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	- DEAD GIRL, THEN?

	Watts flicked his eyes over the wasteland. It’s always wasteland, he thought. As if the dead don’t deserve any better. The scientists already there, activity in a huddle, white paper suits drifting like newspapers in the wind, back and forth. They love a dead body.

	- Where’ve you been? Bibby said, lips dry, cheeks red in the cold. I’ve been waiting.

	- Frog on your back yet?

	- Give him time. 

	- He can take as long as he likes, Watts said. How do we get in?

	He took a white suit and overshoes from Bibby, put them on, then followed him along the fence to where a post lay askew as if drunk, dragging sharp-starred fence wire with it. They stepped over, into the field.

	- Don’t tell me—man walking his dog?

	- Seven o’clock this morning. Says everyone uses it so they don’t have to pick up their dog-shit.

	- I noticed. 

	CSI stepping plates led across the field towards the scene to protect the area from contamination. Instead of following them, he took a circuitous route around the edge of the field, eyes absorbing the surroundings, shoes sinking into the earth. He stopped, holding back Bibby’s arm, the plasticky smoothness of Bibby’s jacket beneath the white suit sliding against his fingers, the arm surprisingly muscular underneath. Smell of the sea in the air, two hundred yards behind him, other side of the coast road. You could feel the pull of the tide in your bones, wanting you to drown.

	- Hear that?

	- Too early for games, boss.

	Watts shook his head and walked on, feeling Bibby’s eyes on the back of his neck. Fuck him. Another learning opportunity missed. Am I the only one with a full set of working senses here? Point was, there was nothing to be heard. Death creates its own space. No traffic. No seagulls screeching. No dogs barking. 

	Now just the sound of his Hush Puppies sloughing through the dandelions and crab-grass and mulch, one step after the other, sinking into the ground softened by nearly two weeks of rain. A remembrance of rugby pitches past arose in him, the sodden grass, him a twelve-year-old out on the wing, waiting for the ball to arrive. As soon as it did he was smothered, smashed to the ground, that sticky smell of wet grass and damp earth and young boy juices forced up his nostrils to stay there for the next thirty years. Too slow to run, always too slow.

	There were more stepping plates close to where the CSIs had made a periphery and Bibby held out an arm and they both stopped. Bibby uttered a name and one of the white-suited experts turned to him—a woman, mid-thirties, round-faced, slightly-beaked nose, inquiring eyes above her mask. She saw Watts and came over, the bottom of her white trousers stained brown despite the stepping plates, blue gloves on her hands. 

	- Thanks for trampling all over the scene, she said. Anything else you’d like to fuck up?

	- What are the options? Watts said.

	She didn’t trust herself to reply, he saw. Instead she looked away and gestured with a short arm towards the corpse.

	- If you’re interested, girl of about twenty-five, average height and weight. Best guess from the medics, she’s been dead no more than twenty-four hours.

	- A graveside visit too much to ask for? Being the lead copper and everything?

	- Why not? I’ll get some tickets printed while I’m at it.

	She turned back to the body, then stopped and looked at him again. A hint of professional steel in her eyes.

	- Just watch your feet.

	- I’ve been told there’s dog-shit.

	- All kinds of shit. 

	The white suits parted as he approached. Can sense a leader amongst men, Watts thought. Respect for power. 

	The girl was face-up, arms by her side as if she’d decided to lay down and gaze at the stars. Standard blue jeans, a red zip-up short jacket, could be cheap leather or plastic. Hair was black, greasy, would have come to the top of her shoulders if she sat up. Black trainers with white soles, no brand name visible. Fingernails short, not painted.

	Hard to tell what she looked like, though. Someone had taken a heavy weight, perhaps a large rock, and smashed it down on her features so she was unrecognizable—nose askance, eye sockets caved in, mouth torn open.

	Though the mouth was still partly functional. 

	Someone had inserted a black smartphone into it.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	- WHAT DO YOU think? Watts said to Bibby.

	- About what?

	- Immigration policy.

	Surprisingly, Bibby caught his tone. 

	- Sorry, wasn’t thinking, he said. Nothing big enough around here to have done her face in like that. Phone in her mouth suggests …

	- What?

	- Dunno … teaching her a lesson?

	Watts accommodated that with a little movement of his head, the generous old-timer. 

	- Set her up nicely, on her back. Didn’t just dump her like a rag doll. Who’s the phone meant for? Too late for her. Friends? Colleagues? Us?

	He could almost hear Bibby’s mental cogs turning over. Still young, new to the area. Porthaven a step up from his last gig. Almost cosmopolitan, being next to the sea, France nearly visible on a good day. Used to boy racers on country roads, farmers’ boys drunk on White Lightning and looking for somewhere to put their extremities. Watts remembered that. Vaguely. 

	The forensics woman had reached over and taken the phone from the girl’s mouth. She turned it over while a colleague dusted it for fingerprints. Found nothing. Put it in an evidence bag. 

	Watts gestured towards the woman and she brought the bag over.

	- Tried turning it on? Watts asked. Might be a message or a text.

	The woman shrugged, turned the bag, found the side button and pressed. The screen lit up and she brought it closer to her face.

	- Wants a thumbprint, she said. We’ll get the nerds on it.

	- I thought you were the nerds.

	- We teach the nerds everything they know.

	- Any other I.D. on the body?

	- Not that we’ve found. 

	- No purse or handbag?

	- You’re an insulting bastard, aren’t you?

	- Talking out loud, no offence.

	- Offence taken. 

	- Look forward to your report. How long?

	- I’m thinking a couple of years.

