty they had agreed or nothing. Give him a mouthful of obscenities for the insult he was offering her. Stalk away on these ridiculously high heels, if he wouldn’t play fair with her. But his compromise offer came almost as a release. She said simply, ‘All right. If you’re in a hurry, it’s all we can do, I suppose.’

He lengthened his stride, as if he had known she would agree. She wondered for the first time just who he was, what background he came from. She had been too preoccupied with her own anxiety to think about her client so far. But that was all right. When you were on the game, you didn’t ask questions about your customers, if you knew what was good for you. One of the rules of the game, one of the things they paid for, was anonymity.

She was on the game now, she thought, with a little spurt of excitement. She had the money from her first jobs, and the first week would soon be over. Tonight would be the end of the initiation rites.

His car was in the shadows, beside a group of unlit lock-up garages. The clouds must be lifting, for here, without the street lights above them, she could see a few stars, small and white against the navy sky above the rooftops of the mean houses. He looked swiftly around him, checking again that there was no one here to see them, then turned the key and threw open a rear door of the big old saloon.

The back seat was musty with disuse. She noticed that he had both of the front seats forward, to allow the maximum room in the back of the car. Perhaps this is what he had planned all along. She caught him looking around again before he almost threw himself into the car beside her and slammed the door shut.

His arms enveloped her in the clammy darkness. ‘Money first!’ she said firmly. ‘We always insist on that. And you’ve got to use a condom.’ She was surprised at her boldness.

But he didn’t argue. He grunted, fumbled into some inner pocket of his jacket, and produced notes. ‘A twenty and a five,’ he said, and held them against the damp rear windscreen of the car, so that she could check them in the dim light. She couldn’t see enough to be sure, but she said, ‘That’s all right, then!’ and tucked the notes hastily into the pocket of her jacket. He turned away from her, cursing under his breath as he struggled with the condom.

Then he was on her, urgent, breathy, his strength immensely greater than hers with the compulsion of his need. She was glad she had worn the stockings; they said you had to do it because the men found them such a come-on, but in the cramped space here tights would have been another encumbrance. He said nothing, not showing even the semblance of affection she had expected. It was better really, she told herself; there was no need for her to pretend to be enjoying the exchange.

Sarah felt as if she was sitting on some viewpoint above and watching the loveless struggle on this fusty couch. It did not last long. The man came with a short, gasping climax, and she held him hard with her arms, grateful that there seemed no need for her to simulate orgasm. Then, as their breathing slowed, she eased herself slowly apart from him.

It was over.

She had got the punter’s money. She hadn’t thought it would be like this, in the back of a cold car with their breaths condensing on the windows. But it hadn’t been long or complicated, and she had twenty-five pounds to show for it; her hand crept to the pocket of her jacket and found the notes still there.

Perhaps the man took the movement as a sign of her anxiety to be away, for he eased himself upright beside her and said. ‘It’s all right, love. You can go whenever you like. I need to get away myself.’

Sarah Dunne grinned at him in the darkness, grateful that he was not going to ask her how it had been for her. Perhaps this was how it usually was when men paid for it; perhaps they neither expected you to fake an orgasm nor to praise them afterwards. And you got money as well! Impulsively, she leaned forward and kissed her benefactor on his forehead.

He grunted what might have been a thanks, then flung open the door. ‘Have a good weekend, love. And take care! I must be away.’

It was a dismissal. He was round at the other side of the car and into the driver’s seat without another look at her. She had scarcely time to snatch her pants up from the floor and slam the rear door shut. The car’s engine roared into life as she moved uncertainly over the uneven ground on her high heels. The big car moved swiftly past her and back to the street they had left, its headlights briefly brilliant on the wet cobbles left from a vanished age.

Sarah took a deep breath and pulled her scarf up over her chin and her jacket tight about her slim shoulders. This last encounter of her first week had been easier than she had expected. She hadn’t envisaged it happening in the back of a car, with the foetid smell of disuse in her nostrils and the man not troubling even to know her name. But he hadn’t hurt her, hadn’t asked her to do any of the things which lurked among those secret fears she could scarcely formulate. And she had her money: her fingers felt yet again at that reassuring paper in her pocket.

