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About the Book

Christmas time. Mistletoe and wine. The season of domestics, religion, adultery, drugs, hangovers, alcohol, parties, fights, unwanted gifts, football matches and good fucking will to all men.


And that’s just one tour of duty on a Territorial Support Group van.


Ugly Bus is five cops. Martin. Flub. Dullas. Vince. And good old brain-dead Thrush. Specialist TSG officers working a late shift on Boxing Day. Martin Finch is the new sergeant of the group: young, idealistic, following in his late father’s footsteps and desperate to make a difference. Unfortunately the old-sweat coppers he’s now working alongside have other plans ...


What begins as a routine shift policing a football match rapidly descends into chaos, and Martin is faced with the question: just how far would you go to fit in? The answer will change the lives of everyone on the Ugly Bus – and the life of a young woman drawn into their orbit – for ever.


Always remember: what happens on the van, stays on the van.


About the Author

Mike Thomas is a forty-two-year-old writer from Wales. He draws inspiration for his novels from his two decades as a serving police officer. His debut, Pocket Notebook, was published in 2010. Married with two children, he lives in Portugal.
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For M.F. and our little monkeys.


‘And my existence, while grotesque and incomprehensible to you, saves lives . . . You don’t want the truth . . . I have neither the time nor the inclination to explain myself to a man who rises and sleeps under the blanket of the very freedom I provide, then questions the manner in which I provide it. I’d rather you just said thank you and went on your way . . .’

Colonel Nathan R. Jessup,

A Few Good Men

‘The strength of the disease should be well estimated and if you see you are able to cure it, set yourself to doing so without reservation; otherwise leave it alone and attempt nothing.’

Machiavelli,

Discourses, Book 1, Chapter 33


She’s barefoot.

Somewhere during the long and tortuous journey she’d lost one high heel, hadn’t even noticed, had continued to stumble onwards as if afflicted with a limp and it was only after some time and when a distant, dull ache formed in her hips did she look down and see the pale and bluish skin of her left foot at odds with the dark varnish on her toenails. She’d stopped for the first time, stopped even though she was terrified of not being able to start again if she did, stopped because she had to, because her hips burned, her stomach roiled with sickness and her foot had lost all feeling so she’d placed a steadying hand against a tree, felt the rough and cold bark catch on her fingernails as if the tree wanted to keep her there, wanted to suck the last of the warmth from her body, then she’d pulled off her other shoe, thrown it aside, placed both feet on the frozen ground, the crystallised blades of grass crunching and crumbling beneath her, and cried again. She’d cried because – despite the drink and the drugs – what had happened was still so raw and so real yet barely believable and she’d cried for being so stupid, so naive, and she’d cried because they were her favourite shoes and she’d lost one and thrown the other away and when she’d realised she was crying about something so trivial she’d laughed, almost manically, desperately, and that had made her cry even harder. She hadn’t known how long it had lasted because when she stopped it was still the blackest of black nights and time was nothing there so she’d straightened, wiped her icy hands over her face, scraped her sodden, matted hair from her eyes and pushed on.

Pushed herself on in spite of the pain in her belly and the stabs of nausea and the muffled, nagging fear that if she made it, if she got to where she wanted to go, she wouldn’t know what to do anyway.

But she made it.

And now she’s barefoot and standing, shivering in her little black dress, in the park across from the building. Watching the empty offices, imagining the glow from the fluorescent lights is reaching across the street to embrace her, to warm her somehow. Her scabbed and ruined feet aren’t numb any more, they’re just not there. She can’t feel them, can’t feel anything below her knees, as if her feet were lost somewhere along the way, discarded and abandoned without her noticing, just like her expensive high heels, and she marvels at it, at the irony, because on nights out she always berates other women for removing their footwear to pace along filthy streets and here she is having done exactly that.

Though not through choice.

She hasn’t been allowed that luxury.

She places one unfeeling foot in front of the other and leaves the shadows of the park behind, moves through the cones of amber street light and the parked cars and the dead and chilly silence of the road then pauses at the bottom of the steps, places a shivering hand on the frosted rail, steadies herself. Breathes. Breathes deeply to calm herself. Looks up at the building, at the brightly lit sign above the entrance doors.