	- Good, I’ll probably be retired by then. Give it to my successor.

	Her eyes flicked up at Bibby.

	- You work with this every day?

	- If you call it work. Slave labour’s more like.

	Tired of socialising, Watts turned and walked back across the field. Heartburn gouged his chest as if a screwdriver was turning in it. The red wine last night. A full bottle followed by two snifters of that Glenmorangie that Talia had given him for Christmas. Was a time he could take a drink, in his twenties. Too old and too fat now, he thought. Time’s wingèd whatnot catching up with him. He only drank to keep up with Talia, constitution of a brutalised ox. No … that was a lie. He drank because he liked it. Losing the knowledge of where he was, forgetting the need to stay in control. What was control but self-consciousness given life? What was life but a rebuff to death? If death was the end-point, keep it at bay. A chaplain at school had told him that. Odd in a chaplain. But then he’d hung himself when rumours started to circulate, so evidently he didn’t know what he was talking about.

	Bibby at his side, now, catching up.

	- You get off on antagonising people, boss?

	- God-given talent. Doesn’t seem to affect you, though. Perhaps you’re my Kryptonite.

	- I have my moments.

	- Trust me, they’ll get nothing from the field.

	- Doesn’t hurt to try.

	- Where are we with this? Recommendations?

	- Obviously we need to find out who she is. DNA, dental records, fingerprints. All takes time.

	- Phone’s still the best bet. Contacts. Phone number. 

	Watts stepped over the fence, on to the pavement. Civilization. Who knew concrete was the sign of progress? He looked down at the white overshoes, now muddy, then turned and took the measure of the wasteland, a patch of ground seventy-five metres wide and perhaps two hundred deep. Rows of one-storey shops either side, a high-rise behind, full of prying eyes. 

	- CCTV on the shops, he said. Intelligence boys’ll love that. Door-to-door on the flats. Leave that to you, can I?

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	- HOW MANY PEOPLE do you trust? Talia had asked him once. You don’t need to count me, obviously.

	- Obviously.

	- Well?

	Trust was a word he had no relationship with. Didn’t enter the sphere of things. Like or dislike. Fancied or was revolted by. Envied or despised. Those were the practical dichotomies. Trust or distrust was for teenagers because surely the default status was distrust? The adult position.

	- Why are you asking? he said, playing for time. Her face had become pointed, as it did when she thought she was on the cusp of unravelling an aspect of his personality: her grey eyes turned darker and focused, her nose appeared sharper, her voice a distracting semitone lower. 

	- Just wondering, she said disingenuously, as if a sudden lack of interest in the topic she herself had raised would fool him. But she couldn’t resist following up. You’re cagey, she said. Don’t give anything away. You have what we psychologists call a high internal locus of control. You don’t have to refer to other people or their feelings to decide what you want to do—you have an inner compass.

	- You’re talking what we coppers call bullshit. 

	She’d given him her sarcastic raised eyebrows and walked away, as if he’d illustrated her point. 

	Locus—that meant place. So his place of control was inside himself … as opposed to what? Taking orders? Listening to other people? 

	That was his daily struggle, the alpha and omega of his working day.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	FROG WAS WAITING for him at his office door, half-in, half-out, demonstrating ownership without actually commandeering the space. Rectitude in a striped suit, as if his very bones were made of an inflexible metal. Generous blond hair brushed back in stiff waves like the Siberian steppes, also unyielding, probably broke three combs a week …

	- I’m told you were late arriving, he said, the baritone voice a heavy threat in itself.

	- Have to sack my chauffeur. Can’t get the staff on my side of the tracks. 

	Frog dismissed the banter with a wave of his be-ringed hand. 

	- Dead girl, not good. We’re not the Gorbals here. Or Newcastle. Any of those blighted northern wastes. Porthaven’s a tourist trap, if you hadn’t noticed. Average crime is valued at three shillings and sixpence in old money. The theft of a straw boater. A pensioner swindled out of his crazy-golf winnings. 

	- Season’s not properly started yet, Mr French. And still post-Covid. No one braving the sea breeze on the pier these days. 

	- Not yet, Watts, not yet. Latest news from the mayor suggests a grand re-opening of council-run facilities in three weeks’ time. Guidelines being drawn up for local businesses. So racy headlines in the local rags are not welcome.

	Watts said nothing. By saying nothing, I become invisible, a blur in his eyeline, a floater in his optical jelly. Tamp down the place of control wanting to break free. 

	Frog saw the struggle. Taunted him.

	- Anything else you want to say? No? So how was the dead girl? Got an I.D., a name, anything?

	- A phone retrofitted into her mouth. If you could call it a mouth.

	Frog frowned and turned away.

	- Always hated crime scenes. Mankind’s cruelty laid bare. And its lack of imagination—stab, bludgeon, poison if you’re lucky. Don’t know where Agatha Christie got her ideas, frankly. She must have been a real bitch.

	With this revelation, his demeanour lightened, as if airing a controversial view had released him from a dark frame of mind.

	- Incident Room next?

	- Working on it. 

	- Your best work, then, Watts. That fabled intuition to which we all pay lip-service though we’ve yet to see any evidence of it. 

	- You can trust me, Watts said, speculatively.

	- Can I? Can I really? We’ve only known each other a few months, months in which I believe you’ve questioned my judgement, spread rumours about me, stolen some pens from my office and loosened one of the castors on my expensive office chair. I know these things and yet I’ve done nothing and said nothing. I put it down to high-jinks and an attempt to impress your dwindling band of friends and accomplices. But none of these actions helps create a sense of trust between us, wouldn’t you say?

	Watts said nothing.