She could take a short cut back to her bed-sit from here, get herself a shower and a warm drink in front of the telly. She was finding her feet in this lucrative game – that was the important thing. There’d be more and better pickings to come in the weeks ahead.

She thought she heard a footstep behind her as she strode through the back entry. She didn’t see anything when she looked fearfully back over her shoulder, but it was too dark here to discern anything clearly. She wished now that she had taken the longer way home, beneath the high, comforting lights of the street.

She tried to hurry, but the tightness of her skirt and the highness of her heels did not allow speed, especially over the uneven cobbles which had been laid a hundred and thirty years ago and never altered since those palmy days of the old cotton town. She was certain this time that she caught the noise of someone behind her. She would have called out, but her voice was stilled in her throat. Fear dropped silent as a cat on to her back.

She didn’t stand a chance. It was the scarf which was the instrument of her downfall. Strong hands pulled it from behind her, so that it snapped down from her chin to her neck as if it had been a steel cord. In twenty seconds she was dead, her throat crushed by the scarf as her limbs thrashed briefly and hopelessly at the damp air.

The arms which lifted Sarah Dunne’s body found it surprisingly light.


Two

It was Monday morning and Chief Superintendent Thomas Bulstrode Tucker was feeling depressed.

He had endured a trying weekend with his wife, Barbara, who was built like a Wagnerian soprano and just as bellicose. She had carried him off to her parents’ house and he had been forced to make conversation instead of watching the television. That was unreasonable enough, but Barbara had required him to address the family at large upon his most recent triumphs in detection.

As these didn’t exist, he had been sorely taxed. Modesty was not an option with Barbara hanging upon every word of his heroic tale, but Tucker was a man of limited imagination and his well of invention soon ran dry. He had looked forward to Monday morning as a welcome deliverance.

That was another mistake. These days there was no relief for him at work. His role as Head of the CID section in the Brunton police had always been a nominal one: he was an expert at seizing the praise for his staff’s successes and dodging the brickbats for their failures. For eight years, the system had worked well: Tucker had basked in far more adulation than abuse, since the Brunton clear-up rate on serious crime was as good as any in the country.

The man his staff knew as Tommy Bloody Tucker had been Superintendent Tucker the super-sleuth in the eyes of the public. He was a good front-man: urbane, silver-haired, immaculately uniformed, ready with a quote for the media and a smiling acceptance of their plaudits for his latest brilliant piece of detection. His superiors knew what the real story was, of course, but that was the system. If you carried the rank, you collected the rewards.

The other side of the coin was that if things went wrong it came back to you like a load of wet sewage. And in the last year, things had been going seriously wrong at Brunton CID. It had all happened since Superintendent Tucker had been promoted to Chief Super. It had been no more than his due, as far as Barbara was concerned, and she had trumpeted the promotion loud and long at coffee mornings and among the ladies attached to the men who attended Tucker’s Masonic lodge.

The snag was that Tucker had had to ensure that Detective Inspector Peach had been promoted at the same time to Chief Inspector.

Percy Peach carried the bumbling Tucker upon his sturdy Atlas shoulders. He was a thief-taker, a cop respected by cops, a cop whose reputation among serious villains carried much further than the patch of town and country in north-east Lancashire where he hunted down killers and fraudsters.

It was inconceivable that Tommy Bloody Tucker could make Chief Superintendent without taking Peach, the man who had preserved and enhanced his reputation for so many years, up the ladder with him. So Percy Peach, coppers’ copper and villains’ scourge, had been promoted to Chief Inspector, a rank supposedly abolished but still found useful by police promotion boards.

The snag from Tucker’s point of view was that he was deprived of Peach’s services in CID. The police rules said that anyone promoted to Chief Inspector should spend a year in uniform. It was daft, but there was no escaping the rule. Tucker consoled himself with the fact that he would at least be rid of the taunts of the egregious Peach, who exploited his usefulness to his chief quite shamelessly.

The paradox for the Superintendent was that the man who had made his reputation for him, the man who had made police committees purr over his efficiency, had also made his daily life a misery with his insolence. Well aware that Tucker could not afford to transfer or demote him, Percy Peach had amused himself by seeing just how far he could go in baiting the man who in theory directed his working life.

