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For my wife:
‘without you I am nothing’
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‘I, Police Constable 754 Jacob Smith, do solemnly and sincerely declare and affirm that I will well and truly serve the Queen in the office of constable, with fairness, integrity, diligence and impartiality, upholding fundamental human rights and according equal respect to all people; and that I will, to the best of my power, cause the peace to be kept and preserved and prevent all offences against people and property; and that while I continue to hold the said office I will to the best of my skill and knowledge discharge all the duties thereof faithfully according to law.’

The Constable’s Oath


ONE

and I yank open the buckled driver’s door, look down. Just below her hotpants there’s the waxy nub of her splintered femur sticking through the flesh of her right thigh. She’s screaming, screaming and looking at me, pointlessly pushing at the engine block that’s come through the dashboard after she decided to smash her Clio into a wall on her way home from whatever pub or after-work office party she’s been to. Yet another one thinking she was clever enough to drive regardless of however many vodka and Red Bulls she’s had. I know she’s pissed because I can smell it on her breath, her skin, her sweat as she shudders. People are stupid and they never learn, but I say nothing. Now isn’t the time.

I kneel on the wet tarmac, take her hands in mine, smile and calmly tell her everything’s going to be okay. Shhh, everything’s going to be okay, it’s all right, more help is on its way.

But it isn’t going to be okay because I’ve seen this so many times before and I know this woman, girl really, about the same age as Frank’s daughter, just a few years older than my Naomi, she could slip away from me any moment now. Here in the dark, in the rain on this shitty side street while her family carry on their New Year preparations, oblivious that it’ll be the last they ever plan because this is the evening their nineteen-year-old never comes home from work. And nothing will ever be the same again.

The girl’s shivering, moaning, and I can’t make out what she’s saying, but I know she’s gone into shock. The splintered end of her thigh bone is grinding against the metal jammed up to her midriff and I’m getting her blood on my hands trying to shove the damn thing a centimetre away from the wound. Got to maintain the facade though. Her head has lolled backwards and to one side, her terrified eyes on mine, and I nod to reassure her regardless of what I’m thinking. I turn to Frankie, see the blue strobes of our firearms truck reflected in his glasses, mouth to him, Paramedics?

And he shrugs, shakes his head. This is ridiculous, so Frank gets back on the radio, tells ops room to ring the bloody ambulance control again, get an ETA. They tell us it’s two minutes away, which isn’t good enough. Not nearly.

I kneel again, holding the cold and trembling hands of this young lady, this girl I’ve never seen before who’s becoming quieter by the second, who knows nothing about me. I wonder if I’ll be the last person she ever sees. And I wonder if she’ll be disappointed.

I keep talking, squeeze her hands, heft my shoulder against the dirty metal of the engine to release some of the pressure on her thighs and pelvis. I hear the sector pandas screech to a stop somewhere in the background, see the Trumptons’ wagon reflected in a charity-shop window as it pulls alongside the Clio. The hose monkeys scurry out and start lugging power tools towards us.

When the ambulance arrives I have to prise her fingers from my hands. She sobs, breathes crimson froth, and I know this means her guts are mangled, but still I tell her it’s going to be okay, everything’s going to be fine, these people are here to help you now. I’m lying. I see the faces of the paramedics as I stand to let them at the girl, and know they’re treating her just for the sake of treating her. Delaying the inevitable. Going through the motions. Showing willing, like we always do. I walk over to Frank who’s stopping traffic in the murk, surrounded by pulsating blue lights. I look at him but don’t have to say anything. He swallows and closes his eyes for a second.

‘You tried, Jake,’ he says.

‘Yeah,’ I say, and wish we hadn’t been just around the corner when the call came out. Wish we weren’t the first at scene. I wish we’d never been here at all.