	At least he doesn’t know I’m sleeping with his wife, he thought.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	LATE MORNING OUTSIDE the station, the media briefing. Like an out-of-body experience for Watts. He watched himself perform, taking the questions seriously when he wanted to laugh. No, the victim hadn’t been identified yet. Yes, they were treating it as murder. No, they had no lines of enquiry but would be putting all their resources into it. Asking for cooperation from the public, anyone who saw anything please come forward …

	Journalists asking for information they knew they weren’t going to get, thrusting their iPhones towards him. They all had better hair-cuts and skin tone than anyone in the station behind him. Was that a qualification for the job, or a side-effect?

	He stepped away, let Frog say a few anodyne words in his serious voice, pointing to a journalist to elicit a question, batting it back and moving on with his eyes before the journalist could follow up. Well-practised in the art of saying nothing. A reflection of his leadership style, a blank space where an opinion should have been. 

	The briefing over, a woman from the press office stepped up and gave out phone numbers and web-site addresses for follow-up information. The journalists not really interested, drifting away, already on the phone, the local news cameramen detaching their cameras, folding their tripods. Watts amazed as usual at how fake the event was, excitement ginned up by a few raised voices, a crowd of people in a small space, the prospect of novelty: an unexpected death.

	- Is it me, Bibby said afterwards, or are they a complete waste of time?

	- Public reassurance, old son. The might of the state’s authority is on the case. They can sleep easy.

	- But we don’t know a fucking thing, do we?

	- Don’t tell anyone or there’d be panic on the streets. Now, arse in gear. And incidentally, who was it loosened the castor on Frog’s chair? Give him a chocolate bar from me.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	IN THE CAR going home, the streets dark, his phone buzzed. Bibby.

	- Go, he said. Autopsy?

	- Not yet. Door-to-door’s got nothing. Apparently that high-rise is Porthaven’s drop-in centre for the deaf, dumb and blind. No CCTV from the shops, not worth them installing it. Anything more from Frog?

	- He wants our best work. I’m thinking of holding mine in reserve. 

	An uncommon pause at the other end, the static of someone there but not speaking.

	- What? he said.

	- Just a rumour.

	- Flesh it out for me, give me a hint. Don’t clear your throat or hem and haw. Enunciate.

	- That woman today, the CSI.

	- A sparkling wit and a body to die for. What about her?

	- She’s filed a complaint. 

	- Alleging I was smarter than her and disgraced her in front of her colleagues?

	- Unprofessional conduct.

	- Is that a thing in this day and age? I’m shocked. Should I go and see her, mansplain how the world works? 

	- Don’t stir things up, boss.

	Exasperation was a tone in Bibby’s voice, now. Never noticed that before, Watts thought. Have to watch out for it.

	- Is the door-to-door finished?

	- No, top floor to do.

	- Forked stick, that—best view but furthest away. May have seen something but thought it was a Kabuki show. Unimportant.

	The pregnant static again. Watts thought he could hear whale-song moaning in the silence, almost but not quite in auditory reach.

	- Is that it? Are you going home?

	- Soon.

	- No such word, son. There’s Now and Then. The only two tenses you’ll ever need. 

	The whale-song ended with a click and Watts felt himself expanding into the present, what he’d called the Now. The road before him unwinding like a snake. His hands gripping the faux-leather of the steering wheel as if it offered security where in fact none existed: there was no protection from the side-swiping lorry, the icy tarmac, the drunken pedestrian. No security at all in this world.

	Had he meant it? Only the Present and the Past? No Future. At least none that could be grasped or seen or described. 

	And because there was no Future, there was nothing to be afraid of. Events happened in the Now and all of a sudden they were in the Then. Anticipation was a fool’s game, intended to trick people into hope of betterment. The world was full of Cassandras offering prophecies they knew to be true but no one believed. Wasn’t he in their ranks? Here, take this villain and prosecute him to the maximum extent of the law, because I know that unless incarcerated he will do it again. I offer this protection, if you believe me. 

	And no one believed him, because in effect he had no protection to offer.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	ALTHOUGH HIS HOUSE was a mile and a half from the sea, the warp and weft of the prevailing air currents brought its wintry stink to his front door. Every time he arrived home and opened his car door he was reminded he was elsewhere, Down South, a foreign land where millions of litres of vicious water stood at bay, held back only by a lingering respect for civilization. It was the concrete, he reminded himself. Paradise paved. He was like Bibby, a creature of land, the sea merely a destination to be indulged in for two weeks every year when his father packed the Jag and told him to sit on the back seat and be quiet—they were going to Rhyl, and he would enjoy it.

	He took a microwave lasagne from the freezer—20% beef!—and set the timer to nuke. He’d missed the national news and the local station was doing its round-up of court cases, accidental deaths and domestic gas explosions. A brief mention of the dead girl, no coverage of his dazzling media briefing. The weather was shit and would continue to be shit for several days, with occasional periods of non-shit.

	Anticipating an early night, he turned off the TV and stared into the darkness, reliving the morning’s scene. Men’s violence against women didn’t surprise him these days—he knew enough men to recognise their incoherence in the face of their own irrationality. Was there a DNA strand that was too tightly wound, or were the two extra chromosomes that separated men from chimps degraded, misfiring? His father had once told him he’d hit his mother a glancing blow, and that was why she’d left. It was a late attempt at honesty, trying to build a bridge while he was on his death-bed. But it left Watts with an urgent need to define a glance when attached to a blow: barely touching, the softest of slaps, the wrist bent? Or a creditable swipe that caught her off-balance and hurtling towards the corner of the marble mantelpiece?

