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      To you, reader, for choosing to spend your time with something that came from my head.

      Thank you.
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        1.
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      You see them everywhere. Men and women, out on the piss, so sick to death of the nine to five that when they finally manage to get out, it can sometimes get out of control. A few too many and perhaps the odd pill or line thrown in and before you know it, bang. It hits them at a hundred miles an hour. Lads get rowdy, girls get mouthy, hard cases get silly. It never stops. You can see it all from my office, hear the night alive with revellers at all hours. It's no good for my health. Neither is the heat.

      I sparked up and let the smoke curl out of the window. Crowds spilled from bars, out into the thirty degree night. Beats pounded across the pavements, the punters dizzy with summer dreams. And it wouldn't quiet until the sun began to rise. I checked the clock on the dash. 00:37. No sign of the cheating bastard - yet. If he didn't come out soon, I might have to go in there and drag him out myself. I learnt long ago that it's better to let them come of their own accord. You get a feeling for it, like a sixth sense. This one wouldn't last until closing time.

      I dragged deep, let the nicotine course through my overheated blood. Felt like I could boil from the inside. Unscrewed the cap on the White & Mackay. Sipped, swallowed, felt the burn. It was so good I wanted more. I allowed myself another, throwing it down my throat before returning the cap and tossing the bottle in the back. A young woman caught my eye, mini skirt so high I wondered if it could still be called a skirt at all, purple eye shadow and mascara running down her pretty face. I wasn't met with her approval. Gotta say, I couldn't blame her. I knew this was a waste of my time from the beginning. And I'd been driving nowhere but driving myself crazy. I told myself it made sense to sit behind the wheel as it gave me a good vantage point from down here and I had a clear view across the street. It was the perfect location for surveillance. Laura had her eyes peeled from my office, zoom lens pointed right at the door to capture him leaving, and who with. It was a good view, but I was easily prone to distraction. The flesh on show was enough to bring on the sweats, never mind the heat. At least I still knew I had blood pumping through my veins.

      I couldn't wait to put this one to bed once and for all. It was all just about the evidence now. The camera never lies. My client, Gloria, would be given the bad news just as soon as I could e-mail the photographs to her. I guess anyone could do this job, though. Stalking cheating partners was so easy, a monkey could do it. It took nothing special. But then I suppose she felt better handing it over to a private investigator, someone who could do it professionally and get the job done quickly. Although she could've done it herself if she had the inclination, I suppose emotions could get the better of you. It can't be easy seeing your husband wining and dining someone much younger and more attractive than yourself. So I agreed to do it for her, for a price, and prove her suspicions were correct. And I wasn't complaining, not at all. This kind of thing was my bread and butter. She was paying good money - silly money, even - just to have him caught red-handed. I could get away with dragging it out for weeks, if I really wanted to. And she would keep paying too. But this was week three and by now I was bored. There was only so much sitting in cars I could do. The heat of the night was calling, and I needed a cold beer. Would be just as well to step in to the bar and prop it up while I snapped away on my iPhone. Once I'd found him, it would be easy enough from then on. If I got a shot of them exchanging a kiss, all the better. Straightforward it may be, but I should be thankful for small mercies. The three grand Gloria had paid me already was burning a hole through my pocket. I only ever charged a higher rate for the ones who could afford it and were gullible enough to pay. Besides, it was small change to her. I'd have been a fool to turn the job down.

      The phone rang then. I picked it up from the little well beside the gear stick and answered.

      'Yeah?'

      'I've got him right between the eyes. Gin and tonic for her, some kind of wanky cocktail for him. She's clearly got him reeled in, Jim. Won't be long before he's signing his prize riches away. Gotta give her her dues.'

      'Is he that clueless?'

      'Seems it. Wouldn't surprise me if she left without him, to be honest.'

      'Classy chick.'

      'All part of her game.'

      'So what does she want to gain, exactly?'

      'His money,' she said. 'A bit of lawyer cock. And he knows what he's getting into as well. Doesn't seem phased about paying for her drinks all night, probably more. It's flirting based on a business agreement, by the looks of it. Not like you and me.'

      'No.'

      'Anyway,' she said. 'There's someone been in the office tonight. Looking for you.'

      'If it's any more insurance jobs or cheating husbands, tell them we've got enough on our plate. Can't be arsed with this now.'

      'No, no. He wasn't the type. Black guy, seemed a decent bloke. Said he'd call in again soon.'

      I wracked my brains for anyone I knew, anyone I might've pissed off somewhere down the line. I couldn't think of one. The girl with the miniskirt and running mascara was still eyeing me like I'd just pissed on her chips or something. Didn't know what her problem was, just that I seemed to be the centre of her universe.

      'He say when? Hang on, wait.'

      'I see him. If only he knew what we know.'

      'Laura, you are just my secretary, love. Not my sidekick. It's not Batman and Robin. Far from it.'

      'You'd make a shit Batman, anyway.'

      She wasn't wrong. I was no superhero, but reckoned I could hold my own when it mattered. And Laura had seen me do just that, yet she'd been less than convinced I'd gotten away with my life without any damage. She knew the score, had seen me almost fall between the cracks. She'd helped to heal the scars, both physically and emotionally. I knew she loved me, and God knows why–but she did. Perhaps a bit too much.

      'He's flagging a cab,' she said. 'Now's your chance, unless you want to drag it out even further?'

      'No chance of that. I'll be back in ten minutes.'

      'That's what you always say.'

      I hung up and took the keys from the ignition. Locked the motor and stepped down Thomas Street with the camera app at the ready to catch him with his mistress, whoever she was. That didn't matter. I weaved through the crowds filling the pavements and got that bit nearer. There was enough noise and action going on for him not to take any notice of me snapping a few photographs. I edged back against the wall of a bar that wanted to be a pub and took several quick shots as they stood at the pavement's edge trying to flag a cab. Even took some film footage too, just a minute or so to really put him in the shit. No one batted an eyelid. Everyone was too busy knocking back shorts and smoking. I had what I needed. When a black cab pulled in and they got in the back, I dropped into the bar cum pub–The Bay Horse–and wrestled my way to the front.