It had been nice to be rid of him. Detective Inspector Collins, the man who had taken over from Peach, had been pleasingly obsequious. For a little while, Tucker had thought how splendid it would be to be get rid of Peach for ever.

The euphoria had lasted less than a month. Collins and the other inspectors demanded day-to-day direction, and Tucker was no good at that. He told them they must use their initiatives: his job was to maintain an overview of the situation. So they took their own decisions, and made mistakes, which came back to him. He tried to rally the troops with inspirational addresses, but they attended dutifully and then asked awkward questions about responsibilities.

So, as things went from bad to worse, Tucker gave them bollockings: he’d always fancied himself as rather good at those. They listened sullenly, without the interruptions Peach would have made. But the bollockings had no effect. The CID men below him played things by the book, and Tucker was required to do the job he could not do. He was forced to direct investigations instead of maintaining his lofty overview, and he made embarrassing mistakes.

It was very nearly a year now since Peach had left the CID fold. He could be out of uniform and back in the CID soon, but Tucker was determined to do without him. He would work his way through to retirement without that unique form of mock-obsequious insolence which was Peach’s forte, whatever the cost.

On this grey and gloomy Monday morning, when the November cloud hung low over the drab old cotton town, that cost seemed considerable. There was a sheaf of statistics comparing the Brunton crime clear-up rates with those of other areas in the north-west: it made melancholy reading. There was a memo from the Chief Constable which was no more than a terse command to see him at eleven thirty that morning to review these figures.

There was also a query from the custody sergeant as to whether he should release the four men being held in connection with an Asian/British National Party punch-up in the town centre early on Sunday night. ‘We’ve got to charge ’em or enlarge them, and their briefs are getting lippy,’ that grizzled officer told him succinctly, and stood waiting for a decision.

‘Hold them a bit longer. I’ve got DCs out in the town trying to get witnesses to the violence,’ said Tucker importantly.

‘The Asian brief’s asking to see you, sir,’ said the custody sergeant implacably. ‘Says if we’re holding them any longer he wants to know the reason why, and he wants to hear it from the top man. Says if they’re not out of the slammer by ten thirty he’ll be claiming racial discrimination on behalf of his Paki clients.’

‘We can’t have that,’ said Tucker unhappily.

‘No, sir. Shall I tell that lippy lawyer you’ll be down to tell him the reason why we’re holding his men?’

Tucker squirmed in his big leather chair, stared unhappily down at the centre of his huge executive desk. ‘Let them go,’ he said almost inaudibly.

‘Very well, sir. And what about these National Front lads? They’re keeping shtum as yet, but they’ve got tattoos bigger than their IQs, if you ask me.’

Tucker mused unhappily, wondering how he could inject energy and enthusiasm into his troops. ‘What those cocky young sods need is a good grilling, Sergeant. They don’t like being locked up, you know, and it makes them nervous in the end. They might even break down and confess, with skilled interrogation.’

‘Yes, sir. I can see that. Will you be down to question them yourself, sir?’

‘No, of course I won’t. I’ve far more important people to be dealing with than petty thugs.’ Tucker gestured vaguely at his vast expanse of empty desk.

The custody sergeant followed his gaze and paused. ‘All the experienced CID staff are out and about, sir, on your orders. The National Front brief’s getting a bit stroppy as well, you see, sir. Bright young feller, unfortunately – knows that even thugs have their legal rights. He’s been wondering aloud about whether some of their wounds might have been inflicted in custody, rather than in the fight last night. Even muttering about wrongful arrest, though I don’t think he can make that stick. Don’t suppose you’d care to have a word with him, sir? Put him right about the law and where he stands, from your detailed knowledge?’

‘No, I wouldn’t. I’m far too busy to go tangling with young lawyers still wet behind the ears. Oh, I suppose you’d better let them go, if that’s really the best we can do!’ Tucker cast his eyes to heaven theatrically at the incompetence with which he was surrounded.

The custody sergeant went back down the stairs and did what he’d known he would do all along: he released the men involved in the weekend fracas with no more than an official caution. It was inevitable, without a better case to offer the CPS, but at least he had played it by the book and made Tommy Bloody Tucker take the decision.