	He never saw her again. She left while he was at boarding school and didn’t say goodbye. His father turning up in the Jag for the Christmas break, the back seat containing a dark-eyed Labrador puppy intended as a peace offering but which acted as if it had been taken hostage.

	Talia called as he was running a bath.

	- Thought I’d remind you it’s my birthday tomorrow, she said. What’s my surprise?

	- That’s the kind of question you never ask a man.

	- Why not?

	- You’ll make him lie, even if he doesn’t want to.

	- So you forgot.

	- Women’s greatest gift is the ability to infer the worst from a neutral sentence.

	- We’re like chess computers—we sift through the context to arrive at a logical conclusion.

	- Where are you?

	- Nice change of subject. Are you going to ask me what I’m wearing next?

	- It’s more fun for me to guess.

	- Is that the bath I hear in the background?

	- You should come over and smell the scented crystals.

	He felt rather than heard the slightest hesitation, a glitch in her fluency.

	- It’s too late now, she said, and he knew lateness wasn’t the reason. As an excuse it was immature, not fully developed. Ad hocness in its true form.

	As so often when he felt his link to her slipping away, he resorted to self-aggrandisement.

	- Just as well, he said. Caught a big case today. Huge. Earth-shattering. Crowned heads will tumble.

	- That girl?

	- She may be That Girl to you, but she was someone’s daughter, sister or possibly mother. How do you know about it?

	- Gossip in the office. Sounds horrible. Not surprised you want a bath.

	- Is that a professional recommendation?

	- Don’t start that again, Walter.

	- Innocent question.

	- Nothing you say or do is innocent. Talk to you soon.

	The dead air in his hand again, the echo of a person’s voice no longer communicating by sound waves but by an absence of empathy.

	Tell you what, he thought. I’ll fucking go out.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	SLOWLY ACHIEVING FULL-TILT again, the hotels and pubs in Porthaven were like punch-drunk boxers gradually getting to their feet, grabbing the ropes, focusing on the opponent, not sure where they were or what they were supposed to be doing.

	- Twice in a week, Raythebarman said. New record. Usual?

	- Am I not a creature of habit?

	With nothing to do but clean during Lockdown, the landlord of The Fiddler’s Arms kept the place looking like a furniture showroom. Ash-trays sparkled. Fake leather benches gleamed with invitation. The carpet seemed to have been re-threaded. Had there been a spittoon, Watts thought, you could have dined from it.

	Most regulars knew his job and wanted no part of it. Kept a precautionary distance in case any of their casual villainy became suddenly apparent and he whisked them off in handcuffs.

	But there’s always an exception, a star-fucker. Dave Probert, wild of eye, slack of jaw, the kind of cunning intelligence that suspected he was brighter than most but was merely obsessive and gifted with a long memory. As if hot-wired to the police recruitment office he had known who Watts was the first time he walked through the pub’s door. Also, there’d been a small piece in the local rag with his photo and title. Watts tried not to resent it, a pub was a public house, after all, but separating work from real life was a job in itself without his efforts being trashed by a long-nosed extrovert.

	He sat down facing Watts, who tried to make him disappear by failing to acknowledge his presence. A wasted effort as Probert had long since learned to ignore others’ avoidance tactics.

	- As I see it, Probert said, his lips wet, it’s too soon to open everything. The beach and so on. Taking a risk being here, me. In the endangered category. Not old, of course. Health. Insoluble health problems.

	- Logorrhoea? 

	- You and your big words.

	- Though not many of them. 

	- Lung issues. Smoker for twenty years. They say the lungs clear up when you stop but I’ve not been stopped long enough, have I?

	- Doesn’t seem to have affected your vocal cords.

	- Just lucky.

	- Well, must be moving on.

	- Joker, you’ve just sat down. Always in a hurry. Is it your job? Got to get those clearance rates up …

	- Here’s a health diagnosis for you: too much TV. 

	- Besides, you haven’t finished your drink.

	Watts closed his eyes and leaned back, felt the hard button-back leather against his spine. He’d wanted to get out of the house in order to avoid the pressure of his thoughts. Now he wanted solitude so he could examine them. Perhaps he could only function when multi-tasking under pressure. Given space and freedom there was nowhere to escape from. Put him in a cage and he began planning his getaway. The problem was, any institution was eventually a cage. Work. Marriage. Girlfriend. 

	Probert was still talking, ignoring Watts’ psychic absence from the conversation.

	- That wasteland’s a menace anyway. Was a bombsite, you know. Germans letting bombs drop anywhere on their way home, so they’d have the juice to make it. Nothing here worth bombing, was there? One exploded, took years to check for others. No one wanted the land. Just in case another went off. Now it’s dog-shit and kids selling dope. Council’s given up on it. They were going to make it into a car park for the shops but couldn’t find the dosh. More trouble than it’s worth. I hear they sold it but nothing’s happening. Availability of land in that location, someone was bound to take the risk.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WATTS WOKE FUR-TONGUED and with no idea where he was or the time of day. A stab of fear ran through him momentarily, his brain struggling to orient itself in time and space. 

	A vague memory of an argument, standing outside the pub shouting at someone about football. The need to ban all team sports because of the tribalism it bred.

	Had a punch been thrown?

	He opened his eyes and moved his jaw experimentally—no pain. He flexed his fingers—no bruising. So, a nightmare? Or a memory surfacing from his alien past, a history he still couldn’t believe he’d endured?

	Crawling from bed he allowed himself a glance at the clock. Only half an hour late, he could weather that. He was an important man with things to do and could run his own timetable.