      It was so hot in here I was certain there were droplets of sweat dripping from the ceiling. When I finally ordered–a long, ice cold pint of Spanish beer–I slumped into the shadows and downed half of it in one. Spotted the girl with the running mascara peek her face around the door, then move her way inside. She was obviously looking for someone. I could only hope it wasn't me. I wasn't going to hang around any longer to find out. I'd had enough of it for one night and the place was too hammered for me to bother getting another. Besides, Laura and I had a bed to get home to. Better to upload what I'd gotten on the phone to the Mac before I called it a night. The Volvo would be fine where it was, for now.

      I finished the beer and left the empty on the bar before battling my way back through, a thousand voices ringing in my ears.
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      My office was merely a stone's throw down the street, tucked away behind a string of bars and sitting next door to a tattoo parlour. There was a cheap curry house around the back and the smell of Madras and Vindaloo was gradually replaced by the strong aroma of stale brandy the closer I got to the top floor. From the back window of my office itself, I could see out into the back alley and the rusting fire escape. The fire escape came in handy when I wanted to make a quick exit, which, when Laura was around, was more often than I'd like.

      I went in through the little side door beside the tattoo place and took the stairs, the only things keeping me fit these days. When I reached the top, I almost coughed up a lung. I knew the smoking was finally taking its toll and I should do something about it, but I just couldn't bring myself to pack them in. By way of a reward, I sparked up on the landing before heading down the narrow corridor to find Laura slumped on the tatty leather couch I had brought in last week. She was sleeping, bless her. I slung two teaspoons of instant coffee in a mug and flicked the kettle on, which I kept on a little side table beside a filing cabinet, before crossing the landing and powering up the Mac. It was Laura's job to do all my office work, but I wanted to upload the photos for Gloria and send her the e-mail before I finally got my head down and put it to bed once and for all.

      When the kettle boiled, I made it black and added a shot of brandy from the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet as Laura stirred. I looked at her, wondering how the hell I'd gotten involved with her at all, then remembered how she'd looked after me during the dark times. Remembered, also, how I ended up sharing her bed and decided it was no bad thing after all. She spoke up just as I was addressing my sugar craving.

      'It'll be the death of you, Jim,' she said, nodding at the bottle on the side. She was talking like I didn't know it. 'I wish you'd just try. You could make the effort to cut down, at least.'

      She was right, I knew. I could, and I had tried in the past, of course I had. But the pull of the burn was strong right now, and this Armagnac was a good one. Maybe I'd consider it when I reached the bottom.

      'So tell me,' I said. 'This guy who was in asking about me. He give you a name?'

      She scrabbled around on the couch as she shook the sleep away. Found a piece of paper she'd scribbled on down one of the cushions. 'Lloyd,' she said. 'Had dreadlocks. Absolutely stunk of weed. I almost asked him to hang around.'

      Lloyd. Now there was a blast from the past. He was a volunteer at one of the soup kitchens I used to drop into during the dark times. Hadn't seen him since I made a visit there to catch up with an old friend who helped me out on the Angel case. But what the hell he wanted with me, I didn't know. I asked Laura.

      'He didn't say. Said he'd call in again tomorrow. Didn't give a time.'

      I sat down and drank the coffee. Sparked up and smoked as the night owls howled at each other outside. Gave Laura the iPhone and she got to work on uploading the photos to the Mac, ready for sending to Gloria.

      'That reminds me,' she said. 'Another cheque arrived from her this afternoon. It's in my bag.'

      Laura was pretty much my secretary these days, though she assumed otherwise. She dealt with the finance side of the business, filed reports, took in referrals from potential clients while I got on with the important stuff. She was also my partner, my lover. It seemed to work. She'd made it clear how she felt about me, but I wasn't entirely sure how I felt about her. But she kept me sane, just. And I knew she cared. I cared about her too, massively so. I just wasn't certain I loved her back.

      'Can you cash it tomorrow?'

      'No.'

      'Why not?'

      'Because,' she said, 'tomorrow is a Sunday. The banks are shut. And you're supposed to be taking me out for dinner.'

      I'd forgotten. There was no way she'd forget. But maybe it would do us both good. This Gloria case had been getting right on my tits for weeks now. I suppose I needed to rediscover what I saw in Laura in the first place. I checked her out quietly as she moved from the Mac to the filing cabinet, then back again. It had been a while since we'd thrown caution to the wind. Especially here in the office.

      'Come here,' I said.

      She turned, smiled. 'It can wait, Jim Locke. At least until we get home.'

      But I wasn't sure I could. All that flesh on show outside was making it unbearable. I knew I should be thankful I was still in working order.

      I flicked on the fan beside the couch and slung my shirt off. The heat was too much, even at this hour. Unprecedented, they said on the news. It had been great for a while, but thirty degrees at half past midnight was a bit much. There seemed no end to it in sight.

      'Done,' she said. 'All sent. I uploaded the ones form the Nikon too. Want a look?'

      But I couldn't be arsed. I felt my eyes closing and concentrated on drawing in breath. Wondered what Lloyd wanted with me. He was always someone I had time for.

      'Jim?'

      'Yeah?'

      'Do you want to see or should I close it down?'

      'Close it down,' I said. 'I need to sleep. You do too.'

      'Oh no. It's home time.' I heard her dangling keys over my head. 'We're not crashing here again. You'll never get it up if you fall asleep on me.'

      We locked up and she drove the Punto home–a new one after I'd gotten her sister's old one blown up. Fifteen minutes later we were both in bed, the sheets gathering at the bottom as the heat rose up a notch and Charlie slept soundly next door.
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      But I hardly slept a wink. Even with the windows wide open and the fan I'd picked up down the market two days ago switched to level three, the sweat seeped out of me like I had a bad case of malaria. I snatched a few hours after Laura wore me out but then the heat, with no sign of diminishing, had roused me again around four a.m. and it was there I lay, watching her sleep beside me as the evening's events went in and out of my tired brain.

      I was glad to put the Gloria case to bed once and for all. She wouldn't be happy, but I was just the messenger. Her suspicions were confirmed, finally, and she'd have to get on with her life and start divorce proceedings. Something told me, though, that she wasn't the type, and I wouldn't be surprised if she confronted him the hard way. Revenge is a dish best served cold, they said. In Gloria's case, she'd probably serve it up freezing. I'd love to be a fly on the wall, just to see the bastard's face.

