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Good men and bad men alike are capable of weakness. The difference is simply that a bad man will be proud all his life of one good deed – while an honest man is hardly aware of his good acts, but remembers a single sin for years on end.

 

—Vasily Grossman

 

 




Prologue

I’m covered in blood again.

Not my own. Rarely my own. And not just my hands, but on my face, in my hair, imprinted on my stomach and chest where it soaked through my shirt, places I wouldn’t even think it could get. I feel it on me, clinging to my skin, drying over my pores because it can’t find a way in. Though sometimes I wonder if that really is true, or whether a little more of it gets absorbed every time.

With the stained clothes in a pile at my feet, I step naked into the thick steam from the shower, the scalding water taking my breath away. I duck my head under so it soaks my hair, and hold out my hands to wash away the blood like I’m offering up a sacrifice. Though sacrificing what and to whom, I don’t know. Maybe a better man could say.

Streams of bloody water rush down my thighs to my legs and swirl at my feet, and as it circles the drain I see again the lights on the vehicles turning around and around, lights that had bathed us in blue. And the shouting. Voices meant to be calm but edged with panic. Chaos masquerading as order. Action pushing away thought. Adrenaline rushing too fast and for too long, so that now – hours later and the threat long gone – I’m weak all over, like someone’s pulled the release valve and I’m losing air fast. My legs shake as I ease myself to the shower floor, taking the weight from them before they give way altogether.

Water thunders against the back of my neck, but it’s not enough to flush the images from my head, or to stop replaying the things said, the things done. The steam filling my throat and robbing me of air isn’t enough to wipe away her face when my eyes close. Nor is the curling of my right hand into a fist enough to shift the sensation of her cool fingers from my palm. And I don’t think there’s any noise right now, certainly not the relentless battering of the water against the bathroom tiles, that could make me forget the way she looked at me, nor the words she spoke and the broken voice that spoke them as she lay dying. I hear them again now as if she were sat right here beside me in the shower, whispering them into my ear.

‘Please. I’m begging you. Delete messages.’

 

 

 




Chapter 1

There’s this saying that keeps coming back to me. I don’t remember where I heard it first or who said it, but it goes something like this.

What is a good man but a bad man’s teacher? What is a bad man but a good man’s job?

Nice and simple. So long as you know which side you fall on, that is. Over here, sat quietly in the corner, you have the good guys. And over there in that other corner, smoking spliffs and getting angry, are the bad guys. Do the right thing and you’re a good guy. Do the wrong thing and you’re… etcetera, etcetera.

In practice, what that means is, we have law-abiding citizens over here, lawbreakers over there. Givers here, takers there. Police officers here, fuckwits there.

But what about the ones caught up in the middle? Is there even a middle?

‘Careful you don’t blow out the windows with that sigh.’

Ange’s heels clack over the bathroom tiles. She lays a cool hand on my right shoulder and props her chin on my left. I pause with the razor mid air. Tepid soapy water slides down my forearm to my elbow, then drips to the floor.

‘You love it really,’ she says. She means the job. This is Ange’s answer to everything job-related. A catch-all phrase to shut the conversation down, this time before I’ve even said anything.

I get tired of waiting for her to move, and go back to the shaving, twisting my mouth to say, ‘Just thinking about that kid from the other night.’

‘The one you had to put in the nick?’ Her chin digs into my shoulder bone with every word.

‘Twelve though. Mouth like a sewer.’ The murky water in the sink shudders as I flick the razor in to rinse it. ‘Christ, at that age I was afraid to speak to my old man and his workmates, let alone mouth off in front of them.’

‘Not much changed there then.’ Her fingers squeeze my shoulder, and when I catch her eye in the mirror her smile is tight-lipped and teasing.

‘You’re in a good mood,’ I say.

She drops her hand to my waist where she gives it a light tap before going out to the bedroom without closing the door. There’s a window open somewhere. Its draught cools my back and sends goosebumps up my spine. I lean closer to the mirror to snag the bits I’ve missed.

‘Twelve though,’ I mutter at myself, remembering the look on the lad’s face when I showed him his B&B accommodation for the night. The prospect should have scared him shitless. A glare that could cut steel and a gap-toothed grin suggested otherwise. All balls but doubtless a curl on them yet. Bet he couldn’t wait to Snapchat his mates with the news.

What are you supposed to do with a kid like that? Educate or punish? Both easier said than done when he has no regard for either. It wouldn’t be a wild guess to say criminality and possibly incarceration ran in his family. In which case I should feel sorry for him, it’ll take some doing to break that particular mould, few do. But a screwed-up face and four-letter-word tirade don’t make sympathy all that easy.

I yank out the plug. It drains quick, leaving a scum I attempt to rinse with handfuls of cold water. In the bedroom, Ange is whistling Viva España, the novelty of which wore off about six months ago, right after the first time she did it. The towel from the radiator is warm and I dry my face, holding it over my eyes for a second. Just a second.

‘It’s still there,’ she announces, as I come out of the bathroom. She’s sat in the rattan chair by the dressing table with her laptop on her thighs and her ankles propped up and crossed on the bed. Nylon tights crackle where she rubs her toes against each other while I wait patiently for her to move so I can pass. Her feet land on the carpet with a soft thud, her eyes still hooked by the screen.

I pick up the fresh polo shirt I’ve laid out on the duvet and pull it over my head. At the mirror, I undo the top button on the cargo trousers to tuck the shirt in, and when it’s tidy enough, I redo the button and brush off the towel lint clinging to the polyester. Taking my boots from the floor by the wardrobe where I left them after polishing earlier, I sit on the bed to put them on. All this is done with a concentrated effort. And with good reason. It keeps my mind from wandering ahead to what’s waiting for me.

This is everyone’s favourite game at the station except mine. They make a meal out of speculating what’s to come, as if by voicing the worst possible outcome they can have some influence over it; tell themselves enough times that tonight will be shit, and perhaps it’ll be a breeze instead. I tug at the laces on the boot, starting from the bottom and working my way up.