I’m waiting and watching while the water fairies cut the roof from the car and lift the engine block with their pneumatic toys. The medics hunch over the girl while she’s freed from the ruined shell, then they draw her out onto a gurney. Still I see the thigh bone poking upwards like a jagged candle. There’s something wrong with her left leg, something I couldn’t see from the driver’s side door earlier. It takes me a moment to realise the foot is missing, probably still wedged underneath the clutch. I think of it lying there. I hold my hands up, my fingers dark and sticky with her blood.

And I hear a drunken voice call from the pavement, some guy shouting that all coppers are bastards and we never do anything right and if we’d got here quicker we could’ve saved her. I turn and see him looking right at me. This hundred-yard hero, this skinny little fuckstick in his tracky bots and hoodie, a pondlife brawler from some sink estate with his forearms inked full of prison tats, his fingers loaded with Elizabeth Duke sovereign rings straight from the Argos catalogue. He’s leering at me, wobbling his shaved head, so I walk towards him and he flaps his fingers and says come on, come on then.

And tonight I’ve had enough of drunks and I’m completely out of compassion or understanding, so I go right up to him, warn him I’ll arrest him for public order. He doesn’t give a toss, this Stella monster, he couldn’t care less and still the lairiness. Now all the other onlookers are starting to gather round to listen. These onlookers, on their way home from work or last-minute stocking-up on beers for tonight, they’re crowding me. These ordinarily passive members of the public, these respectable businessmen and shop workers and students, they’ve got that bloodlust now, their own adrenalin dump at this toe-to-toe developing in front of them and, what a surprise, they’re turning on me, on this figure of authority, jostling me, curling their lips and asking where I was when their car was robbed, telling me they pay my wages, that I couldn’t catch a fuckin’ cold.

And I can’t have this, can’t lose face, so I take the drunk’s arm, tell him he’s nicked even though he probably doesn’t care or understand. He starts fighting it like they all do, flailing his arms and growling that I ain’t locking him up for New Year’s fuckin’ Eve, bra. He’s gone as rigid as a toddler mid-tantrum and the performance carries on. We have to use some of the sector boys to restrain him in front of the crowd. So we cuff and stuff him, escort him to the back of the nearest divisional van where the cage door is open and ready, but his feet are on the footplate, pushing backwards to stop us getting him in there. Then his elbow smashes into my eyebrow and it’s all I can do not to kill him.

I don’t know how long I’ve been here or how I even got inside, but I’m in the back of the van with him, in the cage, pummelling the fucker, watching in a detached kind of way as my fists then the heels of my tactical boots land on his scalp and neck and torso. He’s cowering under the metal bench and Frankie’s dragging me out while someone else slams the cage door shut.

I walk away, feel Frank’s eyes on me, feel others watching me silently.

I’m bent over, breathing hard, when one of the paramedics jumps from the back of the ambulance. I’m nodding already as he tells me the girl has gone into cardiac arrest, that his colleague is working on her and they’ve got to go, though she’ll be a Code Blue by the time she gets to Casualty and signed off as DOA by the worn-out junior doctor. Can the police tell the parents, please?

The paramedic walks back to his wagon. They weave through the emergency vehicles and the build-up of civvy traffic and the rubberneckers, then on come the blues and twos and they’re gone. The girl’s gone.

And it’s another one I couldn’t save.
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TWO

Twelve hundred hours.

I’m in trouble. I sense it immediately. Karen’s stomping around the bedroom in her slippers, refolding already neat clothes. Picking up the jeans I wore last night. Kicking my shoes under the bed. Cleaning. Arranging. She does this when she’s angry. After an argument she can sterilise the entire kitchen in an hour.

I don’t really have to speak to her to gauge her mood nowadays: the I-can’t-even-bring-myself-to-look-at-you face she pulls ever more frequently is present and correct, so I say nothing and close my eyes again, drifting. My right hand cups my sweaty, shrunken balls and I contemplate stroking myself under the duvet while she clomps about; the sheer cheek of it would be delicious. But no. Instead I think of the old days, when I’d wake and find her lying alongside me. Those times when we’d hangover-fuck, when we’d sweat out the alcohol. Afternoons spent beneath the quilt. Lazy, easy times.