	The balm of a warm shower, beginning to feel human again, despite evidence to the contrary. Running his hands over the loose flab of his belly, now beginning to overhang the flat of his pelvis. Would it ever be taut again, or was that it for good, terminally condemned to rotund middle-age, the grey hair lodged in the plug hole, the haemorrhoids, the memory lapses … ?

	He remembered with a spasm the conversation with Talia the night before. Her birthday today, an expectation of something … a present? A simple recognition that she existed, and had put in the hard slog of another year. Celebrations of birthdays—and Christmas, and Easter, and all stations in-between—had always been difficult for him. He couldn’t fake the necessary bonhomie, the appreciation of someone else’s good fortune. It was easier to pretend to forget, send an apologetic card afterwards. Talia said that was his signature behavioural indicator—delayed acknowledgement.

	Well, it was learned the hard way. Give away your feelings too early at school and you became the focus of concentrated spite. The worm in the underpants. The salt in the tea. The graffiti in the toilets. 

	You soon learned to affect cool, the lack of an emotional repertoire. 

	And now, he thought, he was Talia’s project. Unsatisfied at work—child protection was never fun—she saw him as an adult in need, ready to be opened up like a fig, pried apart to reveal the squishy pink flesh inside. 

	No longer pink. Barely even flesh.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	BIBBY WAS IN front of his computer, biting his nails.

	- Front and centre, Watts said, moving on to his office, the familiar despondent lair: the stacks of files on the floor. A clean shirt waiting to be ironed on the back of a chair. A half-eaten packet of Walkers Salt and Vinegar crisps shedding crumbs like mouse droppings on his keyboard.

	- Close the door behind you.

	- What’s up, boss?

	- Any movement on the autopsy? 

	- Still too soon. They’re backed up.

	- Porthaven suddenly become Chicago in the 30s? Dead bodies littering the streets? 

	Bibby shrugged. 

	- Difficult time. Covid going away but still causing problems. How many waves do we need?

	Watts thought twice before speaking—remembered Bibby’s mother had died of the virus less than a month ago. Refused the vaccine on religious grounds: I don’t believe in it.

	- Nothing from the scientists? Or the nerds?

	- No fingerprints on the phone. Still working on unlocking it. Thumbprint didn’t unlock it, wanted a code too. 

	- Picky for a young girl. Things to hide, maybe.

	- They’ll get in eventually. Science.

	Watts sat down behind his desk, glanced at the open office beyond the glass, the bowed heads studiously pursuing crime like Medieval monks hunting down heresy. Where was murder now in the rankings? Had it overtaken apostasy? Taking the Lord’s name in vain? Spitting on the pavement? 

	- How’re they doing? he said, nodding towards the men and women outside.

	- In what way?

	- Spirit. Morale. Commitment.

	- Same as usual.

	- Pity, Watts said. I expected more. Tell me, you’re out in the desert, about to fight a battle where you’re outnumbered by a factor of, oh, a hundred. You’re hot and hungry and haven’t drunk water for two days. Your boss leads you over a hill and lo and behold, you’ve arrived at an oasis. Palm trees. Munching camels. Bearded men looking at you suspiciously. You’re desperate for water, so what do you do?

	- Is this a joke, boss?

	- Put yourself in that place, how do you manage to drink?

	- If I’m that hot and bothered and haven’t drunk for two days, I’d probably run in with my mouth open. Wouldn’t you?

	Watts opened his desk diary.

	- Not a biblical scholar then, Bibby. Ironically named, perhaps.

	- What do you mean?

	- One of God’s recruitment processes to ensure Gideon hired only the best fighters. Only those who drank by cupping their hands to bring water up to their mouths were cautious enough to be hired. You had to be suspicious to survive.

	- So I’d be sacked because I’m not suspicious? 

	- We’re all easily fooled when we want to be, aren’t we? We take fifty per cent of the blame. 

	- What’s all this got to do with the dead girl?

	- I’m working on the metaphor. Not got it yet. But God didn’t want Gideon to take all his ten thousand men into the battle—kept saying it was too many. Whittled them down to three hundred. Then Gideon used tactics to win the battle, not brute force. That’s what we’re after, Bibby. Good tactics. One of those bright sparks out there will give us a clue—or maybe you’ll do it yourself—and we’ll defeat the forces of darkness. Otherwise known as the murdering bastard who did for that poor girl.

	- I had to use twenty men on the door-to-door yesterday. The Force Support Group.

	- Always exceptions to a life-lesson, Bibby. Always exceptions. Sit down a minute.

	Bibby sat in the wooden chair, leaning forward with his elbows on Watts’ desk. His face was almost handsome, almost horse-like, depending on the light and his expression. When his features were still he looked like a young Henry Fonda, but as soon as he spoke the large muscles of his jaw and the sudden protuberance of his exophthalmic eyes reminded Watts of Frankenstein’s monster, as if he were unused to conversation and had to work hard to mimic what it looked like.

	- In your research so far, Watts said, have you come across anything related to ownership of the wasteland?

	- No one’s come forward. We’ve been assuming it was Council ground. Nothing to say otherwise.

	- Why should the Council be the owners?

	- Developers tend to act quick, don’t they? If they have it, they build on it. That’s what happened in my neck of the woods, anyway. The Council takes years to do anything, if they even bother.

	- Not sure that’s true, Bibby. The owners could have sat on it too, waiting for house prices to go up. So investigation’s called for. Find out if the Council is the proprietor of that fine example of landscape, and if so, ask what plans they have for it.

	Bibby seemed reluctant to go.

	- Have I been unclear? Watts said. Do I need to sign a chitty for work to be achieved?