It proved to be the wrong decision, from the Superintendent’s point of view. When he saw the Chief Constable at eleven thirty, he was told that there was to be a firm policy on all racial violence. Trouble was to be nipped in the bud at source by decisive police intervention. ‘So let’s make an example of these ruffians who got involved in last night’s violence,’ said the CC. ‘Let’s show them who’s in charge of this particular manor.’

Chief Superintendent Tucker had to confess they’d been released. ‘The custody sergeant was insistent,’ he said. ‘I was reluctant to let them go, but I didn’t think we’d enough for the Crown Prosecution Service to take on the case.’

This time it was Tucker who was on the wrong end of the bollocking. Chief Constables used phrases like ‘surprised and disappointed’ and ‘marked decline in the efficiency of the CID section’ and ‘very disturbing figures’ rather than the more basic language further down the ranks, but both men realized that this was a severe bollocking.

When Tucker described it as such with a sickly smile, hoping for some conciliatory words to end the meeting, the CC responded with a curt, ‘That’s good, then. A bollocking it is. At least we understand each other!’ and dismissed him without a smile.

Chief Superintendent Tucker went back to his office and sat with his head in his hands. He was too upset even to do the calculations about his pension with which he usually consoled himself on such occasions. There were far too many days like this to endure before his retirement. They stretched away interminably before him in his imagination, like the rows of Banquo’s heirs in Macbeth’s vision of the future.

It was all very well his staff being obsequious, but there was no one around equal to the task of carrying him.

He was contemplating lunch when the news came in of a serious incident, a bank raid in Clitheroe. The masked gunmen had got clear away with a large but so far undefined sum in used notes.

There was also a body by the railway line in Pleasington, on the other side of Brunton: possibly a suspicious death.

Thomas Bulstrode Tucker swallowed his pride and reached for the phone. ‘Get me Chief Inspector Peach!’ he said grimly.

The day was so gloomy that the early winter dusk was mingling with the night by the time the children got out of school at four o’clock.

The cars had their lights on and, as the boys came through the school gates, the street lights came on abruptly above their heads, making what little remained of the daylight even less apparent. There was a thin mist of drizzle in the air. It was a depressing evening, even for twelve-year-old boys newly released from the classroom.

Tommy Caton had his red hair cut very short. It had seemed a good idea at the time, almost as short as the cuts he saw on some of the footballers he watched on television, but now he felt a chill about the back of his scrawny neck that he could not acknowledge without losing face. On this bitter evening, he would have welcomed the balaclava helmet that his gran had knitted for him and which he had treated with such derision as soon as she had left the house.

He flapped his thin arms and tried to banish the cold by the energy he put into his shrill cries to his companions, as they trotted through the familiar streets towards home. There were a dozen of them at first, but the group became smaller as boys and girls peeled off at each street junction to go to their homes.

Tommy lived furthest from the school, and presently there were just he and Jamie Betts left, kicking a battered lager can to each other across one of the town’s few remaining cobbled streets and pretending to be racing down the field for the Rovers. They had known each other for almost as long as they could remember, these two. They had gone through junior school together and been delighted to find themselves together in the same first-year class at the comprehensive.

A sour-faced woman at the door of one of the mean brick terraced houses called them noisy little beggars and told them not to play football in the street. Tommy picked the can up and they got to the corner before pulling horrid faces in concert at the closed door of the woman’s house. They didn’t shout anything: they were getting too near home to take risks.

Tommy dropped the can again when they got round the back of the houses, on a patch of unpaved ground where a mill had been felled and not yet replaced with new buildings. There was no danger of cars here. All they had to do was avoid the puddles of grey water in the potholes of the uneven surface. Tommy wove a swift path between the water with the can at his feet, shouting his own excited commentary: ‘And it’s Damien Duff on the wing for the Rovers! He beats one man! He beats another! And he gets his cross in as he reaches the goal line!’

He flicked the ball at right angles as he came to the wall at the end of the waste ground, and Jamie Betts met it expertly on the half-volley, yelling, ‘Goooooaaal!’ in that long drawn-out roar of triumph they shared with the crowd at the Rovers’ matches on Saturday afternoons.

‘You put it over the bar!’ said Tommy, panting with bright-eyed excitement from his sprint down the wing.