Superstitions and obsessions. There’s a surprising amount of them around these days. The old man would spin in his grave. Though maybe with twelve-year-old’s gobbing at your feet and calling you a fuck-faced twat, you need all the help you can get. And if that comes in the form of some hippy woo woo nonsense, then so be it.

‘Still there,’ Ange sings, before resuming the whistling.

I yank the laces of the other boot, tutting when I notice a spot of polish I’ve failed to wipe off. I rub my thumb over it, but it smudges.

‘It’s a sign, Steve. It must be.’

Christ, not her as well.

‘I’m telling you, that finca is ours. Told you, didn’t I? Every time we passed it, it just caught my eye.’

Plenty of things catch my eye. Doesn’t mean I can have them.

I don’t bother saying this. Never start a shift on an argument. The job’s hard enough as it is.

‘Thought any more about The Lobster Pot?’ she asks, fingernails tapping lightly on the laptop’s keys, a sound that goes through me.

‘Not really had a chance.’

I get up from the bed and pull open the drawer, shove aside socks and pants, finding an unopened packet of new black socks at the back I’d forgotten about and moving them to the front to remind me. Ange is still talking, but I’m not sure what she’s saying because I can’t find my bloody—

‘Thing is, Steve, leave it too long and I guarantee this finca will be gone. I really think we should jump in now.’

‘Have you seen my belt?’

‘Behind you on the bed.’

I turn and tut. Right where I left it.

‘The Lobster would be a lovely holiday home for someone,’ she goes on. ‘An old couple or a young family.’

‘It’s lovely for us,’ I say, looking in the mirror as I thread the belt through the trouser loops, trying to remember when we last spent more than a few days at the cottage. Who needs Spain when you’ve got the south-west coast of Wales and a view across the English Channel to Devon on a sunny day?

‘Of course it’s been lovely,’ Ange says, enunciating her words in that way I imagine she does for customers at the building society when she’s upselling to them. ‘And we’ve had a lot of use out of it over the years. But we’ve outgrown it now.’

‘Have we?’

‘I mean it’s not like when Dan was small and a couple of seagulls and some rocks would entertain him for days.’

‘Before long, Dan won’t want to come with us anywhere.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Exactly,’ I repeat, taking my warrant card and keys from the bedside drawer. ‘We’ll have the cottage to ourselves.’

The chair she’s sat on is next to the door, which means I can’t avoid her on the way out. Ange is older than me by seven years, though has kept her smouldering looks remarkably well for the latter end of forties. She’s also kept her habit of pulling faces like a child. Like now. Her top lip curls up enough to skew up her nose and render one eye half closed. This is how she feels about Mum and Dad’s coastal bolthole, the one I inherited after they passed.

‘It’s peaceful,’ I say. ‘It’s a beautiful spot. No one knows us there. No one bothers us there.’

She points a neatly French-manicured fingernail at the laptop, then taps at the screen until I’m forced to relent and look at it.

‘Peaceful,’ she says, as for the hundredth time I gaze upon the image of the red-bricked Spanish finca with a perfect artificial front lawn and a painted sky. ‘Beautiful spot. No one knows us. No one bothers us.’ Her fingernail moves to the digitally enhanced blue. ‘Guaranteed good weather. A better return on investment. A desired spot, and a lucrative extra income during high season. A nest egg until you retire.’

‘And then?’

Reaching up to entwine her arm around mine, she gently clutches my bicep beneath the sleeve of the polo. Emerald eyes underscored with green eyeliner widen as they look up at me.

‘Then, Officer Fuller, you get your reward for all these years of hard work.’

‘A Ferrari 812?’

Tutting, she drops her hand, nails catching my skin. She points again at the screen. ‘You get to live in a beautiful country, carefree.’

I can do that here.

I don’t say this either, but I do let her have the last word for now, slipping past her and heading downstairs to the kitchen. I hit the switch on the kettle on my way through, check the clock. Just gone seven. Night shift starts at eight. It’s only a twenty-minute drive to the station, but lateness is one of those things that gets under my skin. I like to have time to brace myself. Get my head in the game before the game can get in my head.

‘What time will you be home in the morning?’ Ange calls, passing through the hallway to the sitting room as I’m shrugging on my jacket.

‘Same time as always, with any luck.’

‘Only I might have to leave early,’ she adds, voice muffled as she moves about the room. ‘Whitchurch are short-staffed and I’ll probably need to fill in. Waiting for Claire to let me know.’

I zip up the jacket over the emblem on my shirt. Not that everyone round here doesn’t know what I do for a living by now, but caution pays in this job. The rest of my gear is in the locker at the station and only ever comes home if it needs washing. A little something I learned from the old man. Maintain the divide, keep things separate, home and work shouldn’t cross. Some of the others struggle with this, but it’s easy – you draw a line down the middle of the two and everything falls either on one side or the other. My father brought nothing home he didn’t need to. It was only when I joined up myself that I understood the full extent of what his job actually involved. From foot patrol right through the ranks to Chief Inspector, forty-plus years, Dad was a soldier – not once did he bring any of it to the dinner table.

The kettle clicks off and I pour hot water into the flask I’ve already prepped with Nescafé. There’s a machine at the station, supposedly coffee, but there’s some debate over that. We used to have a kitchen once upon a time, until some jobsworth decided appliances were health and safety hazards and took everything electrical away, as if we couldn’t be trusted with anything over a couple of volts; same reason we’re still waiting on Tasers. Now if you burn yourself at the drinks machine it’s your own fault, nothing to do with South East Wales Police so don’t even think about suing.

‘So you’ll take Dan?’ She comes into the kitchen as I’m screwing on the lid of the flask.

‘Can’t he catch the bus?’