For a second or two she thinks about turning and limping away. Away from this place of shelter and safety. Thinks about walking, walking until somebody, anybody, finds her somewhere and holds her and wraps her in their arms and shushes her, knows instinctively what has happened, knows just what to do, tells her everything will be all right, everything will be fine now because at last her ordeal is over.

It is over.

She climbs the steps. Lifts a quivering hand to her eyes and wipes at the streaked mascara with the heel of her palm. Runs ragged nails through her blonde and grubby hair. A pathetic attempt to make her look less pathetic.

She would laugh if it wasn’t all so horrible. So grotesque.

On frozen feet she ascends the steps, the ache in her hips and stomach swamped by a lurching, tumbling sensation in her chest as she finally succumbs to shock, to the cold, to the exhaustion.

She falls to her knees. Grips the metal railing.

Lifts her head, neck straining, mouth letting slip a faint whimper.

Squints at the brilliant light of the sign, the sign that was all she could think about as she forced herself onwards for miles, for hours, for ever.

The sign that reads WELCOME TO TRINITY STREET POLICE STATION.

She lowers her head and cries.


CODE 1 – ON DUTY


PS 6263L Martin Finch

MARTIN . . . I WISH I’d tried twice as hard at everything.

His father had said it to him. Christmas Eve, six years ago.

He couldn’t recall what was on the television but it had been a relief just to stare at something other than a face he didn’t recognise any more. He sat next to him, had sat next to him all morning while listening to the laboured breaths, the weak chuckles that were echoes of a man long gone, chuckles that he hadn’t heard in an age, that had made him want to weep. They had brought his hospice bed down into the lounge to make him more comfortable. To make them more comfortable. They prayed he would last until the big day. Prayed he would slip away quietly right then so he wouldn’t suffer further. Felt guilty for thinking both. And all the time he had wondered how on earth this was happening to his dad.

He wished he could remember what the programme was, wished he’d taken more notice. If he could just recall what they had been watching, it would give him something good to cling on to. A memory not of narcotic analgesics, benzodiazepines and morphine hydrochloride. Not of his distended abdomen, his hairless, sickly features, his ever-decreasing bouts of lucidity. Not of seemingly endless visits from family members who spoke of him as if he were already dead.

Just a recollection of his father’s hand in his, his quiet laughter, enjoying a Christmas television programme together. A moment. Something good.

Martin . . .

When his father had whispered his name he’d squeezed his cold hand. Still too frightened to look at him. At his engorged face, the listless eyes. The sallow skin. Because if you don’t look, it isn’t real.

I wish I’d worked twice as hard at everything.

Then he’d sighed, an almost contented sound. Martin had laced his fingers with his father’s, continued watching the television. Only when his mother walked up to the bed and gave a low moan did he turn to see he’d slipped away. There was nothing there any more.

He’d held his father’s hand until the programme finished.

Even now he marvelled at the randomness of it all. The cruelty. This man who’d done his thirty, who was still walking the streets on his final day, who got out clean . . . and then it took him. Like it was waiting there all along, a filthy animal crouched inside him, until he handed in his warrant card and let go. Gastrointestinal stromal tumour. It ate into his bowel, his chest. Gone, eighteen months after putting his ticket in. Eighteen months into a pension he’d worked his entire life for. At his funeral they’d lined the roadside in the drizzle, right up to the crematorium, Number One dress, tunics and white gloves and bulled boots. So many people. Too many. Uniforms spilling out of the tiny chapel, on to the grass verges, stood erect and listening as his favourite hymn wafted out of the front doors before being carried away on the January breeze.

He’d never realised how many people his father knew. How respected he was. It was the moment Martin realised what he wanted to do with his life.

He’d desperately wanted his father’s collar number, had almost begged for it when, two years after his father died, he joined up. But it had long been given to another recruit. And with that Martin knew he really was gone for ever. As if nothing he’d done ever mattered.

He saw his father in himself all the more now. Same little dark eyes in a baby face. Those thick eyebrows he hated so much, the thatch of wild black hair that he could never seem to keep under control. The squat body shape Samanya always laughed at. You’re all legs, hubby.