      Then there was the girl with the mascara. A young woman, really. There was something strange about that. About her. I couldn't put my finger on it, but it was the way she was looking at me. And then she turned up in the Bay Horse, of course. I had to admit to myself that one of the reasons I'd left, perhaps the only reason, was because she showed her face in there too. I'd learned to trust my instincts over the years, and they told me she wanted something from me. What, I didn't know. But I didn't expect it to be our last encounter.

      Around six a.m. I'd had enough of the voices in my head and jumped in the shower. The incessant bird chirping was the final straw. Felt a bit lightheaded, so took a few painkillers to take the edge off. Went out into the backyard to smoke and downed about a litre of ice cold water I'd kept in the fridge. Scorchio wasn't even close. The rising sun had already warmed up enough to send a fine mist ghosting into the air. The temperature was already twenty-six and was expected to go higher, much higher, by late afternoon. It didn't bode well for my mood. Sitting in the shade of the backyard, I was just about coping. Take me out into the world itself and I'd be climbing the walls by midday.

      I dropped inside and threw some bacon in a frying pan. Got a pot of coffee on too. I never used to be a great coffee lover, but now I was an expert. Laura had seen to that when I moved in. We divided our time between this house, which was actually her sister's, and Laura's flat. Sara was off her meds again–I suppose we should've seen it coming after last time–and had been back at Laureate House for the past two months. The Angel case had sent her over the edge. Her friend's murder had almost gotten me killed too, and I'd almost called the whole private investigator thing off. Believe me, I'd have liked nothing more. Except Laura got giddy about it and by the end of Christmas day we were plotting where we were going to have an office. Most of my work covers insurance fraud, conjugal affairs, internal investigations–all that kind of shit. There are many methods I adopt, of course. Surveillance, tracing, and generally a lot of driving around and following people. I've seen it all. Saw it all before I was kicked off the force, too. Only now I was my own boss and I liked to keep it that way. It keeps us in food. It pays the bills. The lack of competition in this city keeps enough work coming in to keep me busy. Kept telling myself I'd knock it on the head one day and get a proper job. Who was I kidding?

      It must've been the smell of bacon that had roused Charlie, because he came bounding down the stairs as I dropped two slices of bread in the toaster. I'd become quite attached to the kid. Sara, his mother, was in no fit state to look after him at the moment, and we hoped that would change in the future. So for now, he was Laura's responsibility. I chipped in for moral support and a fatherly influence, though I questioned my ability in that department since Karen, my ex, had upped and left with our daughter Nicole. At least we were now on speaking terms and I had some contact. Not a great deal, but it was better than none at all. I planned to keep it that way this time.

      I sorted the boy out with some Rice Krispies and a beaker of juice and put together my bacon butty and a large coffee, black. Left enough in the pot for Laura. Got to admit, I was tempted–only tempted–to add a dash of brandy, just to give me some fire in my balls before getting to work, but I didn't. It could wait until dinner, since Laura had pointed out that I'd promised to take her out this afternoon. I'd almost forgotten. Though I'd need to be at the office at some point today if Lloyd was going to call in again. Strange day, Sunday, to be mithered about going anywhere, let alone calling in to see a PI. I suppose he had his reasons, but I don't know why he didn't just leave a number. And late last night was a strange time to drop in at the office. It had been six months since I'd last shared the same space with him, after I'd had to seek out the soup kitchen as part of the Angel case. Got to admit, he had me intrigued.

      I sat and watched the news while Charlie ransacked the kitchen until Laura finally rolled from her pit almost two hours later. I must've gone through three coffees already by the time she'd gotten dressed. I'd always been a fan of Sundays, but not today. The heat was getting to me already and by the time I left in the Punto for the office I was sweating so badly I felt I needed a change of clothes. Wouldn't be at all surprised if I ended up with heatstroke before the week was done.

      Town was just about stirring when I parked up around the back of the office. Most of the bars were already dumping their tables and chairs on the pavement, ready for the day's drinkers and diners, and it wasn't even eleven yet. I'd give it an hour before it got busy. The Northern Quarter was that kind of place. It had a good mix of residential flats and restaurants and bars that it usually got vibrant around lunchtime, especially in the summer. Christ, even the tiniest bit of sunshine was guaranteed to bring the punters out.

      I made a short walk down Thomas Street and found a parking ticket stuck on the windscreen of the Volvo. Tossed it into the nearest bin on my way back. Would've made no difference anyway as I wouldn't be paying.

      When I made it back to the office, out of breath and desperate for a smoke, I fired up the Mac again. Gloria had replied to Laura's e-mail, the one with the attached photographs of her husband doing the dirty on her. She said she wasn't surprised and thanked us for the service. Even said she would recommend me to all her friends, which was good to know. I could only smile at the thought of similar ladies queuing up to get their spouses in the frame. Was music to my ears.

      Opened all the windows and flicked the fan to number three. If these temperatures were to carry on for much longer–and according to the experts, they were–I'd have to think about some better air con. All I wanted to do these days was spend my time in the shade. I was getting very little work done. Every time I came across a bar, which around here was a common occurrence, I wanted to join in. Nothing better than a cold beer in the hot sun. Maybe today would be that kind of day, after all. There was nothing on other than the boring surveillance on disgruntled employees for a bloody insurance firm. I couldn't give a fuck if they were disgruntled or not. I'd been there myself. But I didn't agree with what the insurance firm was doing. What right did they have to go spying on their staff? It was all money in the bank but a far cry from what I’d seen as a copper.

      Maya, the tattoo artist from next door, came in to borrow some sugar. At least that was her excuse. I reckon she just liked the company when she didn't have any business. She'd struck up a good friendship with Laura, though, which I was pleased about. Since she was so close to her sister Sara, it was good for her to have another woman to confide in now Sara wasn't always around. I knew she didn't like to discuss Sara with me, which was just as well. I wasn't fond of it either. So Maya was a godsend and a breath of fresh air. She was one of those rocker types, a walking tattoo.