I reach into the fridge for my sandwich box. Tuna and mayo this week while I partner with Sacha – she doesn’t mind fish. Clayton’s the awkward one. Claims he’s got a fish allergy and can’t have the stuff anywhere near him. Clayton claims he’s got an allergy to just about everything, though the only one I’ve ever seen evidence of is his allergy to work. He’s the kind that likes to tick the least amount of boxes and that’s his day done. He’d be killing it on the production line, but makes me wonder why he signed up for the Force. It’s not for the hours, the remuneration or the holidays, that’s for sure.

‘Steve.’

‘What?’ I say, as I close the fridge door and pull my kit bag over the counter.

‘Are you even listening? You know I don’t want him catching the school bus.’

‘He’s fifteen, Ange.’ I load the bag with the flask and sandwiches.

‘And he was fourteen when they beat the living shit out of him.’

For having a copper for a dad, she doesn’t add. Not this time, anyway.

‘I’m only asking if you’ll take him to school. But if it’s too much bother…’

‘It’s not too much bother. I’ll take him.’

Ten past seven. I close the door on the toilet just off the kitchen and manoeuvre around the clothes horse to get to the john. Dalston’s the sergeant on shift tonight, so the preliminaries shouldn’t go on too long. It was Roberts last night. Roberts is thorough, but with a tendency to ramble. It was almost nine by the time me and Sacha rolled out onto the street. By then, town’s already warming up and it was straight into the first bare-knuckled brawl of the evening.

I hit the flush, grab my bag from the kitchen counter, double check my pocket for my keys and card, and pop my head round the sitting room door on the way down the hall. ‘See you later then.’

Ange has curled her legs up on the sofa as she scrolls through something on her phone, the laptop half-open on the coffee table, finca still glaring at me. She tucks a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear. The room is already growing dark as the evening light fades, and in its shadow I notice she looks tired.

‘You’ll think about it though, Steve?’

‘Think about what?’

‘Getting the cottage valued.’

‘I don’t need to. I know how much it’s worth.’

‘You know what I mean. Properly valued. By an estate agent.’

I stifle a sigh. I don’t want to say yes to this just to keep the peace, but I don’t want to leave for night shift under a cloud either.

‘There’s work I need to do on it first,’ I say, aware that I’ve used these same words before. And immediately it’s clear they’re not enough. Something to do with the way her chin dips and eyes are lightly scolding.

‘Realistically though, Steve, are you going to get the time?’ She says it like I’m the one who’s disillusioned. ‘Especially once you’ve made sergeant.’

‘If I do.’

‘You will. You aced the exam. Job would’ve been yours years ago if you’d gone for it.’

I scratch at an itch that isn’t there on my jaw. We need the extra money the sergeant’s grade would give us, but desk work and staff assessments was never what I wanted. I like the street. I like being responsible only for myself and my partner. And progress comes at a price. It did for Dad. Face down on his blotter, only sixty years old, not even time to enjoy his forthcoming retirement.

‘I’m not heartless, Steve, I know there’s an emotional attachment to consider.’ The tilt of her head makes the shadows under her eyes even darker, and for a second I think we’re still talking about the job, until she adds, ‘The Lobster meant a lot to your parents. There are memories there, an attachment. I understand that.’

‘Haven’t really thought about it,’ I say. Because I haven’t; when would I get the time? ‘I’ve got to go.’

I hope she won’t get up from the sofa but she does. I back up to indicate time’s getting on, but she comes with me, so I have to stop and peck her on the cheek. She taps her hand at my chest, looks up at me with a gentle smile.

‘Leave it to me, love. I’ll get us a figure and then we can go from there. And who knows, perhaps after sergeant you’ll go for inspector and maybe retire earlier than you thought. It would be nice if you could leave the Force before your dad meant to.’

‘Before my heart gives out on the job, you mean?’

Ange frowns at my reference. She’s not very good with the old gallows humour – she’d make a terrible copper. I give her another kiss and head down the hall, glad to be finally on my way.

With my kit bag on the passenger seat, I’m pulling the Focus away from the pavement when I glance up to Dan’s room on the first floor. Instinct makes me do it, a long-ingrained habit. When he was little, he’d watch me go off to work from there every day, wearing his policeman’s costume tabard and waving a plastic revolver, in much the same way I used to do with my own dad.

Course, it’s been a while since he’s watched me leave for work. So I’m surprised to see him standing at the window now. Not waving of course, nor even smiling, but I can just make out the grey of his t-shirt, the dyed black mop of his hair. I tap on the brakes, lean forward and raise a thumbs-up close to the windscreen where he’ll be able to see it even in the fading light. I flick on the interior bulb as well and give him a big smile.

Before he pulls the curtains, I think I see a slight puff of his chest and jerk of the head, as if he’s snorting out a sarcastic laugh. But the light’s too poor to be sure. Maybe I got that wrong.

That’s the thing about being a copper, it makes you cynical. While the thing about teenagers is, they make you paranoid.

 

 

 




Chapter 2

‘Got a bad feeling about this one.’

Everyone groans at PC Mark Jones’ prophecy, as if by being collectively complicit in his doom they might just deter that same prediction coming true.

‘Sure it wasn’t something you ate, Jonesy?’ Dalston says, clapping a hand to the young lad’s shoulder on his way past, a cardboard folder tucked under his armpit. ‘That new wife of yours been cooking again?’

Jonesy’s palm goes to his stomach. ‘Beef curry. Not bad, actually.’

‘Curry? Shit.’ PC Neil Smith drops all his weight into an empty chair. ‘Any chance I can ride single-crewed tonight, Sarge?’

Sergeant Frederick ‘Freddie-Boy’ Dalston slaps the folder on the desk at the front of the room and drags a plastic chair across the wooden parquet to sit and address his next shift. Had it been Sergeant Roberts, he would have either stood or perched on the edge of the desk. But Dalston’s got a thing about meeting his team on the level. He avoids anything that might make him appear superior to them, even though technically he is. He’s never come out and explicitly said this is his reasoning, but me and Freddie go way back. He’s easier to read than the Beano.