‘Top corner. Goalie had no chance. Nearly broke the net!’ Jamie swung his right foot in happy remembrance of the strike. ‘Good as Alan Shearer, that one was!’ They were too young to have seen the folk-hero with the Rovers, but they saw him still on television.

‘I reckon you just missed. It wouldn’t have gone in there if you’d hit the goal,’ said Tommy. He pointed towards the broken door of a decrepit hut in the corner of the site and the black hole where their tin had disappeared.

‘I was aiming for that!’ claimed Jamie, with the prompt and shameless improvisation which comes naturally to twelve-year-old boys. But he already had a grasp of the diplomacy that could end arguments. ‘It were a smashing centre, though, Tom. Right on to my instep as I came in on goal.’

They went forward together to retrieve the can which had become a football. It was almost dark now, and Tommy Caton paused for a moment before ducking into the cave of blackness beyond the broken door. You couldn’t say you were frightened by a bit of darkness: fear was for girls. All the same, he made sure that Jamie Betts was following him as he went into the hut.

Jamie was right when he claimed to have caught his shot just right. The can had gone well into the centre of the hut. They could see it gleaming dully as their eyes grew more accustomed to the gloom.

But there was something else, too. A sweet, heavy smell. Not a pleasant smell. The panting boys sucked the odour deep into their lungs, even as they gasped that they did not wish to do that.

There was something beyond them, against the rotting boards at the far end of the shed. Something which had human form, but which lay with its limbs oddly disposed upon the floor, as if it was not human after all, but some life-sized puppet which had been dropped here. It had a skirt, and legs protruding below the skirt which were lifelike, and yet had no life at all.

Tommy did not want to touch it. He saw a hand reaching out towards the thing in the dimness, and it took him an instant to realize that the thin fingers belonged to him. Those fingers were still cold, but the flesh they touched below the skirt was much colder: cold as any marble.

The boys found they were in each other’s arms, clutching each other briefly for comfort in a way they would never have believed possible before they came upon this terrifying thing.

Then they were out of the hut, running frantically back across the derelict site and towards the sanctuary of the lights and the street beyond, their lungs screaming their terror at what lay behind them in the hut.

Their lager tin lay forgotten beside the corpse of Sarah Dunne.


Three

‘Come in, Percy! Do sit down! Tell me how life has been treating you since our paths had to diverge.’ The Chief Superintendent was at his most effusive.

Bloody ’ell, thought DCI Peach. He’s calling me Percy. Better be careful here. Tommy Bloody Tucker wants something. He sat down cautiously in the armchair towards which Tucker had waved an expansive arm. ‘Can’t grumble, sir. Variety is the spice of life, they say – especially police life.’

‘You’re looking well, Percy, I must say. Very well.’ Tucker eyed his man up and down as Peach regarded him warily from the other side of the big desk. Tucker wasn’t used to seeing this man in uniform. The dark cloth emphasized the contrast with the white of Peach’s round bald dome, which was also set off by the neat black fringe of hair around it and the jet moustache and eyebrows. The pupils in the eyes below those mobile eyebrows were almost black: they were Peach’s most valuable asset in interrogations, those piercing black eyes. They seemed to penetrate the defensive armour of people who argued with him, but gave nothing away about the thoughts of the powerful, stocky man behind them.

‘I’m feeling well, sir. Very well. Happy with my lot in my new section. Carving out a new and better career path. And I trust you’re well too, sir. Maintaining your usual perceptive overview of CID, I expect. Bringing your usual powerful presence to the direction of serious crime? I’m sure you are, sir. Of course, I’m not really in touch with CID matters, but I hear how things are going from time to time. Your reputation goes before you, as you might say.’

Thomas Bulstrode Tucker felt the interview slipping out of his control, even at this early stage. He had expected this bouncy little sod Peach to be desperate to get out of uniform and back into plain clothes and CID work, as people normally were. And here he was saying he was happy where he was. And making remarks about CID which were most suspicious.

Tucker peered over the gold-rimmed half-moon glasses he had donned for the occasion and tried to assert himself. ‘The CID section has been progressing pretty well without you, Percy. Going from strength to strength, you might say.’ He tried not to notice the black eyebrows rising higher than seemed possible in the forehead beneath the bald pate. ‘However, I’m always looking to make a strong team even stronger. I like to think that’s one of my virtues, not being content to sit upon my hands just because things are going well.’