      'You know,' she said, standing in front of the fan so it blew her dyed red hair all over the place, 'there was a guy hanging around here last week, looking for you. Rasta. I forget his name.'

      'Lloyd,' I said to myself. 'Jesus, he must be keen. Did he say what he wanted me for?'

      'Nah, just that he wanted to speak to you. Seemed a bit... strange.'

      'In what way?'

      'Just... I don't know. Paranoid?'

      'That'll be the weed.'

      'No, it was something else. He didn't seem stoned. Just really on edge.'

      'He showed up last night,' I said. 'Laura was here.'

      'So you know him?'

      'Kind of,' I nodded. 'Well, yeah. But I've not seen him in a while. Look, are you on all day? Only I promised Laura dinner later on. If he turns up, can you give him my number?'

      She nodded. 'What is it this time? Italian? Spanish?'

      'She can have a Sunday roast and be happy.'

      'Might be tempted to join you.'

      'Well, you're welcome to. If you like. The more the merrier.'

      She said she had an appointment to attend to at half twelve but could be free after that. In a way, it suited me. I just hoped Lloyd turned up before then. I wanted to know what he wanted before I ate and the booze got the better of me later on. I hated nothing more than not knowing what was going on, and I'd be prone to distraction as I got stuck into my roast potatoes. Laura, I knew, would want my full attention. If Lloyd was around last week, it had to be important. If he had any sense, he'd show up sooner rather than later.

      But Laura turned up first, five minutes after Maya had gone back down. Charlie's dad had picked him up this morning shortly after I left. We both knew it was good for the kid. He was on his way to an all-star fun day out in Blackpool, and would spend the night there. No complaints from me. As much as I liked the kid, he could sometimes be a handful. We were both glad of the time off and it would give us free rein to hit the town for a few hours this afternoon, all being well.

      Aunty Laura, of course, was more than a bit giddy by the time she arrived. She'd already treated herself to a chilled white wine in the bar across the road, just to get her in the mood for her dinner. I suppose that's what I liked about her–the fact that she liked a drink as much as me. The difference was that she knew when to stop.

      'I've booked us a table at Hawksmoor for four o'clock. I believe they do a cracking roast beef.'

      'Better make it a table for three. Maya's joining us.'

      'Oh, great!'

      'She's downstairs. Been in asking for you.'

      She nodded as she made the call. 'That guy been back in yet?'

      I was beginning to wonder if he'd turn up at all. But just a few minutes after Laura had made her way down to Maya, in he walked. Straight away, I knew he wasn't himself. This wasn't the Lloyd I once knew. He looked scared for a start. More than that.

      He looked frightened to death.
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      I sat him down on the tatty leather couch. Gave him a coffee and he sparked up a joint like he owned the place. Almost worded him about that but when I saw his hands shaking, I waved it. I could see in his eyes he needed to talk and talk good. I wasn't sure if I was too keen on hearing what he had to say.

      'Laura said you'd called. Maya too. I've been wracking my brains wondering who the hell you are.'

      'It's good to see you, Jim,' he said, blowing potent ganja smoke around my office. His Jamaican patois bellowed thickly around the room. 'I've been trying to find you all week and when I finally discovered where you were, I couldn't get hold of you.'

      I nodded, sat myself opposite. 'Been a while, eh? How are things at the shelter?'

      'Things are good, you know. Busier than ever, man.'

      The weed smoke was making me lightheaded. 'So, what brings you here?'

      He looked down, took another long drag like it was a life support. 'Got some bad news, I'm afraid. I knew you'd want to know about it. Some of the other guys have been asking about you, too. Word's gotten around, you know?'

      'Word? What word?'

      'What you do, you know. Private investigator and all that. People want to know if you can help in any way. Police don't seem too concerned about it, you know what I mean?'

      'Hang on a minute, Lloyd,' I said. 'You're not making much sense, man. Come on. Spill it.'

      Massive sigh and another long drag. Clouds of skunk smoke filled the air. 'It's Stevie.'

      'Stevie?'

      'You know Stevie,' he said. He was damn right. I'd slept rough with him behind Ho's bakery for a few months not too long ago and he'd been a key part in the Angel investigation. Guy helped me out when I needed it most.

      'Course I do,' I said, fearing the worst. Stevie had a major issue with the drink. We had that much in common, but it took him down roads I'd not even seen myself. I could picture him now, his long hair and beard making him look like a clapped out Jesus. 'He okay?' But I knew what was coming.

      Lloyd looked me straight in the eye. 'He's dead, man. Stevie's dead.'

      I knew it would have to happen sometime. 'Shit, man.'

      He nodded, sighed, took a sip of his coffee. 'That's not it, though. They found his body down by the Irk. Was almost unidentifiable.'

      'Must've been there a while,' I said. I knew he liked to kip beneath the arches down by the river. Stevie was known as a bit of a free spirit. He liked it on the streets. Liked being off the grid. He'd never have lasted in his own tenancy anywhere. I knew a lot of homeless people like that. When the drink or drugs took you, it really took you. He'd probably passed out or fell over a wall or something. Could've had a heart attack or anything. 'Poor bastard. I suppose it had to happen sometime. How old was he?'

      'No,' he said. 'Apparently he'd only been there less that twenty-four hours. He'd burnt to death, Jim. Burnt to death, man. Some say he was burnt alive.'

      'Fucking hell...' I got up, paced the room until I could pace no more. Sparked up and added a dash of brandy to my own coffee. 'Jesus, Lloyd. You better tell me more.'

      'Well, that's just it,' he said. 'No one knows any more than that. He was burnt to death, may have been burnt alive, and as far as anyone knows, that's it. There'll be a funeral on Wednesday. Southern Cemetery. I'm just glad I got a hold of you before then because I knew you'd want to be there.'

      He was right. I wouldn't miss this for anyone. 'I'll be there, Lloyd. Absolutely.'

      'It's at ten o'clock.'

      I nodded, took a long drag. Felt like a blast on Lloyd's joint then thought better of it. 'When was he found?'

      'Few weeks back. A lot of the lads are really upset about it, you know?'

      I wasn't surprised. 'Police been around?'