I will her to slip into bed with me now. To stop what she’s doing, undress, take the slippers off, ease in alongside me. Painted toenails brushing against my calves. Come on, Karen. Come in.

She knows I’m awake and watching her but says nothing. I wonder what heinous crime I’ve committed. Last night. Frank’s house. I vaguely recall his faux grandmother clock chiming from the hallway at midnight, group hugs all round, hollow promises of fresh starts and better times, tumblers of Jack clacking together. The Frankster crashing and burning like he always does, grabbing an emergency kip while the party went on around him. The fifteenth miniature cigar in my mouth, all thoughts of tomorrow batted away because in the moment nothing else matters.

Then Karen’s face looking up at mine as we stood in Frank’s kitchen, eyes sad yet not a little angry, her mouth moving, talking at me, and I can’t remember what she said but after that … everything was vague, to say the least.

The party was a stormer, though. Frankie’s can be a little hit and miss because of his wife, but even Mel’s glacial presence didn’t spoil the event this time. I tuned her out anyway, despite the aggravation it’s likely to cause me at work tonight.

Karen gives me a strange look, like she’s confused or expecting me to say something, but I don’t so she huffs, slams the bedroom door on her way out.

‘Happy New Year,’ I croak after her. ‘I love you.’

I listen for any reply, for Ah loov ya too in that groovy Manc accent of hers that made me fall for her in the first place. But there’s nothing, just footsteps on stairs. I roll over, the left side of my head pressing into the pillow. Feel pain above my eye, curse the countless JD and Cokes I went through at Frank’s, because this is getting harder every time. I’m not nineteen any more. Christ, very soon I’ll be twice that.

Then I remember yesterday afternoon. That muppet shouting from the sidelines … The cut just above my eyebrow. I finger the wound. See nicks and grazes on my knuckles. Dwayne Cooper. Already on the fast track to Magistrates’ Court. See you in a few days, Dwayne.

New Year’s Day grinds on: repeats of repeats of sickeningly cheerful family films, crass reality shows, That-Was-The-Year-That-Was programmes. I glaze over, think about the money I’m wasting on my Sky subscription, lose an hour staring at the pretty lights on the Christmas tree while Naomi argues with her kid brother over the remote control. Karen and I take turns avoiding each other, use the children to pass messages, ask questions, give replies. Neither of them notices their parents aren’t talking and, even if they did, I doubt they’d care.

I’m swallowing bile all afternoon. Spend a little time getting my gear ready, then waste an hour on Vietnam Encounter on the PlayStation, finally managing to clear the bunker of Vietcong. It’s cathartic. Really it’s just me stabbing buttons so my on-screen M16 blazes, but seeing those digital gooks go down after the day I’ve had makes me feel lighter, somehow.

At eighteen hundred hours I prepare a shake: one pint of skimmed, three scoops of whey protein. Neck it. Eat a large apple. Wait. Give it fifteen for the pre-workout snack to settle. Shut myself in the spare bedroom. It’s day two of a high-frequency, low-intensity week. Mass building. Chest, arms, calves and abs. I rack a couple of twenty-kilo plates onto the EZ Bar, start some standing curls. Work those biceps, twelve reps per arm. Veins bulging. Forearms on fire. More plates, another set of reps. Get that light-headed feeling. Switch to the dumb-bells, blast out three sets of lateral raises. Must remember to get a mirror fixed in here so I can watch myself.

My mobile rings. I drop the dumbers, scoop it off the windowsill. It’s Sinclair.

‘Sorted?’ I ask, mindful that anyone could be listening in nowadays. I nod as he craps on in my ear. ‘Okay, I’ll collect them in work tonight. Later, bra.’

I end the call before he starts nagging me about money. Drop the phone back on the sill. Pick up my leather case, unzip it. Might as well fill up the tank now supplies are on the way. I lock the bedroom door, drop my joggers, sit on the edge of the single bed. Take a clean needle, screw it onto the hypo. Jam the pin into the rubber seal of my last vial of Testosterone Enanthate, suck out five hundred mils. Pinch the skin above my left hip. Inject.