‘Not enough wheels, Smithy,’ he says, in answer to the question. ‘Otherwise I would have been only too happy to approve your diva-like request. But since some clumsy Tango Whisky Alpha Tango pole-axed one of our units – mentioning no names, but cakes when you’re ready please, Jaffa – we’re a set of wheels down. You’ll just have to open a window.’

Smithy looks to his copper-haired colleague, Julian ‘Jaffa’ Collins, with the kind of ‘thanks mate’ expression that earns him the middle finger in response. Jaffa’s not vocal on a normal day, but is less so now since losing control of his marked unit and dropping it into a ditch during a chase that saw the stolen BMW, and the teenagers joyriding in it, disappear over the horizon; a delighted pair, no doubt wetting themselves to have got one over on the cops so spectacularly. More spectacular though, was how Jaffa had managed to make such an arse of what was a simple chase on a lovely day, with dry conditions and a perfectly straight road. Rumour had it there was a fourth dimension to this scene, the sort with two webbed feet, a beak, and a disregard for its safety and anyone else’s. And that if it had only chosen to take its journey over tarmac five seconds earlier, it might well have prevented the thieves escaping; albeit perhaps at its own expense, but everyone loves a hero. Anyway, all of this was confidential between Jaffa and his senior officers, of course, and not intended as public knowledge. As such, all duck jokes were strictly off limits.

There’s a tap at my arm as I pull out a chair to sit, and a voice conspiratorially close to my ear says, ‘Talking of curries, you like a good bhuna, don’t you, Fuller?’

The PC who asks this question takes the seat next to mine. Had I seen him coming, I’d have engineered a diversion, but it’s too late now. Don Edwards was christened Peghead by his fellow workers many moons ago, owing to the way his face pinches up when he’s talking. He often leans in close and drops his voice too, as if what he’s about to say is confidential or shocking. It’s rarely either, but he does have lively breath and a receding hairline greasy enough to fry your chips in. Body odour can sometimes be an additional issue, particularly in the warmer seasons. Peghead is the only PC who rides or foot patrols solo on a most consistent basis. This doesn’t bother him at all – he assumes it’s down to his experience, coming up on thirty years. That’s nine years more than me, which makes us the top two oldest constables on our beat, but I like to think I’ve learned a fair bit more about personal hygiene over the years than he has.

My wafty colleague shuffles his chair a little closer so that only I can hear him when he says, ‘You should try that new Thai place in town. Charles Street. The king prawn jungle curry is to die for.’

‘Yeah?’ I prop my hand at my mouth to deflect the eggy aroma Peghead’s emitting. If I had to guess, I’d say cheese omelette with a smidgen too much garlic.

‘Course, the missus likes the tofu green curry and all that vegetarian shit. Couldn’t stomach it myself but, you know, keeps her happy. You’d love it, you would.’

‘You’re probably right, but Rajiv would never forgive me if I went anywhere else,’ I say, thinking of the Gate of India down the road from the house, the one me and Ange have been keeping in business since we moved in three months before Dan was born.

‘I’m not kidding, Fuller, you’ve got to try it.’ Peghead taps me on the arm and leans in again. ‘And I’m not just saying that ‘cause of the little five-foot-nothing brunette stunner who works there week nights, either.’ He sucks in a breath through an exaggerated O and drops back in his chair, folding his arms. ‘Fit in your pocket she would.’

A hand comes down hard on Peghead’s shoulder and he jumps an inch off the seat.

‘Sure she’s legal, Peg?’

PC John Russell cackles as Peghead bats him off. Russell isn’t much younger than me, but he has a young head on his old shoulders. A good copper most of the time. Bit of an arse, the rest.

‘Dickhead,’ Peghead mutters under his breath when Russell’s far enough out of earshot.

It’s just approaching eight as Dalston calls for everyone’s attention and begins the briefing. He reels off items of note from the day shift, before confirming who’s working which beat and with who for the shift ahead. When my name’s called alongside Sacha’s, she gives me the thumbs up from across the room and I nod back.

PC Sacha Sanderson trained to become an officer several years after giving birth to her son when she was only twenty-one and feeling that her life was stopped dead in its tracks. She’s only been in the job for three years, but has shown more commitment than half the officers in this place put together. Sacha is a rare breed – she listens. Half of them don’t. The other half think they already know.

Expecting the briefing to be over, everyone raises another collective groan when Dalston hands out some photocopies of an escapee from Usk Prison who hotfooted it to freedom earlier in the day. While Usk belongs to the Monmouthshire part of our Force, the escapee’s last known address before HMP Usk was here in the Pill area of Newport. Our particular ward is central to the city, but all officers across all wards are required to be vigilant. And also cautious on approaching, Dalston emphasises.

‘Maxime Boucher.’ Russell pronounces it Bowtcher while holding the paper close to his rat-like eyes. ‘What kind of a name is that? One of them queens, is he?’

‘God,’ someone mumbles under their breath. Not sure who.

‘Boucher.’ Dalston enunciates it as Boo-shay. ‘Français, mon enfant.’

Russell folds the paper and tucks it into his trouser pocket. ‘Pushover, then.’

‘I wouldn’t bet on it, PC Russell. Boucher dunked his wife’s head in a pan of hot oil and then stabbed her in the eye with a steak knife.’

‘Fucking hell,’ Jonesy says, his jaw hitting the floor. He’s still the new kid on the block.

‘Send the bastard back to France,’ Russell says, with a wave of his hand. ‘Let them deal with him. Au revoir, mi amigo.’

Tuts and eye rolls follow Russell’s usual apeish nonsense. He’s what the word Neanderthal was invented for.

‘Won’t he go after the wife, Sarge?’ Jonesy asks, face three shades lighter than pale and still going.

‘Ex-wife, Jonesy, lad. And she’ll have been made aware of what’s happened and will receive protection until he’s back in custody. Besides, she’s no longer living in the area.’

‘Course not,’ Russell announced, with a slap of his hand to the desk. ‘She’d have to have been quackers to stay. Don’t you think, Jaffa?’