      'Occasionally, but nothing like I'd have expected, you know. Spoke to a few of the guys and that's that. People have told them what we know, which was nothing much, and they seem satisfied with that. But a lot of people aren't happy with it. They want explanations, Jim. Someone gets burnt to death, people want to know why, you know what I mean?'

      I wanted to know too. I drank the coffee and smoked down to the filter, thinking. Thinking of the possibilities more than anything. Could it have been an accident? Stevie wouldn't have taken his own life. I knew that much. And he'd have to have been crazy to set himself alight. It all pointed to something much more sinister than that. I wondered what on earth he could've been doing before his death. Who did he know? What had he been up to? Had he pissed anyone off enough to get himself killed?

      'We just thought...' he said. 'Well, we just thought that with your connections to the police, you might be able to find out what went on. You know, dig around a bit. You must still have some contacts, yeah?'

      I did, but I didn't want to go there. Not one bit. Not after what happened to Phil Young. DI Rob Robertson had had it in for me for years, long before the Angel case. Not only had I been pushed off the force, I'd become a laughingstock and a big pain in Robertson's arse. The corruption at GMP went deep. Too deep for my liking. After the Angel case, I thought things would've settled down. But they hadn't. I knew they were keeping an even closer eye on me than I really deserved. One of their own and my one time mate on the force had been found out by yours truly. Taking his own life had been a convenience for them, especially Robertson. Yet coppers didn't forgive or forget. Phil Young had murdered Angel in cold blood and they'd covered it up. But she'd been just another missing girl in a long line of missing girls. Since I'd exposed it all, my cards were marked. I spent a great deal of time watching them as they watched me. The last thing I wanted was to go prying into their investigation on Stevie. As hard as it was, it wouldn't bring him back. And besides, a part of me reckoned Stevie was better off dead, anyway.

      We sat in silence for a moment. I could barely believe what I was hearing, but Lloyd had no other reason to be here.

      'Where was he found, exactly? Do we know any of this, Lloyd?'

      'It was young Kyle Faulkner who found him. He went down to do the same, you know–sleep under the arches. Down by the water. When he went to the spot where he knew Stevie would be, there he was. He said the smell knocked him sick. He didn't know it was Stevie, of course. The body was too badly damaged. It must've been smoldering all night.'

      'Jesus...'

      'I know.'

      I watched as Lloyd's eyes darted around the room, then out the window into the blinding white heat of the afternoon. He'd been rocking nervously since he'd arrived, which was as far away from Lloyd as you could get. He was a well known gentle Rasta who, rumour had it, could handle himself. Remembered what Maya had said about him being paranoid. Could've been the weed. He'd been smoking it for long enough to have done some serious damage to his brain. But then...

      'Is there anything else, Lloyd? Something you're not telling me? Only you seem a bit on edge. I know I've not seen you for a while but this isn't like you, man.'

      He looked down at his feet, took in the rest of the joint before crushing the dimp between his fingers and tossing it out the window.

      'I think there's someone been following me,' he said. 'And I don't know why. Seen him a few times now. It can't be just coincidence.'

      I drained my coffee. 'Back up a bit. From the beginning.'

      'Jim...'

      'Could be important, Lloyd.'

      'I should get going, to be honest with you. Got the kids to see to.'

      'Lloyd,' I said, looking him square in the eyes, 'spill it. A problem shared is a problem solved. You know that.'

      He sighed. 'Seen him around the shelter a few times.'

      'Exactly how many times?'

      He thought for a moment. 'Twice. Wednesday just gone and the Monday before that.'

      I took out a notebook from my desk drawer and started writing. 'Description?'

      'He was big,' he said. 'White guy. Looked like he worked out, you know. I don't just mean to stay fit, I mean...'

      'What, a proper body builder?'

      'Yeah,' he said. 'Looked like he could do some damage, you know. Like a bouncer or something. Pure muscle.'

      I nodded. 'Go on.'

      'Really big guy. I reckon, what? Six foot? A bit more, maybe. And bald. Like it was razored bald, proper shiny.'

      'He speak to you?'

      'No.'

      'So what makes you think he's been following you?'

      'I don't know, you see. Just... he's been hanging around. Parked across the road.'

      'What does he drive?'

      'A big white Range Rover. Souped up, you know.'

      'Okay,' I said. 'But it doesn't mean he's been following you, Lloyd. Could be anything, could be totally innocent.'

      'Just a coincidence?'

      'Yeah,' I said. 'Just that.'

      'So why is he parked outside, then?'

      'What?'

      He tossed his head towards the window. 'See for yourself.'

      I looked out into the street and there he was. Or at least the Range Rover was. I felt queasy all of a sudden. 'What does he want?'

      'I've no idea.'

      'Thought about asking him?'

      'No,' he said. 'It just doesn't feel right, you know. Don't ask me why.'

      'Think it's anything to do with Stevie?'

      'Well, he only showed up after Stevie had been found dead. So what do you think?'

      'He tried speaking to you? Any of the other lads?'

      'Not that I know of.'

      I jotted down the number plate and brought myself back in. The heat was rising. I needed a cold one.

      'I was driving home one day,' he said, 'and I spotted him in the mirror, you know. Right behind me on the Parkway. There was another guy driving, and he was the passenger. I would put it down to coincidence, but Manchester's a big city. Doesn't seem right to me.'

      Me neither. And I knew where he was coming from, too. I'd been a victim of such intimidation tactics myself.

      'So what about the other guy? What did he look like?'

      'Similar. Muscly, stocky, as far as I can tell. Hard to say since I've only seen him behind the wheel.'

      'They threatened you at all?'

      'No,' he said. 'But they always seem to turn up whenever I'm out. They're definitely following me.'

      'No wonder you seem paranoid.'

      'Got stuff to be paranoid about.'

      'I'd think about giving up the weed.'

      He laughed at that. 'You can see for yourself, Jim. They're onto me for whatever reason and it's fucking with my head.'

      'I'm not surprised.'

      'What, that they're following me?'

      'That it's fucking with your head,' I said. 'Right, back to Stevie. Can you tell me anything else about that? I mean, any of the lads know the last time he was seen alive? Had anyone spoken to him in the days before his death?'