When I’ve finished my workout I clean up, rub my left arse cheek where it’s gone numb from the gear. I unlock the door, step out onto the landing. Listen to Karen wittering away to Naomi and Ben but can’t hear what they’re saying because MTV is polluting the lounge. Happy New Year, eh? Happy families. Which reminds me …

I’m hungover and shagged from the weights but just thinking about ringing my mother is enough to tip me over the edge. Got to do it, though. Deep breaths. I step into my bedroom, close the door. Bring up the number on my moby. Dial.

‘Room eleven east, if you could,’ I say when a woman answers.

‘Hold please,’ she says, her voice fiat, uninterested. ‘I think it’s feed time.’

Feed time. Like my mother’s an animal. There’s a click and the line rings again.

‘Eleven E,’ says some guy. Another staff member I’ve never met. I can hear raised voices in the background.

‘It’s Jacob Smith,’ I tell him. ‘I’d like to speak to my mother.’

‘She’s feeding.’

I squeeze the mobile, press it hard against my ear. ‘I know.’

There’s a pause. Then: ‘Fine,’ he mutters, and I assume he’s handed her the phone because all I can hear now is breathing down the line and still the angry voices from somewhere and the guy’s telling my mother, ‘It’s Jacob, Bernadette. Your son. Remember?’

Fucker. And I recognise the noise now. The shouting. They’ve got her television switched to Jeremy Bastard Kyle. I picture my mother sitting next to the window with drool on her chin, medicated and rambling to herself after a day spent catching and eating flies.

‘Mum?’ I say.

She says nothing. Just the TV down the phone line, the rattle of her chest faintly audible when the background screeching stops.

‘Mum, I just wanted to … wanted to wish you a Happy New Year.’

Still Jeremy. Still the breathing.

‘Mum?’ I ask. ‘Are you okay?’

Then: ‘Keith?’

Who? ‘No, Mum. It’s me. Jake.’

‘Oh, Keith,’ she sighs, and I have no idea who the fruitbat is on about, probably the staff guy who’s waiting to finish spoonfeeding her whatever glop they’ve prepared.

This is going nowhere fast. I kill the call. Lower my head into my hands.

I shower before work, spend half an hour washing away the fug. I think of Jessica as water pulses against my shaved head. She was there last night. Young and unsullied. Clueless about the effect she has on me. It was an effort not to stare. Every time I see her I’m gripped with the urge to tell Karen I’m leaving her and the kids.

I prepare my work bag, start to wonder. Perhaps I was that transparent. Karen must’ve sensed something. Seen something. Jesus, I was so pissed I could’ve told her I was in love with the girl.

Point is, I really can’t remember anything after Karen speaking to me in the kitchen.

I just hope I didn’t tell Frankie I desperately want to fuck his nineteen-year-old daughter.

[image: image]


THREE

I step into the locker room, let the door click shut behind me.

There’s no one getting changed to go home, no bleary-eyed afternooners swapping utility harnesses for FCUK belts, or black fatigues for comfortable jeans and a sweatshirt – the off-duty-copper casual look any villain can spot a mile away. No banter, no talk of that imminent first cold pint.

There’s nobody else in here because, as usual nowadays, we are it. The ‘shift’. Me. Frank. Our old stripy, Tommy Hall, waiting for us in the parade room upstairs. Two hungover plods facing a ten-hour stretch, and probably in no fit state to handle any part of the small arsenal we’ll be carrying in the rear of the wagon. It’ll be replicated right across the force area. Main stations with four tired young cops to cover a city. Shitty outstations with a lone probationer who hasn’t done the driving course yet, so can’t go anywhere in a patrol vehicle. None of them with enough service to warrant being left to look after themselves, never mind over a million members of the public. It ain’t The Bill, that’s for sure.