Martin looked down, away from the bedroom mirror. He held the epaulettes at his midriff, one in each hand. Rubbed a thumb over a set of chevrons. His stripes. Still so new. Three silver arrows that were supposed to empower him, were meant to give him an air of authority. He slipped one on to each shoulder, fastened the buttons. Took a deep breath and looked at his reflection again. Shook his head. He didn’t feel empowered: he felt a fraud, a boy pretending to be a man, and sometimes – usually in drink, and with Samanya, and when the alcohol induced a little more candour than he would have normally liked – worried that he would be found wanting when the time came.

So this is for you, Dad. Twice as hard at everything, yes?

He glanced at his watch. Nearly one p.m. Time to go.

He was checking his kitbag in the hallway, making sure the overalls, the utility belt, the flame-retardants were all in there, when the lounge door opened.

‘Very smart,’ Samanya said. ‘I could jump you right now.’

‘Why thank you,’ he said. It was their joke, of course, as there was no way on this earth his wife was capable, but he grinned anyway. He tilted his head, exhaled on to one epaulette, pretended to buff it with his fingertips. His mouth felt dry. ‘Very smart and very late,’ he said.

Samanya stepped towards him. ‘Looking forward to it?’

‘Always said I like a challenge . . .’

She smiled. ‘Well, I’m very proud of you, Mart. Really.’

He glanced at her as he shrugged on his civvy jacket; her dark hair was lank and greasy, her olive skin wan and bloated. She looked so tired. Fed up now. ‘You’re the one we should be proud of.’

‘Ah,’ she said, waving it away. ‘Look, just enjoy it out there, okay? Show those people what you’re made of.’

‘Those people. Right.’

‘Don’t take any crap from them, that’s all,’ she said, moving towards the kitchen.

Martin followed her, nodding to himself. ‘I’m just going to sit back and see how things go. I’d rather make my own mind up about them.’

She was pulling trays from the refrigerator, jars from cupboards, her eyes far away, ringed with dark circles. He watched as she arranged cold turkey and pickles on a plate, pulled at her bottom lip as she thought something over, then reached for tomato ketchup, chocolate biscuits, peanut butter. Thought some more. Grabbed a banana, added it to her strange buffet.

‘You’re the sarge,’ she said, not looking at him as she buttered two slices of wholemeal bread. ‘I’m sure you’ll be . . . you know . . . okay . . .’

The sentence petered out as she stared at her food concoction, cocked her head, pulled at her lip again, thinking. Lay four chunks of turkey on one of the slices, spooned pickles, peanut butter, squirted ketchup, broke open the banana, chopped it into discs and placed them on to the pile. Dropped the second slice of bread on top, wielded the knife, started slicing around the sides of her sandwich.

‘Crusts, yuk,’ she said, then lifted the plate from the worktop triumphantly. The sandwich was fanned with chocolate biscuits; her dessert, no doubt.

‘Yuk indeed.’ He gave a quiet chuckle. ‘I’m sure I’ll be okay too. I’m just glad we’re one man down for the shift. God bless disciplinary suspensions.’

‘One less for the new boy to deal with.’ She smiled, drifting back towards the lounge and eyeing her Christmas leftovers.

He sighed. ‘It’s just a shame I couldn’t bed in a bit before such a big day. The football match alone is bad enough, but with everything else . . .’

She was nodding in agreement, and gestured at his kitbag sitting at the side of the small tinselled tree they’d erected in the hallway. ‘Still no locker?’

‘Second day on the team,’ he shrugged. ‘Still a hobo.’

Samanya laughed, and he took a step towards her. She caught the look.

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said.

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yes, I’m sure. I’ve got blanky and remo at the ready.’

He glanced through the lounge door, saw the blanket splayed on the settee, the television remote control on the arm of the chair. The 20th Century Fox fanfare was blaring from the TV; a Boxing Day afternoon film was about to start and she was all set to settle down with it.

He tipped his head towards the television. ‘Anything good?’

‘Star Wars.’

‘Original trilogy?’

‘One of the prequels.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, and held up the plate. ‘Hence the comfort food.’

‘I could stay, Sam,’ he said, and brushed his fingers through her hair. ‘Just in case.’

She rolled her eyes, mock-exasperated. ‘You can’t stay. People are relying on you. So stop fussing and just go, will you?’

‘Is that a lawful order?’

She balanced the plate on one hand, saluted with the other. He resisted the urge to point out she’d got it wrong.