Russell is treated to a few sniggers for his efforts, but Jaffa stares through the photo of Boucher he holds in one hand as if right now he’d happily dig a six-foot hole in the ground and bury Russell in it.

Dalston’s reassurance, however, doesn’t seem to have done anything to appease Jonesy all that much, who is also staring at the photo, but more like he’s committing it to memory – God forbid he should be on shift tonight and walk right past the violent wife abuser. He looks as though he might be sick by the time he folds the paper and pushes it down into his hi-vis vest pocket. Maybe he’s thinking about how a man can possibly do something like that to another human being, let alone his wife. He’s still too fresh in his career to brush it off without a second thought, like the rest of us. There’s no place in this job for considering what violence is and what it isn’t. No time for philosophising over where it comes from and how to stop it. It just is. It exists. It’s a social disease, one that can’t be stopped. That’s why we’re here, to protect those who get caught up in it, and to pick up the pieces afterwards. That will be one of Jonesy’s first lessons.

‘Brody French, eh, Steve?’ Dalston says with a wink when he gets to me with the photocopies.

‘Christ, forgot about her,’ I say, looking at our man on the run. Skinny face. Bad hair. Mean eyes. Scar an inch long through his left eyebrow. The text beneath his mugshot reads, ‘Violent Offender, Approach With Caution, Possibly Armed.’ They like their capital letters in SEWP.

Dalston lets out a slow whistle, still reminiscing about our old French teacher.

‘Oh aye, what’s all this? What’ve I missed?’ Smithy leans back in his chair to look at us, the front two legs lifting inches off the floor. He likes to imagine he’s a bit of a ladies’ man. Claims the women like to run their fingers through his thick dark mop while gazing into his ‘melting chocolate’ eyes. We humour him for now, but in this job the chances are there’ll be little left for them to run their fingers through by the time he hits thirty, and the eyes will be all but melted.

‘Mademoiselle Brody,’ Dalston explains, the ring on his left hand catching the overhead strip light as he clutches the papers to his chest, his eyes going heavenward and the lines around them crinkling. ‘She was the most erotic French teacher that ever existed.’

Smithy lets out a low growl and rocks the chair. ‘Tell me more.’

‘The way she’d roll her r’s. “Fred-er-ique. What time do you call zis, Fred-er-ique?” I used to be late just to have her say my name.’ Dalston sighs and hands the rest of the papers to Peghead for him to pass on, Boucher abandoned for more pressing matters. ‘A wet dream for many a pupil in Caerleon Comprehensive right up until she left. And for many years since, no doubt.’

‘Lucky bastard. What did she look like?’

Smithy is close to salivating, so I jump in with a reply before he gets his hopes up.

‘Like Nana Mouskouri on a bad day.’

Smithy’s chair freezes mid-rock. ‘Who the fuck is that?’

Dalston softly laughs and points an accusing finger at me. ‘Nana Mouskouri is an exquisite woman. But she’s Greek, not French.’

‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,’ I say, folding Boucher in half. ‘Google her later, Smithy.’

‘Come on, Fuller, even you can admit Brody had something going for her?’ Dalston says, weaving back to the front of the room to retrieve his folder.

‘What do you mean, even me?’

The noise picks up as everyone leaves their seats and random conversations spark. The door opens and tonight’s crew make their way out. Someone quacks. Hard to tell who, but Jaffa’s already gone.

I’m pushing my chair under the desk when Smithy approaches, chocolate eyes a long way from sweet. ‘Go on, Fuller, what was she like? Really?’

‘Too much for you to handle, Smith, my boy.’

‘You mean…?’ He cups his hands under imaginary breasts, flicks his eyebrows and smiles coyly, as if this is a pose that might jog my memory. ‘Or do you mean…?’ He turns, sticks out his arse, which strains against the tight black polyester enough that I can see the lines of cotton barely holding the two cheeks together. He peers at me over his shoulder, hooking his hand on his hip.

‘That is not the image I wanted to start the shift with,’ I say, heading towards the door where Sacha’s waiting.

‘Come on, Steve. It was the boobs, wasn’t it?’ Smithy goes on prodding. ‘Bet she had a lovely rack on her.’

I’m about to put an end to this conversation before we reach the women officers and Smithy gets reported for acting like a dick, when Dalston saves me the trouble.

‘Quick word, Steve,’ he calls out behind me.

Smithy takes the hint and hurries after his partner, who’s waving him on while checking his watch at the same time. I gesture two minutes to Sacha and she nods, mimes driving the car, meaning she’ll do the prelim checks while she’s waiting. I give her the thumbs up and step back to where the skipper, my old schoolmate, is now sitting on the edge of a desk in the middle of the room, the light above picking up all the silver in his hair so its original fairness is nothing but a distant memory. I perch on the desk opposite.

‘Right, Stevie boy. Looks like that inspector position will open up for me soon,’ he says, with his voice lowered even though it’s quiet out in the corridor now everyone has gone. ‘Clarke’s off to North Wales as we suspected. Back to the homeland, so to speak. And I want you to be the one filling these shoes of mine, got it?’

‘Timescale?’

Freddie clicks out of the side of his mouth, the same thing he always does when he’s frustrated with something he can’t do anything about. He’s done it all his life, but a lot more since he made sergeant.

‘I’ve not been made party to that information yet, but I’m staying positive for once and assuming imminent. Which means being ready to step up.’

His blue eyes look as grey as his hair under the artificial light. He waits, as if he’s asked a question, so I nod once.

‘You could do this job with your eyes closed, Steve. It would be a fucking doddle for you, no question. But the thing is, I know what this lot are like.’

And I don’t?

‘They’ll want proactive, someone they don’t have to nurse. Which is you all over,’ he hurries to add, a hand shooting up and chopping the air for emphasis. ‘No problems there. You’re proactive, but at the same time you stay in your lane. Superb. Perfect. They’ll also want someone who can inspire the team, fill them with the desire to do the job, or at least to keep on top of things, you know? Keep their heads on straight, that sort of thing. Know what I mean?’