Frank hasn’t looked up since I entered. I’m starting to fear the worst.

‘Oi, oi, Frankster,’ I smile. I can’t stop picking at the scabs on my knuckles.

He’s bent forward, clipping his thigh holster in place. His wiry arms work at the clasps, fingers pulling hard on the Velcro strapping; he’s taking his time, avoiding eye contact. It reminds me of Karen with her angry cleaning. I feel myself start to bristle, so stare at the top of his head and count the pale pink bald patches he’s tried to disguise by spiking his hair up with gel.

He straightens, eyes blinking behind those awful square glasses he wears, but doesn’t look at me. ‘All right, Jake?’

I wait a beat.

‘Yeah, mate,’ I say. We are Lemmon and Matthau. The Odd Couple.

He closes his locker. ‘I’ll make a brew,’ he says, leaving the room. I can’t remember him ever being like this. The only thing that takes the edge off it is that he’s making the tea. Surely if I’d really pissed him off, he wouldn’t have offered?

In the parade room we sit in silence across the table from each other, intelligence reports from the afternoon team spread before us. There’s that awkwardness. That looking occupied when in reality all we’re doing is pretending to be engrossed in some boring briefing sheet. Swap the paperwork for the Sunday red-tops and you’d have a picture of domestic bliss. The stripy sensed the mood and left, probably to resume surfing for holidays on the office computer.

Frank continues to ignore me. I know I’ve done something very wrong but the not-knowing what is killing me. I try to distract myself and pull out my mobile, check the pics I downloaded last week. Flip through shot after shot of painted toenails, ankle tattoos, toe rings. It doesn’t work. Doesn’t calm me down.

‘Look,’ I say, and having to break the ice first hurts even more. ‘About the party … about what I said …’

Just what did I say? ‘C’mon Frankie … juzzt half an hour with yer daughter … pleeeazze, mate?’ Surely not. He’d have ripped my spine out by now.

I stop talking when Frank looks at me for the first time tonight. He’s angry. Barely containing it. I’ve seen it when he’s about to put the arm on a performing prisoner. Frank’s about average height – probably five ten to my six five – but a real hardbody. Can bench over a hundred kilos without breaking a sweat. I lean back in my chair. I know how fast he is across short distances.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, then like the best public order prisoner whingeing to the bench in court, ‘but I was really fucking drunk.’

Frank eyes me for a second. He knows the drink is no excuse. Knows I’m being a hypocrite. We’ve talked so many times about how we hate those tossers in the dock who point accusatory fingers at the twelve cans of Spar Super-strength Wifebeater lager they’d necked before shattering their girlfriend’s jawbone in six places. And yet, it’s true. I was really drunk. I can’t remember what I did.

‘You bloody demolished my kitchen door, you donut,’ he says. ‘Mel’s not speaking to me.’

I blink several times, quickly. Glance down at my knackered hands. ‘I … what?’

Frank shakes his head. ‘You can’t wind your neck in for a minute, can you? I don’t know what went on between you and Karen, but you just went off on one. Punching holes in the bloody door? What were you thinking?’

I have no idea what he’s talking about, but at least it explains the scabs. And it’s hard not to break into a fit of giggles. Suddenly, now I know I’m in the clear, all I can think about is Jessica. ‘Look,’ I say, swallowing a snigger. ‘I’ll pay for any dam—’

‘It’s not fucking funny, Jake,’ he says to me. ‘You know I don’t like any aggro …’

And then I do laugh. ‘You? No aggro?’

At least not at home, no. And you calling Mel Frosty Bollock all night didn’t help.’

Fantastic. I can’t remember calling her that but file it away for future use. ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Sorry, droog. I really am.’

‘You’re getting out of hand,’ he says. Then I see his face relax, his shoulders loosen.

I ignore the comment. ‘If it’s any consolation, Karen’s been blanking me all day.’

Frank sighs. ‘I wonder why,’ he mutters.