	- Procedural question, Bibby said. Are we assuming the location of the dead body is important?

	- In an ideal world, it wouldn’t be. The solution would be revealed to us as if in a lucid dream. But tragically, no, we’re not there yet. We need to investigate by asking questions. What’s your point?

	- Two things. First, relations with the Council. Asking whether they own the land might be misinterpreted. An accusation.

	- True. Do I give a shit? And your second issue?

	- Wasteland is wasteland, just somewhere to drop something you don’t want. A question of resources, boss. We’ve already searched it thoroughly. The team’s pretty stretched.

	Watts smiled. 

	- Good. I want it to stretch until it twangs. Was the poor girl found under the pier? No. Was she found on the municipal golf course, sheltered in the bunker next to the ninth green? No. Was she dumped outside St Mary’s Hospital, in that narrow lane where you can drop patients off before finding a parking space two miles away? No. She was dumped with a telephone in her mouth, staring up at the stars that were now lost to her sight. That was a sign. Everything is a sign, Bibby. Read The Name of the Rose and get back to me. You still here?

	Bibby left.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE CALL CAME just after eleven. Watts straightened the papers on his desk, put a pen back in the black Playboy mug, closed the clam-shell of his laptop and stood up. 

	Frog’s office was a mirror of his own, if more ordered—desk in the same place relative to the window, grey metal filing cabinets against the facing wall, red plastic desk-tidy by his left hand, fewer pieces of A4 in it than his own. Lacks character, Watts thought. Reflection of the man. The view was better, though: a school playing field, two sets of goalposts just visible in the grey light. Nice to be able to look out of a window and watch nippers running back and forth, short-legged, no sense of structure, the 4-2-4 as alien to them as a circuit diagram.

	- Know what this is? Frog said, his face a mask of bureaucratic duty, the fixed ridges of his hair vibrating in sympathy. 

	- You call, I answer. Haven’t looked into it any further than that.

	- Don’t give me that, Watts. Your spies will have told you by now. Your conduct has been called into question. The word unprofessional has been uttered not unadjacent to your name.

	- I never touched her. That dick-pic was a mistake, meant for my aunty Sheila.

	- Her name is Julia Byrne. I wouldn’t mess with her. She wants it known by your senior staff that you came close to ruining her crime scene—the dead girl, in case you’re still in denial—and abusing her own professionalism.

	- This come through channels? 

	- The only channel that matters—me. 

	- So it’s not official.

	- It can be, depending on how you handle this conversation.

	- Personally I think it’s going very well. Am I suspended?

	Frog’s eyes were drawn to the playing fields beyond his window. No children out there currently, not a games day, perhaps. All inside, trying to catch up on what they’d missed in the last year, forever a physical year ahead of the syllabus but a mental year in arrears. That was bound to screw them up, Watts thought. 

	- I’m taking you off the case, Frog said. I know you’re the SIO on it but we’ll manage. Let things calm down. Give peace a chance and all that. Not a suspension per se. 

	Watts wondered whether he felt offended or hurt but couldn’t find either emotion in him. 

	Frog’s eyes had returned from the grim vista outside and were weighing him up. He’s doing his leadership thing, Watts thought. Making a decision in sight of a junior officer. No good doing leadership if it’s not appreciated. Napoleon on a hill, surrounded by generals, arm in his jacket feeling for the swelling in his heart as it responds to the loving admiration his decisive actions have wrought.

	- That it, then? he asked.

	Frog suddenly in action, reaching for one of the pieces of A4 in his red desk-tidy. Passed it to Watts’ reluctant hand. Some kind of official notice. He didn’t read it; folded it, put it in his pocket.

	Frog ignored the dismissal of his bureaucracy.

	- Sideways move consonant with your skill-set.

	- Goat-herd?

	- Council’s new wheeze. Might have heard of it. It’s all the rage. They’re setting up a private company to build houses. 

	- And that’s our business?

	- Community outreach. They reached out for our help with security issues.

	- Have they built anything yet?

	- Plans are being laid. That’s why they’re talking to us now. Build in the security before it’s too late. Where to put the nightwatchmen’s brazier. How many portaloos to have on-site. Creating a neighbourhood watch. All that good stuff. Perfect for you and your highly-trained eye.

	- How long?

	- The good thing is, they’re subsidising your pay. Helps us out. If I put you on leave to consider the error of your ways, you’d get paid, we get zilch in return, other than the hearty thanks of Ms Byrne. Which is a cheque I can’t cash. This way, double bang for the buck. You’re out of her hair for a while and you improve our image in the community.

	- Not sure I’m the man for that job, Mr French.

	- In an ideal world, perhaps not. But burglars can’t be choosers, can they? I’ll take it, and I suggest you do too.

	- Do I get an office with a view?

	Frog couldn’t resist a sideways glance that almost throbbed with longing, the great outdoors seeming to call to his atavistic self. He dragged his vision back and looked at Watts directly for the first time. He seemed tired.

	- You’ll be working over there pro tem. Sweet talk them. Must have plenty of empty rooms in that fuck-off big building.

	- When?

	- I’d suggest this afternoon. I’m told there’s a meeting it’d be advantageous for you to attend. I’ll tell Bibby where we’re at. I gather he’s been doing most of the grunt work anyway so far, is that right?

	- Apprentices traditionally start at the bottom.

	A sly grin creased Frog’s face. 

	- But unlike some, they don’t traditionally work their way down, do they?