      'You'd have to call in at the shelter, man. You know how they all come and go. If there's no beds you sometimes won't see anyone for a week.'

      'Things still busy down there, then?'

      'Busier than ever.'

      'When was the last time Stevie had a bed there?'

      He scratched his head and stared into space. 'Now you're asking. You know what he's like–was. I think about three weeks ago but I'd have to check.'

      'Give me a ring when you've done that,' I said. I handed him my card. 'I'll speak to some people at the funeral, I suppose. But I can't promise anything, Lloyd. You know that. The police aren't very forthcoming with the truth when it suits them. Especially when it's me digging around.'

      'But you'll look into it?'

      I sighed. Can't say I wasn't interested, but this was too hot to handle, by the sounds of it. Except Stevie was a mate, and I owed him. 'Maybe,' I said. 'I'll do what I can. In the meantime, what about him?' I arched my head to the window. 'He been following you this morning?'

      'Must have,' he said. 'Though I haven't seen him until now, really. I parked up around the corner and when I got here, he was already parked outside. Must've known I was coming here.'

      Which had me thinking. Did he know why Lloyd was here? 'Have you mentioned this to anyone? You know, that you were coming to see me about Stevie?'

      'It's common knowledge at the shelter. Everyone's keen to know what's going on. Not only that, people want to see your face at the funeral, you know. So there was that too.'

      I nodded. Offered him another coffee, but he declined. As far as I was concerned, a cold beer was the order of the day right now.

      'I'd better get back,' he said. 'Supposed to be taking my son to football in an hour.'

      I jotted down his mobile number and added it to my iPhone. Said I'd walk with him to his car. The fire escape would be ideal and would save him leaving by the front door. But before we went anywhere, I hung out the window facing the street and took several shots of the Range Rover on the phone. There was no sign of the guy Lloyd had talked about.

      We crossed the hallway and into the other room, where the Mac was. I lifted the old window frame up and we stepped out onto the fire escape.

      'Don't look down,' I said.

      We were on the ground in less than a minute and took a shortcut back to his car. It was only a stone's throw away round the back of the craft centre on Copperas Street.

      'Ring me,' I said, once he was buckled in. 'If anything else comes up. And I mean anything. Otherwise, I'll see you at the funeral.'

      He nodded. 'Yeah, man.'

      'Any time, day or night. And I want to know when Stevie last had a bed.'

      'I'll check it tomorrow.'

      We shared a look. 'I can't believe he's dead,' I said. 'Not like this. Not Stevie.'

      'Just wait until it sinks in, man. Then you'll start to get angry.'

      I could feel it rising already. After he drove off, I walked the short distance back to the office and took the fire escape back up. I switched everything off but kept the window to the street open. The place needed some serious air. There'd been two missed calls from Laura. I reminded myself I should always remember the phone. Old habits.

      I dialed her back and stepped up to the window, but when I checked the street, the Range Rover was gone. I could only wonder if it was tailing Lloyd again and why. I didn't know if they had anything to do with Stevie's death, of course, but it was more than unusual they'd started watching the shelter since his body was found. I knew then that it wouldn't be the last time I'd see it.
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      We spent the rest of that Sunday afternoon having dinner and doing what came naturally–getting drunk. Which was just as well, because I couldn't get Stevie's face from my mind. By the time Laura and I got back to her flat, a tiny one bedroom job just a mile or so from her sister Sara's, it was gone midnight. I don't know what we were thinking, going back to the flat, but we probably thought, in our drunken state, that it would be quicker to get to from the centre of the city. Besides, we hadn't stayed there for a while, at least three weeks, so it sort of made sense for us to drop in and check how things were. It was, after all, Laura's own place. We'd been house-sitting for Sara for too long now, and I'd probably spent more time there than the flat. It still felt strange to me.

      I can't speak for Laura, but I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. And by the time I'd woken, the morning was over and it was edging into afternoon. Laura had left me a text message to let me know she'd gone shopping. But that was two hours ago and with the clock ticking by–it was now 12:17–I had to wonder where she was. Depends what she was shopping for.

      I was surprised I'd slept this long, especially in this heat–it was now thirty degrees again, according to the radio–but then a flashback of the night before came back to haunt my battered head. It was Maya's idea to get on the Sambuca shots, which at the time I knew would be a mistake. It turned out to be true because my head was pounding and when I shifted my legs out of bed, I instantly felt queasy. It was lucky I didn't throw up right there and then.

      Couldn't face any breakfast. It was way too late for that anyway, so I just made a double strong instant coffee, dived in and out of the shower and dragged on my jeans and a tee-shirt. Laura had been hassling me to put some shorts on and said I was mad to be wearing jeans all the time, but I just couldn't bring myself to wear them. I was a private investigator and it required appropriate attire. I just didn't feel at home in anything else, blazing sun or not.

      As far as the rest of the day went, I had nothing much planned. I'd decided to put the insurance job on hold in order to put some feelers out about Stevie. He'd been on my mind most of the time since Lloyd called to see me.

      He'd even been in my dreams last night. I recalled him whispering to me down in the alley behind Ho's bakery, the place we used to bed down. In my dream, it was cold. Winter time. I watched him as he drank from a bottle of Whyte and Mackay, part of his face obscured. He was whispering either to me or to himself and when I called out to him, he turned to me, the other half of his face black and blistered, the smell like burnt pork fat.

      I put it from my mind, but I knew it would be back.

      I picked the Volvo up and tossed another parking ticket in the bin. Didn't bother calling in to the office. It could wait until later. The best thing about being my own boss was that I could pretty much do what I wanted when it came to office hours. I called the shots, didn't need to answer to anybody except Laura. She was enough to keep anyone in check. But I liked that about her. I knew that if I couldn't bring myself to face the day, she'd be in my ear about it. Nine times out of ten, if I wasn't in the office, she'd be there holding the fort, taking referrals and answering the phone. She kept the operation professional–most of the time. Which was more than could be said for me.