‘Make me proud,’ she said, reaching for him with her free hand. ‘Make us proud.’

Us. Martin placed his arms around her hips, pulled her towards him. He bent at the waist, pushed his backside out, gave her room. It was almost second nature now. It was odd, and not a little terrifying, to think that soon he would be able to hug her standing upright.

He kissed her neck, let her go. ‘You’ll ring me straight away?’

‘Straight away,’ she said.

‘Is your phone charged?’

‘You’re going to be late, remember?’

‘Promise? If anything happens?’

‘Get out of here, will you?’ she laughed. ‘I’ve got a date with Jar Jar Binks.’

He placed his hands either side of her stomach, over the bump. So warm. So huge now. He looked up at Samanya, back down to her belly.

‘My boy,’ he said, and thought about his father again. Thought how good a father he really had been. How he wanted to be just as good to his own son.

Martin dropped his hands, hoisted his kitbag from the floor, wondered – hoped – if she’d ring in an hour, would tell him in panicked tones that her waters had broken, that he had to come home straight away, that he wouldn’t have to deal with a TSG serial – the old Thick and Stupid Group – whose reputation preceded them.

Samanya was at the door and waving him off as he peeled away from the kerb. All he could think about was the van of gorillas he was about to spend twelve hours with.

That, and something else his father had once said.

Human failings are contagious.


PC 443L Andrew Mills

FOR ANDREW, BREAKING point had been reached around four hours earlier, and a mere half an hour after Claire had left the house for the shopping trip with her irritating best friend.

Never the most patient sort, Claire’s children had succeeded in driving him into a murderous rage – mainly due to their inability to comply with the most simple of instructions or orders – and petrol had been added to already-roaring flames by the fact that his wife, despite him drilling it into her before she left, was now Very Fucking Late home.

As a result, he was to be late. And still nowhere near ready, being incapable of dealing with her five-year-old and three-year-old while simultaneously folding some clothes into a kitbag then taking a quick shower. He likened her offspring to demented flies, circling and bugging him all day. Stepdaddy duty, with its routine of day-glo television and garish toys and the attendant requests for biscuits, hugs, wees and poos, was a skull-crushingly boring chore. Or, as he often told Claire, tag-team mental torture: if it wasn’t the girl, it was the boy under his feet and bothering him.

He had given up waiting for feelings of paternal love to emerge about a year before, around the same time – a month after their wedding, when the reality of taking on somebody else’s children had finally hit home – that he’d realised marrying Claire had been a horrendous mistake. He’d been played, had been blinded by the rigorous and frequent sex – often four or five times a day – and had grinned like a loon as he’d said I do to the woman he’d admired from afar for so long, almost unable to believe he’d finally captured her. She was a Bury girl, and he a Bury boy, and he’d loved her throughout their school years in Radcliffe, had loved her when he was shipped abroad to lie in sand and take potshots at towelheads for kicks, and had known he loved her still when he’d returned home and settled in Cardiff with his then-girlfriend because whenever they’d fucked he’d close his eyes and picture Claire.

It was on a rare trip up north to see his family that he’d bumped into her in their old local, his eyes widening as she appeared by his side at the bar of the Victoria. Alraht, Andy, ’ow the bloody ’ell are ya? she’d chuckled and for a moment he’d lost the ability to speak, such was the sheer joy that had shivered through him. He’d found his tongue eventually and they had talked, and talked, and she forgot her friends and he his, and he formed what he hoped was a solemn expression as she told him of her recently failed marriage and the bastard husband who’d left her stranded with two young children, and at the end of that night he’d found her tongue as they’d swayed in the shadows of the hanging baskets at the doorway of the pub and he’d ordered – nay, commanded – himself that he would never let her go again.

The stupidity of it all – his stupidity at being suckered – made him angry the moment he opened his eyes each morning, and the fury only grew throughout the day.

And he was so late. Late and working on Boxing Day. And it was the local derby match, Cardiff and Swansea, the Bluebirds versus the Jacks, notorious for problems and already listed as Category CIR. Plus they’d had intel about some kind of demo so it was all likely to go, as Andrew called it, rather bendy. Furthermore, the briefing was at four and he’d wanted to arrive in good time to pitch up at the gym for their regulation training hour, quickly followed by securing some decent refs; if late, the divisional plods on backfill were likely to scoff the best of it.