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	BACK IN HIS office, Frog’s last line still drumming his synapses, meant for him, obviously, Watts examined his desk drawers and cupboards to see if there was anything he should be taking with him. He found a few evidence bags, an A4 pad of lined paper, his Playboy mug and a hard lump of Blu-tack he thought might come in useful if he was ever dragooned into a planning meeting and had to stick a chart to a wall. 

	He wondered what Frog was getting out of the move. He did nothing without a motive, and keeping the CSI off his back hardly counted. Besides, this kind of move was beyond unusual. Watts was experienced, successful, knew his way around the town. Plus, he had imagination, something Frog lacked. He was nothing but pragmatic, in the same way as a cat would eat potatoes if nothing else was offered. Don’t give me excuses, just nourish me.

	Now he would have to draft someone in to take Watts’ place. There was no one else senior enough in Porthaven—he’d have to go further afield, call on old relationships, cash in one of his IOUs. He wouldn’t like that. 

	So what was the real reason?

	Watts checked his emails one last time, then rang Bibby, who appeared in his doorway five seconds later as if he’d been waiting for the summons.

	- Anything on the wasteland? Watts asked. Council cooperative?

	- Gave me the runaround, then I talked to a man who thought I was something stuck to the bottom of his shoe. 

	- So nothing concrete.

	Bibby shook his head.

	- Right, get your sandwich and we’ll go and wait them out.

	- I thought …

	- What? Frog been in touch already? Quick off the mark, the little bugger. Well I don’t start till this afternoon, so let’s make good use of what’s left of the morning. Then this afternoon you can ignore anything I say. More than you already do.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE OLD COUNCIL buildings—largely nineteenth century stone with some modern add-ons—had been knocked down and replaced by a three-storey glass office that ran for a hundred yards either side of the main entrance. It was now called the Town Hall, presumably because the word ‘council’ sounded too bureaucratic, too redolent of the old Stalinist regime that had held sway in the town since the 1980s. The foyer was busy with posters and overhead signs and citizens moving around, seemingly turned into zombies by information overload.

	- Planning, Watts said eventually to the woman behind a glass partition. Anyone we can talk to from Planning?

	- Do you want an application form? Or is it about enforcement? Or is it a question of policy? Or heritage?

	- Possibly all of the above. Is there a single point of contact, like a knowledgeable person we can talk to in real time?

	- I’ll see.

	She retreated to a desk and made a phone call, then came back.

	- Someone will be here shortly.

	Watts and Bibby moved away; a queue had formed behind them already. They sat on a wooden bench.

	- Plain sailing so far, Watts said. Relatively speaking.

	- Look at their website, Bibby replied bitterly. An A to Z of wokeness. 

	- Fascist tendencies emerging, Bibby?

	- Just tired of it all, boss. Treading on the wrong people’s feet. Saying a wrong word. Sustainability grants. Recycling workshops. Adult Literacy coupons. Swear to God I’m living in the wrong century.

	- I’m your exemplar, I take it.

	- Just one instance of it. You didn’t do anything wrong but she’s got a bug up her arse about something.

	- Not your view yesterday morning.

	- Before it all blew up, wasn’t it? 

	Watts had a thought.

	- Worried about the next bugger in? Taking over? Not having my leadership and supervisory skills?

	- Hawkins. Never heard of him. Probably not local.

	Watts nodded slowly.

	- They call him Hardman Hawkins.

	Bibby’s head jerked up.

	- Do they?

	- No, I just made it up for a laugh. I haven’t heard of him either. So laugh, then.

	The clip of heels across the tiled floor. Watts and Bibby looked up. A young woman, wavy red hair held off her face by a cream barrette, stern black-framed glasses, business suit. White shirt with an upturned collar on one side, downturned on the other. A clothing misfire she was unaware of and, he thought, would berate herself for later. Also, an expression of forced interest—Watts recognised it.

	He stood up, introduced himself. Used the formal titles for himself and for Bibby. She looked as though she might respect a sign of authority. 

	She made a note of their names in a black binder bearing the Council’s crest, then told them she was Vivienne Moore. Throughout, she eyed them as though suspicion was her default mode.

	- Somewhere we can talk? Watts said: she was unaware that bureaucracy and getting around it were his specialist subjects. Suspicious stares meant nothing to him.

	- There’s a room over here, she said, turning before she’d finished the sentence. Bibby gave him the raised eyebrows behind her back.

	Across the foyer, down a short corridor, into a glass-walled room that smelled of stale coffee. They sat on grey chairs with metal legs and faced each other across a wooden table. A plate of soft biscuits on a round tray taunted them. 

	- A question of ownership, Ms Moore. Dead body found yesterday on a parcel of wasteland. Not so much a parcel, more of a postage stamp, a scrap, a handkerchief. 

	- I saw the news this morning. Poor girl.

	Watts looked at Bibby with interest.

	- It was on the news? 

	- Local breakfast, he said. You in all your glory. I think Frog pushed a few levers.

	- Nice to have been informed. Anyway, Vivienne, Viv, do you know the land of which we speak? And do you know the status of its ownership?

	- My boss is looking into it. We can’t confirm or deny anything at this stage.

	- You’re a woman after my own heart—ambiguity is the spice of life, isn’t it? When will you or he or she be able to confirm or deny something? Best guess?

	- After we’ve finished looking into it.

	- I see the logic in that. Unassailable. 

	He leaned towards her.

	- You have to take into account, of course, that this is a murder inquiry. It’s not a request for planning permission, to be dealt with at your leisure. There’s a speed requirement involved. I know you work for the Council, but you are aware of the meaning of the word speed, I take it?

	- There’s no need to be snippy.