I’m wondering why too, but before I can gather my thoughts or reply to Frankie’s little remark, the stripy appears in the doorway, gut straining at the buttons of his uniform shirt, his white hair coiffed into a candyfloss frizz. ‘You girls kissed an’ made up now?’

‘Yeah, Tom,’ I say, looking him up and down. ‘Whatever.’

‘There’s a reason I’ve got these stripes on my shoulders, boy,’ he says for maybe the twelve-thousandth time, watching as I neck the cold dregs of my tea.

I hoist my rig from the floor and gesture to Frank. We make our way to the doorway where Tommy stands, not moving. ‘Saucer of milk, Tom?’ I ask, looking down at the old guy. His piggy little eyes are sunk into the slick dough of his cheeks; I can see blackhead scars and thread veins across the bulb of his nose, smell stale coffee on his breath.

He steps aside. ‘What you mean?’

I say nothing. The keys to the wagon tinkle in my hand as I head for the stairs. Tommy’s calling behind me: ‘What you mean, Smithy? Saucer of milk?’

I hear Frank following. I grin as he speaks to the old fellow. ‘He means for you, Sarge. The station cat, you know?’

It’s a boring shift.

We drive from call to call, backing up the sector lads, and every one turns out to be dross. It’s the stuff of heart attacks. I’m adrenalised then flatlining, over and over. That thrill of anticipation. The bitter disappointment that follows. Nothing of any substance, nobody wanting to play.

Street brawls, office dos, family rucks, useless gifts and turkey. It drains people. To fight thy neighbour, to bitch-slap one’s wife of a Boxing Day eve – it takes energy to start performing. By New Year’s Day, everyone’s worn out. I thank Christ for the double-bubble pay cheque I’ll be pocketing at the end of the month. Makes the night seem a little more worthwhile. Means I can clear some of my tab, too.

The city centre is like a scene from a Romero zombie film. I keep thinking someone’s vacuumed up all the people. There’s the odd cluster of hardy lager-merchants staggering along the high street like the undead, but you can only derive so much pleasure from watching lonely crab-walking pissheads as they attempt to traverse that tricky four-inch drop from kerb to roadside.

We stop-check anyone who’s about, make sure their mobile phones aren’t recording then try to wind them up. None of them bites and by midnight I’m clenching my tattered fists with frustration. There’s no firearm calls anywhere across the force. Frank decides on a game of snooker so we waste an hour pulling cars: red first, then any colour from yellow to black, then a red, then a colour … We give up when neither of us can find a passing motor in any shade of pink.

At oh-three hundred hours I drift across to JoBlo’s as arranged. Sinclair is the lone doorman. He shuffles across, hands thrust into the pockets of his black overcoat, ribbons of breath drifting up in front of his face. Frank turns away as Sinclair leans down and slips his gloved hand into mine through the window I’ve lowered.

I am the friendly copper doing the rounds, pressing the flesh of the other night-workers. I feel cylinders of cold glass against my palm.

‘Jake,’ Sinclair says, giving the slightest hint of a nod. ‘Happy New Year.’

‘I’m awake at stupid o’clock in the morning,’ I say. ‘There’s nothing happy about it. Busy?’

Sinclair laughs, withdraws his hand and waves it at the empty street: ‘Dead, bra.’

I see the old ragged scar, his war wound, running from his left ear to the side of his nose, a mottled pink fissure on the black of his skin. It puckers and wrinkles as he smiles, like a second mouth. I think of the gypo teenager who gave it to him all those years ago, drawing a smashed beer bottle across his face when he refused the boy entry on his birthday. I remember dealing with them both, putting the kid over the wall for three years – he was released on tag for good behaviour after six months, of course – and how my acquaintance with Sinclair developed. How it became what it is now.

‘That should see you right,’ Sinclair says, straightening up. ‘And about the money—’

‘I’ll sort it,’ I tell him, and pocket the vials. Four Deca-Durabolin, four Testosterone Cypionate. Ten days’ worth if I use them sparingly.