Then there was the bingo. If he missed that he truly would go postal.

All these thoughts were whirring around Andrew’s primary-colour-addled brain, further confusing an already permanently confused mind, when he heard a familiar engine noise and squee of brakes. His anger grew; he peeked out of the window, hands on head, fingernails scratching at the stubbled dome of his buzz cut, and watched as Claire tried to reverse their car on to the hardstand outside the house. One, two, three attempts. Four. With each crunch of gears and pathetic, erroneous readjustment, her silhouette wrenching at the steering wheel, he could feel his blood pressure rise higher still – until finally she gave up and abandoned the car with one wheel on the weed-ridden lawn.

He watched, vaguely aware of his right eye twitching uncontrollably, as she walked up the drive, juggling bags. The happy shopper with her post-Christmas goodies. Already spunking his cash. The bank holiday cash he was about to earn. Her retail therapy. Her MasterCard makeover.

Priceless.

He was waiting at the front door for her. ‘For Christ’s sake.’

‘Forkrice sake,’ his stepdaughter mimicked. ‘Hiya, Mummy.’

Andrew watched as Milly pirouetted, humming to herself. He was annoyed with himself for recognising the tune: Toy Story’s ‘You’ve Got a Friend in Me’. He’d played the film on a loop all day, hoping it would entertain or at the very least distract the kids while he fucked about on the Internet, but the ruse had failed spectacularly: they’d treated it as background music, an accompaniment to their terrorising, with the net result that Randy Newman was now lodged permanently, maddeningly, between his ears.

Claire eyeballed him. He backed his gangly frame into the lounge, the bristles of their fake Christmas tree digging into his backside as he brushed against it; he heard a faint tinkle from one of the pound-store ornaments that hung from its branches.

She dumped the bags. ‘For Christ’s sake what?’ she shrieked. ‘What’s the problem now?’

Neither child registered any surprise or upset at the outburst.

‘Half one,’ he shouted and shifted his sleeve back, looked at his wrist. There was no watch there but that wasn’t the point. ‘It’s half past fuckin’ one, woman. What the fuck?’

‘Oooh,’ said Milly, sitting on the settee. ‘Andy, you swore again.’

‘Fuck,’ said Tom, hanging off Andrew’s legs and tugging on his jogging pants.

‘It’s Boxing Day,’ Claire said.

Well, that’s all right then, he thought. Silly me. ‘I’ve got to work.’

‘Well, blame your lot for closing off half the roads in the city. And it was the bloody sales, okay?’ She pointed at the bags, smiled at the children. ‘You’ve got to see. Come on. Some of the stuff there I wouldn’t normally dream of buying, but when it’s twenty per cent off you’ve got to give it a go, haven’t ya?’

Course you have, love.

The children squealed, ran to her. She pulled out clothes, accessories, make-up, shoes. Shoes just like the pair she already had upstairs. The ones she’d worn twice. A tiny backpack for Tom. Toy jewellery for Milly. Andrew waited. Waited for something. Claire kissed the children. They hugged her. They laughed together. She rummaged in the last bag. Her face lit up. He held his breath, the fury subsiding a little.

Claire pulled out a magazine. ‘And this is for Mummy to read in the bath later. Heaven . . .’

‘That’s lovely,’ Andrew said, finding it increasingly difficult to speak. ‘Give me the keys.’

‘Let me just put this stuff aw—’

‘Now.’

‘Don’t talk to me like that, please.’

Here we go. Here we fucking go again. More insubordination.

He grabbed her arm. Dragged her into the hallway. She struggled. Tried to pull free. The children were still in the lounge with their gifts, so that was okay. He didn’t want them watching. Watching him stamp his authority. Who does she think she is? Rocking up late. Late, with nothing for me. Look at the trouble she’s caused again.

He took a good handful of hair. A dirty-blonde knot in his fist. Twisted it, pulled her down and on to the stairs. Sit. Stop your squealing. He bent at the waist. Pushed his face into hers. Felt the heat of her skin. Heard her quick breaths.

‘Be home on fuckin’ time next time,’ he told her. He tried not to raise his voice. Kept it low. He was mindful of the kids. More menacing too. Always a bonus.