‘No, sir. I used to tell the lads and lasses in CID in the old days, “Don’t think the man upstairs is just sitting upon his hands, because he won’t be.”’ Peach nodded several times over this gnomic utterance, as if remembering old, forgotten, far-off things.

Tucker was thrown. ‘Yes. Yes, I see. Well, as I say, I want to reinforce my team. And I would regard you as providing that additional strength, Percy.’

‘Very gratifying, sir.’ And it’s still Percy, so watch your step here, lad, he thought. ‘I don’t quite see my way to coming back to CID at this moment, sir.’ He had been counting the days until he could get out of uniform and back to serious villain-taking, but he thought he’d keep that thought to himself.

Tucker’s jaw dropped most gratifyingly. ‘But – but I thought you’d surely be grateful—’

‘Grateful, sir? Well, of course, I’ll always be thankful to you for what you’ve taught me. I learned some interesting things from you, over eight years. But it seems that I have a future in Traffic Policing, sir.’

‘Traffic? But surely—’

‘Expanding field, they tell me, sir. Governments keep spending more money on motorways, but congestion grows ever worse. The man who can keep traffic moving in this part of the world will carve himself out a reputation, they tell me. Not that you haven’t got quite a reputation yourself, sir.’

Tucker glared at him suspiciously. Then he thought of the Chief Constable’s acidic comments and pressed on. ‘We were always a good team, you and I, Peach.’

‘Not for me to say, sir.’ Peach allowed himself a winsome smile; he felt happier when he heard Tucker lapsing back to his surname.

‘Well, we were. An effective combination.’ The Chief Superintendent tried to keep the irritation out of his voice. ‘That was recognized by the powers that be. Without me, you’d never have made Chief Inspector, you know.’

‘I’m well aware exactly how much my promotion owed to you, sir.’

Tucker glared at him, but Peach’s countenance was impassive, his eyes firmly fixed on the wall behind his chief’s head. Tucker had planned this as a lordly offer, but it seemed to be turning into a plea from him. He said rather desperately, ‘Well, I think the time has come for you to resume your duties in CID, Peach. I shall be making arrangements for you to do so.’

‘Beg pardon, sir, but shouldn’t you discuss my future career path with me, at the end of my year in uniform?’

‘I – I suppose I should, if we played things by the letter of the law. But you were never one for playing things strictly by the book and—’

‘Stickler for it now, sir. Perhaps it’s the result of a year in uniform. Perhaps that’s why I decided that my future path lay in Traffic Policing. Quite consoling, the book seems, sometimes. Like the rules of golf, sir. They always say you can use them to your advantage, if you know them well enough, don’t they?’ Peach smiled innocently into the increasingly reddening face beyond the desk.

Tucker did not want to get on to the subject of golf, where he had never got beyond the tyro status in many years of effort and Peach had reached a single-figure handicap five years after giving up cricket. ‘Look here, Peach, we need you here. And you must surely realize that CID is your natural métier.’

‘Need me, sir?’

‘We need your experience. Your insights. Your natural talent as a thief-taker.’ Tucker tried not to speak through clenched teeth. He had intended to patronize his man and admit him back into CID as a great personal favour; he could scarcely believe that he was now saying these things.

Percy beamed at him with a delight which was almost that of a child. ‘Wonderful to hear you say these things about me, sir, needless to say. I believe your judgement is a little clouded by your natural affection for me, but I’m very touched, all the same.’ He spent a couple of seconds trying hard to look very touched. ‘But it’s not quite as simple as you suggest, unfortunately. It is hardly modest for me to relay it, but the Chief Superintendent in Traffic has been saying equally complimentary things, you see. I’d more or less decided that my future lay there.’ Even if he had actually decided that he would be out of Traffic like shit off a shovel during the very first minute after his year in uniform was concluded, there was no need for Tommy Bloody Tucker to know that.

Tucker said feebly, ‘You’ll have more or less a free hand here. The arrangement you always liked in the old days.’