Sinclair hovers at the window, mouth slightly open, eyes on me. He sighs.

‘You need to sort it, Jake,’ he says. ‘Truly.’

He walks back to the club door, yawns, and resumes waiting for nobody in the cold.

Frank is looking at me.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know why you keep using that crap,’ he says.

‘Because it make me strong like bull!’

Frank shakes his head.

I light a miniature cigar. ‘Let’s go see the girls.’

He checks the clock on the dash. ‘It’s ten past three in the morning and colder than a witch’s tit. There won’t be any.’

I blow smoke out the window, throw the wagon into gear and drive in the direction of the docks.

Frank slumps in his seat, tired. I hear him mumble into his collar: ‘Clearly you think differently.’

None of the usual faces on the main drag.

No faces at all, bar a solitary figure meandering along the pavement outside one of the industrial units on Radcliffe Street.

‘Told you we were too late,’ says Frank.

‘What about her?’ I ask, and point across to the streetlight the girl has wandered under. She’s wearing the classic prozzie ensemble: fur-lined hooded red jacket, short black skirt, tights and Fuck-Me Boots. Her tiny frame is swathed in a cone of amber. The sound of our petrol engine has thrown her, made her think we’re punters on the fish. Sector bobbies drive clapped-out diesel panda cars that the old pros can hear from the next county. They’re normally melting into the shadows while plod is still ten minutes away.

‘Must be new,’ Frank says.

‘Or desperate,’ I say. ‘Out on her own, in this weather.’

I pull closer. The girl realises who we are, begins to walk quickly away, her FMBs scuffing the pavement. I smirk, gun the engine. When she realises it’s pointless, she stops and faces the passenger window with her hands on her hips. I can’t see her face, her upper body but can hazard a reasonably accurate guess at her expression and what’s coming next.

‘What you lot fuckin’ want?’ I hear her say when Frank lowers the window. That accent. She’s from up in the sticks somewhere. I can see a patch of red jacket at her midriff, her trembling fingers where they hold a cigarette. She must be freezing. Or petrified.

I lean forward to get a better look at her while she talks to Frank, momentarily tune out their conversation. Because I’m thrown. I sit back, shake my head. This can’t be right. I lean over again, look up at her.

‘What?’ she says, screwing up her face. ‘This a staring competition or somethin’?’

I’m thinking of the RTC. The car into that wall in the pissing-down rain. Did you make it after all, girl? But it can’t be you. It can’t be.

I bat the thoughts away because Frank’s looking at me oddly. The girl’s lost interest, is picking at her bottom lip with chipped red fingernails. Black hair is piled on top of her head, a single curl hanging down like a dark hook across the left side of her face. I guess she must be eighteen, nineteen at most. Jessica’s age.

Are we done here,’ the girl’s saying, ‘or what, piggies?’

It’s freaky though. Uncanny. She’s the spitting image of the one from the Clio. And like Jessica, she’s a very pretty thing. Delicate. Fragile, almost. Beneath the makeup, applied to make her look older, I can see her features are still soft. It’ll take a few years walking these pavements before she hardens, before the inevitable smack habit browns her teeth and sucks at the flesh of her face. But for now, she’s Little Red Riding Hood.

I wonder what her feet look like. And I wonder who’s pimping her out.

‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’ I say. There must be a better life for her than this. She doesn’t seem capable of looking after herself.

She glances around, then squats down at the open window, as if she wants to confide in me. Her forearms rest on the doorframe. She has beautiful eyes, like dark marbles. I can see she needs help. I want to help.

She smiles, says: ‘You pay me enough, you can call me whatever you want when you’re fucking me. Sweetheart.’

I open my mouth. For some reason nothing comes out.

Frank has turned to me, eyes wide. I swear he’s about to laugh.

‘That’s …’ I say, still a little stunned. ‘That’s not really what I was expecting to hear. You’re a dirty little cow, aren’t you?’