	- On the contrary, if I or my boss conclude that you and your boss are acting with the speed of an Arctic glacier—as currently seems likely—then snippiness will be the least of your worries. Who is your boss, by the way?

	- The head of the Major Projects team. You wouldn’t know her.

	- That would be Felicity Gable, then. Oh, have I surprised you?

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	OUTSIDE BIBBY COULD barely conceal his eagerness.

	- How did you know that, boss?

	- Isn’t this a lovely spot, young Bibby? Look around. Spring is beginning to spring. Weather forecast completely wrong again. I think I’ll take a walk. I have to be back here at two o’clock anyway to begin my new apprenticeship. Go and eat your sandwich.

	Bibby seemed more long-faced than usual, hands in the pockets of his overcoat, flapping them as if he might take off with enough effort.

	- So that’s it? Ask a few questions and then fuck off? What am I supposed to say to Frog? Or to this new man, Hawkins?

	- Put it all in the policy log, which I’m sure your man Hawkins will ask of you so he can get up to date with our speedy investigation. Leave nothing out, except my occasional sexism, which I seem unable to do anything about. Difficult childhood, you know.

	He walked down the street, heading in the general direction of the sea. He felt salt air on his face. He imagined he could hear the sound of children frolicking in the sand, the thwack of a beach ball. The town became busier the closer you got to the sea-front, and he needed people and crowds now. No tourists to speak of yet, but humans nonetheless, office workers, shop assistants, lawyers, nurses, people in whose proximity he could briefly lose himself and forget the knowledge of how screwed up he’d become.

	So who set this up? he wondered. He’d received an email from Frog before he left the office telling him to report to Major Projects, run by his wife. She would give him his instructions. In fact, Watts had already known she ran Major Projects. He knew a lot about her, knew her intimately, because she was the woman he’d been cheating on Talia with for the last two months, and who used her maiden name at work to avoid any accidental or embarrassing reference to her husband. 

	So was Frog having a laugh at his expense? Had he surmised something about them? Or had Felicity asked to have him assigned to her fiefdom for reasons of her own? 

	In either case: Why?

	What was either of them playing at?

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A LIFT TOOK him up three flights, into air that smelled as though it had been passed through carbolic soap before being rendered fit to be ingested by humans. At this elevated level, all sound was muffled—carpets on the floor, bright African textiles hanging on the walls, people walking with quiet purpose from office to office like pieces on a sadistic giant’s chessboard.

	He’d been given directions but he saw Felicity as soon as the lift doors opened. He wouldn’t have said she was waiting for him, exactly, but she took his arm and walked him down the corridor as if she had plans for him. She was his height, with dark hair that was always sculpted, a clever, feline woman in her mid-forties whom he’d first met when her husband took his post and a small gathering was organised to welcome him. She’d looked him over coolly and hadn’t spoken to him again that night. Two months ago they’d met again, at a charity function, and she’d set about seducing him immediately, which both took him by surprise and shocked him: he wasn’t the kind of man who was used to being seduced, or even noticed by women. Their gaze never lingered on him, they rarely smiled at him with their eyes. He’d had to work hard to get close to Talia but Felicity was a force of sexuality he’d never encountered before, and found himself responding to without resistance.

	She opened a door and pushed him inside, glancing back down the corridor before closing the door on them.

	- What’s going on? he said. Does Frog know something?

	- I’ve told you not to call him that, she said, and he realised she was worried, even nervous. This has been dumped on me the same as you. He didn’t even tell me. Not that we’re talking much these days.

	Always unwilling to hear what was said between his boss and his mistress, Watts maintained a conspiratorial silence. 

	- Try to be professional, she said. Most of them know who I’m married to, but they won’t know he’s your boss. If anyone asks, we’re casual acquaintances.

	- You don’t call, you don’t write …

	- Stop it, Walter. I’m not in the mood.

	- You’re in a mood of some kind. Your assistant knows I know you, incidentally.

	- Vivienne’s about as perceptive as that table. Don’t worry about it.

	What he’d liked most about her was the difference between her staid public demeanour—as if she were mimicking her husband’s ramrod piety—and her behaviour in the bedroom. He’d thought of her as being uncaged. She exhausted him within half an hour. The excitement of having someone else’s wife behave like that with him both stirred and enervated him. It was almost like being in physical danger.

	Seeing her fraught and nervous gave him an insight he hadn’t wished for and wanted to reject. He didn’t want this version of her—he wanted the version he’d learned to handle.

	- What should I know about this meeting? he said. 

	- Just keep quiet and listen. This is exactly not the right time for you to get involved. I don’t know what Anthony was thinking.

	So it wasn’t her idea, he thought. They were both being manipulated.

	- What do you think Frog’s up to? he asked. Does he know?

	- I’m not sure, damn it. My instincts are shot to hell. My father’s ill, Anthony’s being a bear and … and there are pressures.

	- You could tell me—

	- No, I can’t tell you anything because it’s complicated. Listen, in that room there are going to be people from different departments in the Council. Major Projects pools information and talent and then works out how best to screw up. Please try not to point out the obvious flaws, they’ll emerge eventually and we’ll deal with them. 

	- What’s the subject of discussion?

	- Oh, please don’t show any interest—that would kill me. I know your heart’s not in this, Walter, it’s just a job, so don’t try any of your high-handed moralising or man-of-the-people shit. Not today.

	- As induction briefings go, this is by far the most illuminating. I’m uber-excited to be part of this ground-breaking team of all the talents.

	- That’s my boy. That’s the kind of language they’ll eat up. Just don’t let the mask slip.

	- They wouldn’t like what’s underneath?

	- You’re catching on. Let’s go.
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