      I took the Volvo a short distance up to Cheetham Hill Road and parked in the grounds of the hotel on the corner before making my way back down behind it. Stevie's body had been found beside the waters of the Irk below, the river which ran beside the train tracks. I descended the steps that led down from the road, entering the staircase via a hidden alcove in the structure of the old iron bridge. The waters were treacherous. As I made my way down the steps, I thought about how easy it would be to fall in. Especially if you were unstable and unsteady on your feet. Perhaps for the desperate and lost, only a step off the edge would surely lead to a nasty drowning. It was deadly, and one of the many reasons I never slept under the arches here. But I knew others liked it for that very reason. A man was less likely to get hassle down here and only a select few would doss down. Stevie, I knew, was just one of them. I had to wonder if there'd been anyone else around the night he went up in flames.

      I could smell the stale, burnt odour before I reached the bottom. Felt it in the back of my throat. I knew I was near to where he'd been found. There was a sharp sweetness to the air, and the sound of the crashing water was making me dizzy.

      When I reached the stone bank below and turned right into the darkness of the arches, the smell got much stronger. Even in the darkness, the scorched and blackened brick wall stood out, and I could hear the flies buzzing. The flames must have licked high, easily as high as the ceiling above. I looked up, saw the black charcoal brickwork dripping damp droplets to the floor. I could taste that burn now. I retched and spat bile away before I sparked up and turned to the spot before me, the place where Stevie had lay burning. Blew smoke out into the dank air and felt a nicotine rush.

      It was a foul mess, and it clearly hadn't been just any fire. I wondered if the melted grey waxy substance was the remains of his fat that had melted into the brickwork. If the oily residue at the base of the wall was what was left of his bodily fluids. If the blistered and cracking black and red stuff at my feet was what was left of his flesh.

      There would have been scenes of crime officers here as soon as he was found, of course. And a forensic examination would've been carried out in detail. The body removed, the remains cleaned up. Maybe the mess that was left behind was just my imagination, nothing more. I'd never been to the spot where a man had burned to death before. It was ugly and brutal and there wasn't just the overbearing smell of decay, but petrol, too. And death. I was certain it was made worse by the heat.

      I took out my phone and snapped away. Got several pictures of the charred walls and floor, the oily mess around it. I took pictures that would've been from the victim's point of view as he lay burning. Another arched wall directly ahead of him, the crashing water of the lock beyond. The graffiti all over the place.

      It wasn't lost on me that there was a lot of it around, but I hadn't expected to see a crude red swastika daubed onto the wall just a few feet from the scorch marks. And beneath that, a horizontal lightning bolt and the letters E.N.D. scrawled in blue.

      End?

      End of what? His life?

      I took some more photographs, got some closeups of the graffiti before I felt the shivers down my spine. There was a sudden gust of wind through the arches, and the noise of the crashing water had me mesmerised for a minute as I took the sight in. I couldn't help but feel there was something else not quite right about the whole picture, but I couldn't put my finger on it.

      Took one last drag and flicked the dimp into the darkness, pocketed the phone and turned back towards the steps. Had the weirdest of feelings, like I was being watched.

      I wondered if anyone else had dossed down here since he'd been found. And I knew I'd have to speak to Kyle Faulkner sooner rather than later, maybe even today. I was still waiting on a call from Lloyd about the last time Stevie had taken a bed at the shelter. I knew I needed a timeline of events leading up to his demise here.

      As I looked around, a sudden depression hung over me. He'd died here alone, the victim of a brutal and cowardly attack. I don't think anyone knew why. It made no sense.

      I felt that chill again and another gust of wind had sent the dust particles up from the ground, the scent of burnt decay filling the air and the sound of buzzing bluebottles and crashing water cutting through the afternoon. I felt cold all of a sudden.

      Couldn't get away quick enough.
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      I drove back down to the office so I could upload the pictures I'd taken to the Mac. I could still smell the burnt charcoal, sickly and sweet, as I joined queuing traffic at Shudehill. When I got to the office, I found Laura emptying out shopping bags full of clothes she'd bought herself. Asked her if anyone had been in touch. She said no.

      I left her to try on her things and fired up the computer. Before it came to life, my phone rang. It was Lloyd.

      'I got the information you wanted,' he said. 'And I spoke to Kyle Faulkner, too. Told him about you wanting to meet up with him, you know.'

      'Go on.'

      'Stevie last had a bed twenty-four days ago. So a little bit longer than first thought. It was a Friday night. Thirteenth of June. No one saw him since until Jamie found him dead.'

      'Which was?'

      'Friday the twentieth of June. Though could've been the twenty-first, early hours on the Saturday.'

      I checked my calendar. It was now the seventh of July, which would've put it at just over two weeks ago. And it would've been just over three weeks since he'd last had a bed at the shelter. Question was, what was he up to in the week between his last stay at the shelter and the night he was burnt alive?

      I remembered how quick the white Range Rover had disappeared from the street once Lloyd had left yesterday. Asked him if he'd seen it again.

      'They followed me most of the way home,' he said. 'As far as Hulme, you know, then I got away from them on the Parkway. You know what the traffic can be like on there. Couldn't see them in my mirror by the time I rolled up home. But then I saw them again when I dropped my son off at Hough End for the football, you know. They were parked up near the changing rooms.'

      'They say anything?'

      'I didn't hang around.'

      'And what about your lad? He say anything?'

      'Nothing.'

      'Seem okay to you?'

      'He seemed fine, man. But I'm thinking of going to the police.'

      I sparked up. 'Lloyd, I think that's a bad idea. For now, at least.' He didn't sound convinced. 'Lloyd?'

      'I understand, man.'

      'They haven't threatened you.'

      'Not directly, no. But then I don't want them to, either.'

      'I don't think it'll come to that.' Though I reckoned I could be wrong. 'Look, let's sleep on it. For the time being. Let's get the funeral out of the way then take it from there.'

      'Okay.'

      'Now about Kyle. He's been around the shelter then?'

      'Was here this morning. No beds tonight so he's gone walkabout.'

      'He say where?'

      'Nah, but a few reckon he kips down by the canal, you know. Piccadilly basin.'

      I knew it was a well-known cruising ground for gay men, but I didn't think Kyle was the type. Though sometimes, maybe, if he needed money or drugs...

      'Okay,' I said. 'Thanks. Unless you need me, I'll see you on Wednesday for the funeral. And if you hear of anything else, ring me straight away.'