Red Riding Hood pushes herself up from the car. She draws on her cigarette, pitches it onto the bonnet, watches the sparks fly up over the windscreen in the breeze. Exhaling blue smoke she says: ‘And you, honey, are a cunt.’

She walks away. I watch her strut around the front of the wagon, sashay across the road, then disappear behind the hedges of an MOT centre.

‘She obviously knows you well,’ says Frank, tucking his face into his jacket collar.

I can see by his eyes that he’s smiling.

It’s oh-six fifty-five hours, and in the locker room I slap Frank on the shoulder. ‘C’mon. The Elite should be open. You can spot me for an hour on the bench before the stuffed shirts arrive for their pre-office aerobics.’

At the gym I blast my pecs and delts, watching the grey men of nine-to-five land traipse in. The cubicle gimps, they pump meagre amounts of iron before disappearing to their first pointless meeting of the day where they’ll talk for hours yet say nothing.

I’m well and truly chinstrapped by oh-eight hundred and sneak back into the house to find Karen and the kids still asleep. I slip into my side of the bed, onto the cold mattress. I’m gone in seconds.

Karen has left for the day when I wake. No note. No food. She’s on afternoons at A and E tonight and I’ll be on my way to work before she arrives home. I try to engage the kids for a while but fail to divert their attention from the crotch-grabbing rappers blaring on the widescreen in the corner. Naomi occupies one settee, thumb blurring over the keypad of her mobile as she texts whichever new boy’s sniffing around her. Ben lies on the other, staring catatonically at the forty-inch screen with his right hand jammed down the front of his baggy black jeans, fumbling with the contents. My film collection – four hundred DVDs, everything from Kurosawa to the Coen Brothers, a cineaste’s dream – sits ignored and untouched in the cupboard behind the television.

Children. That gulf. That chasm between you and them.

I think of my own father. Then I try not to.

‘You want to watch a movie?’ I ask Ben. ‘Something decent instead of this rubbish?’

Ben moves his head a little, just enough so he can look me in the eye and make sure I catch the curl of his top lip. I see myself in him, albeit twenty-five years ago and minus the floppy, dyed, jet-black emo haircut. ‘Nnnaaah,’ he drawls after a few seconds, like a stoner. Then he shifts his head three inches, back to the position it was moments before. Oh, the effort. I’m so thankful.

Naomi gives me one of her I-may-only-be-fifteen-but-I’m-way-cooler-than-you looks, mentally reeling off a list of horrid teenage Americanisms as she rolls her eyes at me. Yeah, Dad. You loser. Whatever. She resumes texting, one eye on the whiteboy hip-hop star squeaking out his latest track on the Sony Bravia I’m still paying for but never get to watch.

I can’t remember the last time I held a decent, prolonged conversation with my kids. My lack of enthusiasm soon matches their own so I abandon them to their mindless music video channel.

When I ring Rachael her mobile goes to voicemail. I leave another short message, tell her what a fantastic time we had, ask if she wants to try again because, you know, that night at her flat was just a blip. I try her landline, get the same, do the same. And she leaves for her ski trip tomorrow. Gone for two weeks …

I slip up to the master bedroom with a good handful of toilet tissue, lock the door, switch the television on. The DVD tray closes and I silently offer thanks to the CID lad who gave me one of the discs he recovered on a warrant. I lose time watching top-quality Italian foot porn, skipping from one money-shot to the next, hand working my cock, alternating between thoughts of Rachael on her back with her deliciously long toes in the air, and fucking Jessica in a Little Red Riding Hood costume.

Annoyingly unusually, my mind wanders. I keep seeing the severed foot on the floor of the Clio. Think of the young pro walking the street alone. Then Karen enters my head and ruins everything. We’re in Frank’s kitchen again, she’s talking at me and her face is twisted, is distraught but vicious and I still can’t recall what she said to me but whatever it was, now I’ve got to pay for bloody repairs to Frankie’s kitchen door.

It’s my birthday soon. I wonder if she’ll start speaking to me before then?
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