The system which suited you, whereby you didn’t dirty your hands but took all the credit, you mean, Thomas B. Tucker. Percy Peach pursed his lips, shook his head sadly over the brilliant career he was giving up in Traffic, and said doubtfully, ‘I suppose I’d have to take DS Blake back as my sergeant?’ Percy, who had just spent a night of bliss in bed with the delectable Lucy Blake, had no intention of working with anyone else, but he might as well have her imposed upon him as a burden.

Tucker was prepared to concede anything now to get his man. ‘Not if you don’t want to have her. I know how put out you were when I had to allocate you a female detective sergeant in the first place. I’m sure that we could arrange for you to have someone else assigned to you if that is—’

‘Wouldn’t be fair, sir, that. Politically incorrect, it would be, nowadays, for me to discard a female officer who has always been entirely satisfactory.’

‘But within the privacy of this room, you and I know that you are a man’s man, Peach, happy working in the rough camaraderie of a male ambience. I’m sure if I explain the matter tactfully to DS Blake—’

‘No need to do that, sir, I assure you.’ Peach held up a hand magisterially, demonstrating his penchant for traffic control. ‘I wouldn’t dream of causing embarrassment. We must move with the times.’ He stiffened his back, moving into the martyr mode which Tucker had rarely seen in him, and said in a lofty, neutral voice, ‘I shall be happy to resume working with DS Blake.’

‘Well, I suppose that would cause the minimum of disruption. It’s good of you to look at it like that, Peach.’ Tucker stood up and offered his hand. ‘Welcome back to CID, Percy.’

Percy Peach got out quickly, once his forename was used again. As he went down the stairs from Tucker’s penthouse office he dropped his martyr’s mode and punched his fist into the palm of his hand in triumph. It was good to be back.

It didn’t take Peach long to get rid of his uniform. He shook himself like a dog coming out of cold water when he was back in his smart grey suit.

And he felt the old, familiar excitement returning as he approached the scene of a serious crime. He could scarcely conceal his eagerness as he put the regulation white plastic bags over his shining black shoes and prepared to go through the break in the plastic tapes and into the shed where the mortal remains of Sarah Dunne had been found.

There was a light in here now, a strong beam from the naked bulb illuminating the scene which darkness had made even more fearful for Tommy Caton and Jamie Betts. The heat from the bulb seemed to accentuate the smells of the place as well as throwing it into pitiless detail. The smell from the body mingled with the smell of the rot at the base of the shed, as if the decaying timbers of the hut sought to emphasize the human decomposition they had entombed.

Jack Chadwick, the Scenes of Crime Officer, exchanged the briefest grins of greeting with Percy Peach. It was over a year since they had last worked together, but they behaved as if it were yesterday. Peach went and stood wordlessly for a moment, looking down at the corpse with its awkwardly posed limbs. Beside him, DS Lucy Blake crouched and looked closely at the dead face, as if drawn by the invisible bonds of gender into a final, useless intimacy.

‘It’s a suspicious death, I suppose,’ she said hopelessly. It was a last gesture to the dead girl she had never known: there would surely have been less pain in a death from natural causes or suicide, whatever the mental anguish involved.

‘It’s murder,’ said Jack Chadwick quietly. ‘She was strangled.’ He lifted the scarf the police surgeon had already loosened away from the throat with his ruler, showing the ugly red-black marks of constriction around the young throat.

The unmarked face looked more frightening with the contrast of the livid marks in the white flesh of the unlined neck. But Peach had eyes only for the wounds. ‘No signs of thumb or finger marks, Jack,’ he said gloomily, as if he were accusing Chadwick of making things difficult.

‘No. The police surgeon reckoned she was probably killed by simple and rapid tightening of the scarf, though he gave us the usual guff about having to wait for the PM report.’

The pathologist arrived at that moment and the policemen went outside to look at the approach to the hut, affording the dead girl a privacy she could never appreciate whilst the forensic examiner took rectal temperatures and conducted his minimal brief examination on the site before the body was removed for the detailed science of the post-mortem investigation. Lucy Blake remained in the hut; she had still not managed to become blasé about death in the approved, self-protective, police manner, though she knew that Peach would want her to get whatever she could from the medical man at this early stage.