He nods in response to his own question, but offers nothing more on this point. I wonder if this talk is actually for his own benefit and his own much desired promotion. He thinks long and hard, then points at me when the words come to him. ‘Passion and diligence, Steve. If you’ve got those, you’re laughing. I mean, I know you have, mate. But you’ll need to demonstrate that. You see? You understand what I’m saying?’

In many, many ways, Fred.

‘Because I really want you to get this job, Steve. It’s been a long time coming.’

This time we both nod when he pauses, like a couple of Churchill dogs in the back window of a motor.

‘It’s yours, mate. Just show them, yeah? Let them see what PC Steven Fuller is really capable of.’

 

 

 




Chapter 3

My old friend’s words are still ringing in my ears when I collect my gear from the locker and meet Sacha at the car. She’s head down rummaging around in the boot when I join her, making room for my kit bag. I apologise for taking so long. She gives me a warm smile and tells me she’s completed all the checks and we’re good to go. She drove last night, so she goes to the passenger side without argument. There’s a synergy working with Sacha that’s like a breath of fresh air. I’d work with her every shift, given the chance. Little things, but they make a difference.

‘Everything alright, mate?’ she asks, when I get into the driver’s seat and pull the door closed. ‘Look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

I tell her I’m fine, pull on the seatbelt and we roll out. It’s 8.40 by the digital clock on the dash, and as we clear the station car park, it’s already dark. Town’s busy on most nights, even midweek, so we’ll take a recce of the main hotspots, see if we can catch trouble early before it escalates.

‘Bit of a whiff in here, isn’t it?’ my companion says, sniffing at the air and looking over her shoulder at the rear seats. ‘I had a good snoop around, but couldn’t identify it.’ Her face is a grimace when she turns back. ‘Probably some sick down under the seat. They never think to lift it and clean underneath, do they?’

I slow at the traffic lights at the front of the station and look down past the tan and red brick building towards the Pill area, wondering if Jonesy will hold his nerve. I didn’t want to tell him the chances of Boucher turning up at home tonight are rare. It won’t hurt him to stay alert.

‘They think about it,’ I say, in response to Sacha’s comments about our colleagues on the opposite shift. ‘They just can’t be arsed to do it.’

The traffic light changes to green and we move impossibly slowly through them as the Nissan in front plays cautious with the speed limit.

‘Uh-oh.’

I snap my head left to my partner, but it’s me she’s uh-ohing and nothing else.

‘I sense we’re in a cynical mood tonight,’ she adds, her lips pursing into an amused scowl. Like that, she looks harmless. Some idiots have her pinned as harmless – a five-foot-four female with soft features, dark hair and a pleasant smile. Until they step over the line and she’s forced to prove otherwise.

‘Sorry.’ So much for inspiring the team. But Sacha holds up her hands.

‘Hey. Perfectly understandable. Man of your many, many years of experience.’

‘Oy. One less many next time, thank you very much. Plenty left in me yet.’

‘Wouldn’t doubt it for a second,’ she says, gazing through the window, clocking every street and person we pass. It makes me think the better candidate for our sergeant is sitting right beside me. I might have said that to her, if not for Ange and Freddie breathing down my neck. A PC like Sacha wouldn’t waste much time making it through the ranks. I wonder if that’s what her plan is, but it’s not my place to ask. She has the young boy at home and that complicates things, perhaps. For some, maybe separating home and job is a lot more complicated. More so than it’s ever been for me, that’s for sure.

Our first call comes over the radio ten minutes later when we’ve driven over as far as St Woolo’s Hospital and are just dropping back down into the town via the Crown Court to the railway station. The call is for assistance at an RTC on Caerleon Road, about half a mile away. One unit is already in attendance from the St Julians ward, but they need more to assist with the traffic. Sacha radios that we’re on our way, and I hit the blues and twos to get us through the busiest part of the city.

Caerleon Road is a principal route into and out of Newport from the M4 motorway and traffic can be busy day or night. Which means we’re barely over the bridge at Clarence Place and bearing left in the incident direction when its knock-on effect is already evident. A queue of vehicles backs up as far as the kebab shop across the road from the tax offices, and our way through it is further hampered by the impatient idiots manoeuvring a three-point turn in the space we need to get through. I slam on the horn more than once, though you’d think the flashing lights and blaring siren would be enough. Even Sacha lets fly a few expletives and waves her arms when a Transit driver underestimates the logistics of executing a three-point turn with a van on a narrow road. Turns out more than three moves are required.

By the time we make it through, assistance has already arrived from elsewhere, but we stay to help reroute the tailback the quickest way possible around the side roads. With a system of one-way streets complicating things further, what turns out to be a non-life-threatening collision between a Ford Focus and a Newport City Council bus could have caused more difficulties had we not kept the flow of traffic running. In less than forty-five minutes, the incident site is cleared and road reopened.

‘Nice to work traffic for a change,’ Sacha says, as she rubs her hands to warm them now that we’re in the car again. She’s being sarcastic, but not with the bitterness some of the others would have lumped on top.

‘Who are we to question?’ I say, swinging the car around to return to the ward we’re meant to be patrolling. ‘Do as we’re told and say nothing is best.’

When I glance over, she’s beaming from ear to ear. ‘I bloody love working with you, I do.’

Her Welsh valleys accent comes out unfiltered when she lets her guard down, and it makes me laugh as we drive over the bridge and across the roundabout in the direction of the railway station. ‘Likewise,’ I say, thinking how much different the night would be going if I were on shift with Peghead or Russell, or even jumpy Jonesy.

‘Cuppa?’ she asks, pulling a slim gold flask from the side pocket on the door.

‘Love one.’

She rests the flask on her thigh until I’ve negotiated the one-way system and brought us into the railway’s car park. I choose a spot near the end where we can see everything but still be easily seen ourselves. Nothing like an occupied cop car to lower the crime rate of an evening. Sacha wastes no time unscrewing the cap of the flask, because there’s also nothing like having a cup of tea ruined by a call-out. Talk about living on your nerves.