‘Let go of me, Andy.’ Her face flushed, sweating. Eyes closed.

‘If you’d just do as you were told, woman,’ he whispered, teeth bared, ‘then I wouldn’t have to keep doing this.’

He gave the hair one last yank. Let go. Pushed her head away from his.

‘Gimme the keys,’ he said, and gave her a quick dig in the belly. She oofed. A barely audible sob as the air rushed from her lungs.

Better there, darling. Nobody can see the bruises.

Andrew snatched the keys from her shaking hand, left her on the bottom step. The naughty step. He walked upstairs, opened his kitbag, checked his Level Ones. The overalls stinking. He’d forgotten to make her wash them after last week’s public order training. The petrol bombs and shield cordons at the old RAF base. Lobbing bricks at the SMT. A right giggle, he’d thought at the time. Only problem was now he’d smell like a burnt tramp for the rest of the day.

He had a quick shower and shave. Slipped on clean underwear and socks. Grabbed his kit. Waved to the kids. Ignored his wife ignoring him. Left.

Loping across the lawn, Andrew speed-dialled the man.

‘Yo, Vincenzo!’ he said.

Vincent sounded slightly miffed. And slightly out of breath. Then he got it.

‘No way,’ he said into the phone. ‘Now? Are you serious?’

Vincent was serious.

‘You’re fuckin’ insane,’ he laughed, licking at his uneven front teeth as he pictured his colleague. ‘Yeah . . . yeah. Enjoy. But you’d better be quick. And I want the full griff when I see you, right—’

Vincent had cut him off, and he felt slightly wounded about it for a second or two, but consoled himself with the thought of sitting next to his bestest bud for a shift, shooting the shit and putting the world to rights: a taste of how it used to be back in the day with the guys on the unit, when things had been more regimented, more ordered, when he’d known his place and what he had to do, before life had become horribly confusing and terribly disorganised. Before Claire.

Andrew slipped into the car, dropped the mobile phone on to the passenger seat, patted his overalls pocket: the notepad and pen were there, ready.

‘Fuck It and Drive On,’ he said to himself, the old unofficial army motto.

He started the engine, accelerated away.

Three hours to bullshit bingo.


PC 3301L David Murphy

DAVID SOUNDED THE car’s horn and braced himself.

He’d got the call from him that morning, was caught off guard, quite probably still drunk from the colossal amount of single malt he’d sunk the previous day. A fair and troubling distance from the town of Lucid, he’d said, Yeah, no problem, Al, you can grab a lift with me. It was only as he was putting down the phone that the enormity of it had set in and he’d winced, sinking back in the settee, wondering how on earth he was going to kill forty minutes in the car with Dullas.

Five years working together but other than at incidents he’d never spent any time alone with him. Just the two of them, stripped of the faux matey facade the uniform seemed to carry with it. No beers on rest days, no doubling-up for cinema trips or an evening at a restaurant with their respective wives. No sitting on a riverbank together, pretending to fish while they bitched about the latest phoney stat-fiddling diktat from senior management up at the Dream Factory of HQ.

Paired up in the van, surrounded with equipment and radios telling them where to go, and they were fine. Buddies in the work environment. There was that bond. The siege mentality. The small talk at boring firearms incidents, the ribbing each other as they POLSA-searched a murder scene, the war stories at demos while ducking the lukewarm piss-filled Coke bottles the dog-on-a-string crusties were lobbing at the front lines of the cordon. Take that away and . . .

Alan Redding.

The most boring, tedious man in Christendom.

Known less than fondly as Dullas. Because . . . well, because he was dull as fuck.

He watched Alan skulk down the oh-so-clean driveway that cut the neat lawn in two, the pathway edged by carefully trimmed miniature hedging. Mr Average Suburbanite with his nondescript features and inoffensive haircut, his unremarkable frame wrapped in a thick coat and jumper. On the low garden wall, facing out into the street, was a sign that read THOU SHALT NOT PARK HERE. To lower the chances of grumbles of complaint he brushed the pasty flakes from his belly, quickly scooped up food wrappers and drinks cartons that littered the footwells, and braced himself for his colleague’s opening burst of good humour and festive cheer.