      He said he would and hung up. I took a long, hard drag on my smoke and tried to decide about where to go next. There was no guarantee the Faulkner kid would be down by the canal this minute, but if he was anything like most homeless men, he'd be sorting out his doss about now. Or at least getting strung out on something strong.

      Laura handed me a coffee, black. The sound of the whirring fan was making me dizzy. I still felt hungover. Perhaps it had been a bad idea to visit the spot where Stevie died. It had brought a dark cloud hanging over the day, and I felt more than just queasy. I drank the coffee and smoked while Laura hovered around me with new dresses and shoes. I needed food, something fast and bad for you, so I sent Laura out for a couple of chicken kebabs while I jotted down some notes and uploaded the photos. I created a file specifically for the Stevie case and crashed back on the couch, sweating with the afternoon heat despite the fan on number three. Not for the first time, I thought about how none of it made any sense. Wondered if the heavies in the white Range Rover had anything to do with it, and if so, why?

      What did it all come down to?

      I couldn't rule out suicide, of course, though I doubted very much that even if Stevie had intended to kill himself, he would choose to set himself on fire.

      Laura came back and we ate quickly. She said she had more shopping to do, as if two dresses and a pair of sandals weren't enough, and had arranged to meet up with Maya again. The hours were ticking by and by the time I finished the kebab, it was nearly half two. I knew I had nothing better to do than find Kyle Faulkner. I didn't know the kid, but I knew his face well enough to recognise him, even if it was obscured by a bottle of white lightning, though I'm told alcohol wasn't his drug of choice.

      'I'll phone you when we're done,' she said. 'Don't forget, Charlie's back tonight. I'll need to pick him up.'

      I nodded, told her about Kyle and how I'd spent my afternoon so far. 'Take your time. I need to find him. I should speak to him soon.'

      'Can it not wait until the funeral?'

      'If push comes to shove,' I said. 'But that's two days away, and a lot can happen in two days.'

      'And the police?'

      'Not interested, according to Lloyd. I might check them out, see what they've got to say.'

      'Probably not much.'

      'No.'

      She looked at me. 'What's your gut feeling, love?'

      What was my gut feeling? I wasn't sure but answered her, anyway. 'I think he was murdered, all right. The why of it all is a different matter entirely.'

      'Isn't that always the case?'

      'Sometimes it's more straightforward. This doesn't feel straightforward at all.'

      'You'll work it out,' she said. 'Isn't that what you do?'

      But this didn't feel right to me. And when something didn't feel right, I had to find out why.

      I left her to her shopping and headed out on foot towards the Piccadilly Basin and the Rochdale Canal. Smoked keenly on the way and craved a cold one as the afternoon sun beat down and the cool new bars made a killing. Kept telling myself it could wait.

      My route took the back way, down Dale Street and Tariff Street. Almost took a wrong turning down Back China Lane, which brought back bad thoughts about my recent run in with the Chinese on the Angel case. As far as I knew, I was in the clear, but my friend Bob Turner hadn't been so lucky. Interpol and the Spanish authorities were still looking for his body. Needless to say, it kept me looking over my shoulder.

      I took a shortcut over the water, taking a bendy bridge to the Rochdale Canal, and trudged through the housing complex beside it. Further along, under the narrow tunnel that went under Great Ancoats Street, the scum had washed over the side, making it slippy underfoot. I knew it was a notorious place for scoring drugs or sex or both. Usually in as many varieties as you could count. Crack, smack. Whatever you needed to get you through the night. Most took comfort in the fuzzy, warm glow of brown. But then when the shakes came, and there was no smack to go around, it wouldn't take long before the sweats got bad. You could sometimes hear the cries of anguish late at night, and not even White Lightning could quiet it. I knew plenty of homeless men and women that could only survive the streets with something to get them high, make them forget.

      And there was the sex too, either selling it or buying it. A suck or a fuck didn't come cheap these days, and there were plenty of punters who would willingly hand over decent cash to the likes of Billy Kelly. Yet there was often danger involved. Rumour had it that young Billy had gone missing last winter and hadn't been seen since. It was assumed he was lying at the bottom of the canal somewhere.

      It was dark in the tunnel and I was glad to reach daylight again on the other side. When I found my way onto the canal tow path I saw three disheveled looking men sitting on a graffitied bench beside the lock up ahead. Even in this heat, one of them was wearing a mud coloured bubble coat that had seen better days. Another had his bare feet to the air, except when I got closer I could see they weren't feet at all. They were stumps. Poor bastard had no toes, probably taken by the cold in the depths of a harsh January. Or perhaps something more sinister entirely. He had a set of crutches beside him and a plastic bottle of white cider in his arms.

      The younger man was just a kid. He was pacing up and down and talking animatedly to the others. They clocked me as I approached and shared a look. I couldn't be certain the younger kid was Faulkner, but his face looked familiar. I introduced myself and asked him.

      He nodded. 'Lloyd spoke to me. Said you'd want to see me.'

      'That's right. The sooner the better. Just so I can try to jog your memory of events.'

      'This about Stevie?' It was the guy in the bubble coat. Faulkner nodded, said it was. 'Bloody awful. He didn't deserve that.'

      He wasn't wrong. No one deserved to go out like Stevie did. Seemed they all knew him and when I asked if they were at the funeral Wednesday, they all nodded solemnly.

      'So, Kyle,' I said. 'Just run things back a bit. What happened the night you found him? Lloyd said you came across the body.'

      He spat into the water beside us and took a seat. The guy with the stumps, so thin you could mistake him for a scarecrow, handed him a smoke. I sparked up too.

      'He was still smouldering,' he said. 'You know. Burning. At first I didn't understand how a simple fire like that could really burn. It was fucking hot, man. The temperature coming off that thing was... like nothing I've felt or seen before, ever. I couldn't even get that close, know what I mean? And then I saw his head. It was definitely a head. A face, you know?'

      I nodded for him to go on, blew smoke into the summer sky and gritted my teeth.

      'I couldn't believe what I was seeing,' he said. 'Couldn't be sure it was a body at all. It was as if it was burning from the inside. And the shit coming out of him, man. It was like lava. Fucking unreal
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