‘All a copper wants is to get through his brew in peace,’ I say, taking the plastic cup from her. She retrieves the second one she’s brought from the side pocket. That’s the other thing about Sacha, she always brings enough sustenance for everyone, never just for herself. Not like those other miserly sods.

‘I’ll split mine with you on the next break. Coffee, though. That alright?’

‘Crucial as the night goes on.’ She screws the top back on the flask and taps her cup against mine.

It’s coming up to ten o’clock and small groups loiter around the pubs before heading to the clubs later. From here we have a bird’s-eye view of the popular hangouts, and by popular I mean notorious. Flashes of colour light up and then disappear behind frosted windows, and the steady muffled thumping of a drumbeat comes from inside each time the traffic eases enough to hear it, or when the front doors open and drinkers spill in or stumble out.

‘That your kind of thing, then?’ I ask Sacha, nodding over the street.

She makes a noise, something like a strangulated sheep, then follows it up with, ‘Sometimes. I mean, I don’t go out so often anymore, not like I used to. Take it or leave it. Though we did have a mate’s birthday last weekend.’ She stares over the street, lips snagging lazily up to one side. ‘S’alright, I suppose. We had Sex on the Beach, that was pretty good.’

‘What beach?’

She laughs and looks over. ‘Newport Beach, of course. Bloody hell, Steve, you don’t get out much either, do you? It’s a cocktail.’

‘Oh right. What’s in that then?’

‘Don’t really know, but it was orange. Vodka, I think. Schnapps. That sort of thing. Sweet, but really nice.’ Something outside the passenger window catches her eye and all I can see is the back of her head. I lean forward to see what she might have spotted, but then she turns back. ‘You should tell your Ange. She’d love it.’

‘What, sex on the beach? I dunno.’ I lower the plastic cup of tea to my thigh. ‘We’re getting a bit old for that kind of adventure now.’

‘Boom boom. PC Fuller makes a funny.’

‘Think I’ll stick to John Smith’s, thanks.’

‘Ah, come on. My ninety-four-year-old great aunt swears by trying something new at least once a month.’

‘Don’t tell Smithy that, he’ll be asking for her number.’

‘Nah, he’s way too old for her. She likes them young.’

‘Christ, how young we talking? Smithy’s just a baby.’

‘He’s at least my age. Got to be. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight.’

‘Exactly. A baby. Best you don’t tell me any more about your great aunt, Sacha.’

We both watch two lads come out of the pub wearing thin t-shirts that flap around their skinny midriffs in the breeze like yachts floundering in a squall. One rummages in the pocket of his jeans, the other bounces from one foot to the other and hurries his mate along. Sacha reaches for her copper’s lid on the dash, but then the boy pulls free a packet of cigarettes and they both take one out and light up. She relaxes into the seat.

‘Suppose you’ve got to let your hair down once in a while, haven’t you?’ she says, backing it up with a less than encouraging sigh.

When her words sink in, I look over to see if she’s serious. I think she is.

‘Well, if you can, I mean,’ she says, with a pathetic attempt to hide the smirk and spare my feelings.

‘Cheeky so and so.’

Out of instinct, I crane my neck to glance in the rear-view mirror, touch my hand to my receding hairline. I’m one of the lucky ones, at least I still have hair; and it’s the proper colour. There’s just not as much of it as there used to be. Certainly the fringe that had dangled over my eyes as a teenager has long since gone. I don’t think I’ll ever manage a fringe again. To avoid knowing for sure though, I never try. Aside from SEWP’s guidelines on acceptable appearance, I prefer it neat and trimmed. Less to worry about. Less to fuss with. I’ll be forty this year, for Christ’s sake, what would I want to be faffing about with hair for, anyway? It’s not like there’s anyone to impress.

‘Would you say I’m passionate?’ I ask, forgetting about the hair and swirling the last drop of tea in the bottom of the cup before knocking it back.

Sacha pulls a face that’s hard to interpret, other than it’s not reassuring. ‘Am I the right person to answer that? Maybe you should ask your missus.’

I tut as I hand her the empty cup. ‘Not like that, you drip. In the job, I mean.’

She shifts in her seat to evaluate me properly, eyebrows caving in and lips edging to one side while she chews on the inside of her mouth.

‘Well, if you have to take so long about it…’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Suppose?’

‘Yeah. No, yeah, I’d say you were. Yeah.’

I run my tongue over the outside of my teeth. She’s backtracking, but we both know it’s too late. I, instead, am wondering how to tell Ange I don’t think sergeant is right for me after all.

‘What about me?’ she asks, with an amused smile and a tilt of the chin as if she’s trying for a modelling job.

‘You’re not going for sergeant though, are you?’ I say. But what I mean is, You have more passion and diligence in your right earlobe than all of us put together.

‘Not good enough for you anymore are we, us lowly beat coppers?’ she teases.

‘Not that. Not at all. Just… I mean…’ I don’t know. I’ve no idea what I mean. ‘It’s what we do, isn’t it? Aim higher, better?’

‘Well,’ she says, light-hearted. ‘Higher’s not always better though, is it? I prefer it where I am for now, thanks very much.’

She drops the empty flask back into the side pocket and straightens herself in the seat. No immediate plans for promotion for her then. I’m not as disappointed about that as I thought I would be. If anything, I admire her even more. Her dedication. That’s what I had. Dedication to the dregs of the job, the one on the street. I still have it. Most of the time.

‘Yeah. Not bad, is it?’ I say, just as a call comes over the radio.

Two minutes later and we’re doing fifty back through the scene of the incident we attended earlier, heading for the motorway. With the blues on, we make it through a lot quicker this time, and I put my foot down to get us to the M4 and another RTC. It’s a busy night in the neighbourhoods, meaning we’re the first to arrive after cutting through the traffic that’s already building on the westbound carriageway. It’s chaotic, cars not knowing whether to stop or go. An articulated lorry has taken the initiative and angled itself across two lanes to prevent any further collisions. Which means it’s only when we edge around the HGV that we see what we’re dealing with.