She found herself looking away automatically as the man lifted the clothing of the dead girl. He said softly, ‘We can’t hurt you now, love. We want to find who did this, you see.’

Lucy was startled for a moment. Then she realized that the pathologist was speaking to the corpse, not to her, as if apologizing for the liberties he had to take, the indignities he had to inflict in the causes of science and detection. He spoke as if she was a child, but a living child. Lucy was pleased and a little moved to hear it: it was a human contrast to the man’s necessary detachment, an acknowledgement that what lay beneath his hands had been a living human being, with a person’s reactions and emotions.

‘Did she die here?’ asked Lucy tentatively.

‘Impossible to say, yet,’ said the man without looking up. He switched his dialogue back to the corpse. ‘Just let me move you a little, love. Gently does it.’

Lucy Blake let a few seconds pass before she said, ‘Any idea how long she’s been dead?’

He grunted and at first she thought he was not going to answer. Then he said, ‘She’s been here some time. There’s extensive hypostasis throughout the body. Do you see?’

Lucy looked unwillingly. She saw his ball pen pointing to a slim thigh that was very white on its upper surface but dark blue in the inch above the floor, where the blood had sunk in the many hours since the heart had stopped pulsing it around the limbs. She nodded, not trusting herself to comment. After a moment she said, ‘Is there much rigor?’

The pathologist looked into her face for the first time, wondering how much these young, unlined features had seen of violent death. ‘It’s not as advanced as you might expect. But if she’s been here since she died, in the temperatures we’ve had this weekend, it would take a long time for the processes of rigor mortis to be complete. It’s not a very reliable guide to the time of death, you know, rigor.’

Lucy seized her cue. ‘So you think she’s been dead for some time. Days, perhaps?’

The pathologist smiled at her. Professionally, he wouldn’t commit himself to anything yet: he was experienced enough and had appeared often enough in court to have the spectre of a clever defence counsel who was out to make a fool of him perpetually at the back of his mind. But he was here to help the police, and the only service he could offer to this poor dead girl who sprawled so pathetically behind him was to point the way towards her killer. So he said, ‘You’ll have to wait until I’ve had her on the table for anything more definite. Even then, it will be informed speculation: time of death is notoriously difficult to establish, when we’re not on the scene immediately. But this girl’s been dead for some time: the body temperature has dropped virtually to that of the environment.’

‘A day? Two days?’

He smiled into the white face beneath the striking dark red hair, so anxious for information, so eager to get on with the hunt for the killer of what lay behind him. ‘I couldn’t stand up and state this in court – not yet anyway – but I’d say she’d been dead for two or three days. That’s an informed guess: it could even be longer than that; it’s as cold as a fridge in here, and cold preserves. But probably not less that a couple of days.’

‘Thank you. It will help us with the door-to-door enquiries when we set them up. We’ve no idea who she is yet.’

They turned automatically and looked down at the white face, smooth as carved alabaster upon a tomb. He said, as though reluctant to trample a little more on that face’s privacy, ‘She’d had sexual congress not long before death.’

‘You mean she’d been raped before she was strangled?’

He shook his head. ‘I can’t say that, yet. You’ll understand that I have to disturb the body as little as possible here. When we have her on the slab, we’ll be better able to see whether penetration was violent, whether there was much, or indeed any, resistance to intercourse. All I can tell you at the moment is that there are traces of sexual fluids evident in the genital area.’ He stood up. ‘That sounds like the meat wagon arriving now. I’ve finished my site examination. The sooner she’s removed, the sooner we shall be able to give you the benefits of a full post-mortem report.’

He sounded glad to be briskly professional again. And he was right about the vehicle arriving. With swift, practised hands, the slim body was slid into a plastic body bag and placed in its ‘shell’, a plain fibre-glass coffin. Thus concealed from the prying eyes which still lined up behind the plastic ribbons on the edge of the area, the corpse was borne away from the shed on the derelict site.

Lucy Blake reported to Peach on her exchanges with the pathologist as they returned to Brunton Police Station in the Mondeo. At least they now knew that she had been dead for some time, possibly since before the weekend. But it was back at the station that DS Blake discovered what she thought was the most depressing fact of all about the dead girl.

No one had yet reported anyone of her description as a missing person.
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