Alan slumped into the passenger seat, closed the door, said nothing. Oh dear. David spied a hideous Christmas jumper lurking beneath Alan’s civvy jacket: a chunky woollen effort in emerald green, with delightfully jovial snowmen ringing the waist area. The happy faces were decidedly at odds with their wearer’s expression. Woven into the fabric was a phrase, partially obscured by Alan’s coat:

esus

s for life

ot just fo

hristma

David decided not to comment.

‘Good day yesterday, Al?’ he asked, and glanced towards the rear seat. His own jumper lay there, a bloody crimson horror, reindeer pattern knitted into the chest. His present from the kids, one he’d unwrapped before quickly producing the rictus grin he saved for such occasions where running – screaming – from the room would be frowned upon. He’d worn it to the car, waved as he’d pulled away from the house, checked the rear-view mirror to be sure his brood had disappeared inside then stopped in the middle of the road. Off came the reindeer, tossed into the back. As he’d resumed driving, he’d made a mental note to slip the thing on before he got home. He pictured it: walking in at half two in the morning, no jumper, one of his munchkins wandering about looking for a drink of water and seeing him sans present . . .

His wife Sandra was a ripe and volatile brunette who, until they closed the place down, had graced the bar on the top floor of Markham police station, her plentiful breasts regularly and pleasingly separated by the shaft of the Brains beer pump as she poured pints for the off-duty – and sometimes still on-duty – coppers. This was before David wooed her with the promise of a better life, whisking her gold lamé sandals down a narrow gap between the chairs of the local registry office. Like him, she’d gone a few tumultuous rounds but was yet to be knocked to the canvas for the full ten-count. He saw himself in her, and was smitten. Sandra doted on their children, repeatedly telling David she would kill for them if necessary. She said this with such conviction that he often considered her ready to plunge a fork into his eyeball if he deigned to raise his voice to them, so she would be less than pleased if he upset the children over the season to be jolly, of all times.

It wasn’t worth thinking about, and besides, he couldn’t afford to get divorced. Again. There were two Christmases to go before he escaped the job, and he had no intention of losing yet another chunk of his pension for services rendered.

Alan yawned. ‘Good service, if that’s what you mean.’

David resisted the urge to blurt God-botherer. He’d meant nothing of the sort; he’d been thinking whisky, a turkey the size of an emu, dozing through the Queen’s speech before drinking yourself into a drooling semi-coma. Drinking until he was incapable of, as Sandra frequently put it when dissatisfied with his bedtime performance, getting any wind in it. A traditional family Christmas.

‘Right,’ David said. ‘And sorry about . . . you know.’

Alan was silent, staring at his house. The Redding family car sat on the driveway, a black plastic sack taped across the driver’s side window. David gently pressed the accelerator, hoping the revving engine would snap his companion out of his little fugue state.

‘“Every sin brings its punishment with it,”’ Alan said.

David tried not to groan. ‘Take much?’

‘The usual. Radio, CDs. Had a go at the steering.’

‘Window’ll cost you a pretty penny.’

Alan looked at him, his neck colouring. ‘Really. Thank you for that, David.’

With Alan it was always David. He wished he would just call him Dave, or even Flub like everybody else, but the inability to refer to anyone by anything other than their complete first name was, along with his aversion to robust language, another one of Alan’s peculiarities.

‘Sector lads all over it?’ David asked.

Alan shrugged. ‘Didn’t tell them I was job.’

‘Why not?’

‘Why bother? They thought I was just a MOP so gave me the usual flannel about increasing patrols in the community and getting CSI down to dust and dab, but you know it won’t come to anything. I just wish . . . Christmas, you know? Why Christmas of all times? I’ve got . . . I’ve got enough on my mind as it is, so this . . .’

Alan was eyeballing his house again. David waited for him to finish. He didn’t.

David exhaled. ‘Shall we rock and roll?’

‘She’s stopped eating chocolate.’

‘Chocolate?’

‘Chocolate. Stopped. She loves her chocolate.’

David shook his head. ‘What are you talking about, Dullas?’

‘Please don’t call me that. I’ve told you all not to call me that.’

But we do, thought David. When you’re not in the room, anyway. ‘Sorry, Al. It’s just you’re not making much sen—’

‘Lisa. I’m talking about Lisa.’

‘Erm . . . that’s a good thing, isn’t it
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