‘Shit!’

Sacha’s expletive hangs in the air between us before she radios in that we’ve arrived on scene. And that more assistance is required urgently.

 

 

 




Chapter 4

I stop the car in the last lane of the carriageway, leaving the blues on. Another unit comes in behind us and there are more sirens echoing in the distance.

‘Traffic,’ I tell Sacha, pulling my reflective jacket from my kit bag in the boot. I shrug it on over my utility vest and zip it up. Sacha does the same with hers, then conveys the message to those arriving that they need to stop any more traffic from getting through. There’s plenty of room to keep the one lane moving, but not while debris and tyre marks are spread over all three lanes and we need to find out what happened.

So far, I can only see one vehicle. It’s the right way up, but all the panels, from the doors to the roof to the boot, are caved in, which tells me it’s rolled. In the place where it’s come to a stop, the front nearside wheel has landed in the ditch off the side of the road so the whole thing tilts up a few inches at an awkward angle. The debris is everywhere. I’m walking towards the wreckage knowing what I’ll find. No one could survive that.

I radio in that CIU is required on scene, and Control confirms the Collision Investigation Unit have been informed and are already preparing to despatch. ETA imminent.

It’s a Fiat, the badge in the road tells me, though hard to tell which. Bigger than a 500. Perhaps a Punto. There’s no reg plate on the back, it’s gone, so has the boot lid, but ridiculously the rear lamps are immaculate; not even a crack. Chaos unfolds behind me. Sirens and engines and shouted orders. But the closer I get to the car, the further away that chaos recedes, until the only sound is my boots on the tarmac. It’s like someone’s turning down the volume. Or maybe I’m just tuning it out.

The instructions from the radio go in – units attending to divert traffic from the slipway; fire, ambulance, CIU on route – but even that comes from down a long tunnel somewhere and gets filtered along the way so I only catch what I need to. I glance once down the carriageway ahead of me, eerily silent at that end of the motorway, empty of vehicles and anything or anyone else.

I’m just a few steps from the wreckage now. No time to think or brace or hesitate. I reach inside my jacket for the flashlight on my vest and shine it onto the rear seats. No baby or child seat this time, thank god. Only glass and bits of trim, the seat cushion torn, like a blade has sliced right through it, its stuffing spewing out. The passenger door is inverted, but I’m looking past that to the figure behind the wheel. All I see is hair. Thick, dark, long. No movement. A strong smell of fuel.

I turn and call Sacha, who comes running over. ‘Check the area,’ I say before she gets to me. ‘Just in case.’

She agrees and waves to another officer to help. She knows what I mean. The windscreen is out and there’s a chance any passengers might have gone through it. It’s quite something, how far an object can travel when propelled at speed.

I retreat again into the silence as I come around the wreck to the driver’s side. The window has gone here too, but it’s left a lethally jagged edge close to the front door trim. The woman isn’t moving. Her chin is tipped to her chest, seatbelt on and locking her in place. The deployed airbag has deflated and a thin mist of powder hangs in the air, though most of it will have been sucked out through the windows. I reach in and pull her hair aside, touch my fingers to her neck. I still myself to differentiate her pulse from my own, detect instead the faint rise and fall of her chest. She’s breathing.

The noise of the chaos comes back in a rush as I look over the top of the car’s roof for a paramedic. But all that’s there are the blues of our own cars and more lights further down amid the waiting traffic. Into the radio I stress the urgency for medical assistance, one female casualty. I try the door.

‘Hello?’ I call to the woman. ‘Hello, can you hear me?’

The door won’t budge, it’s jammed. Something under the crushed bonnet hisses, though the engine is off. There’s no point trying the rear doors, there’s not much left of them, but the passenger door opens once I put my boot to it. I drop one knee onto the broken glass on the passenger seat, the metal shell groaning beneath me.

‘Hey. Can you hear me?’

The woman’s head tilts my way with the movement of the car, and also because she’s trying to lift it.

‘It’s okay. Take your time. You’re alright.’

I avoid shining the torchlight directly at her while I try to assess her injuries. I don’t want her to panic at what she might see.

‘How you doing there?’ My voice is calm, like this is somewhere we meet every Wednesday night.

She groans, eyelids flutter. Blood seeps from her forehead into a thin streak down the side of her face. Spots of it have landed on the dress she wears, but not in any significant amount. She stirs some more, so I run the torch quickly over the space between our two seats to shed some light on the lower half of her body. But I see nothing, only that the impact has pushed the steering column over her knees. There’s only an inch or two of her thighs before the rest disappears under metal and plastic.

‘My name’s Steve. I’m a police officer. Got yourself in a bind here, but you’ll be alright now.’

‘Steve,’ a voice behind me says. I turn. Sacha shakes her head; there are no other casualties. She peers around me to the driver, as surprised as I am that she’s still alive.

‘Paramedic,’ I say, urging her with my eyes.

She looks at the traffic backing up. ‘I’ll go see where they are.’

Her footsteps retreat quickly as I search the interior for anything that might give me a clue who this girl is. But likely if she has a bag, it’ll either be out on the road somewhere or in the passenger footwell, the one buried under the front end of the car.

‘Hey, can you hear me?’ I try again, drawing my other knee onto the seat to get closer. I touch my hand to her forehead and watch her eyelids twitch. ‘Come on now. How about a name at least, so I know who I’m talking to.’

Give her a chance. Please god, just give her a chance until the paramedics get here.

The eyelids part and a glimmer peeks from beneath them.

‘Well, hello. That’s better. Good of you to join me.’

I keep my voice calm, imagining what she sees, how all this must look.

‘It’s alright. You’re okay. I’m PC Fuller. Steve. You’re safe.’

Her breath is shallow, and growing faster
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