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One

The first time she had taken off her clothes for him, he had told her she was perfect: not meaning to, not able to stop the word escaping. Perfect. He had met her at a dance two months before and now he pictured her not far from the hospital, occasionally glancing at her watch as she drank a second glass of wine, waiting.

Perfect.

‘You look more dead than alive.’ The words snapped him back to where he was, the staff nurse facing him, one hand pulling at her uniform where it had bunched above her belt.

‘Thanks,’ Fletcher said.

Sarah Leonard smiled. ‘The new admission . . .’ she began.

Fletcher blinked, willing himself to concentrate. He had slept three hours out of the last twenty-four, eleven from the past seventy-two and he thought he might be delirious.

‘Probably a stroke,’ Sarah was saying. ‘Neighbour alerted the police. He’d been on his kitchen floor for two days.’

‘How old?’

‘Seventy?’

‘I’ll clerk him in the morning.’

‘He’s going to need fluids. You’ll have to put in a Venflon tonight.’

‘You could do that yourself.’

‘You know as well as I do it’s against policy.’

Fletcher smiled. ‘I won’t tell.’

She gave him the smile back a little with her eyes. Somewhere along the ward, a patient was breaking one hacking cough upon the back of another. Nearby, a youth with stitches latticed across his face was silently crying. Calls of ‘Nurse!’ rose and fell like a litany.

‘Very well, staff,’ said Fletcher with mock solemnity.

‘Thank you, doctor.’ She waited for him to move then fell into step beside him.

The patient lived alone on the twelfth floor of a tower block and it had taken two ambulance men and one police officer to get him down the stairs after the lift had jammed. Now he lay on his back beneath blankets, his face grey, legs and ankles swollen. He had to weigh close to seventeen stone.

Fletcher slapped the inside of the man’s forearm with the back of his own fingers, searching for a vein. It wasn’t only the excessive fat that was a problem: there were hypothermia, shock.

‘He’s peripherally shut down,’ Fletcher said, turning over the arm.

Sarah nodded, watching the needle, waiting to apply the necessary pressure higher up.

‘I’ll try the back of the hand,’ Fletcher said.

He opened his eyes wide and then narrowed them, focusing down. The point of the needle punctured the edge of the vein and passed through.

‘Shit!’

He steadied himself and prepared to try again. Behind them, the screaming that had started several minutes ago showed no signs of stopping.

‘Can you manage?’ Sarah asked.

‘Does it look like it?’

Quickly, she applied a tourniquet and left him to it. Fletcher succeeded in finding the vein this time, but was slow in releasing the tourniquet and blood jumped back before he could close off the end of the cylinder. A fine spray speckled his hands and the front of his white jacket and now a puddle was seeping through the top blanket.

He passed Sarah on her way back to the bed. ‘A thousand ml of natural saline over twenty-four hours,’ he said, not breaking his stride.

‘Where are you going?’ Sarah asked over her shoulder.

‘Off duty.’

She picked up the bloodied needle from where he had let it fall beside the patient’s arm and, shaking her head, deposited it in the sharps disposal. The blankets were slowly staining a deeper red and would need changing. Without seeming hurried, Sarah finished setting up the drip.

Fletcher bent low over the sink and splashed cold water up into his face. In the mirror he looked like someone who habitually spent long hours underground. He knew that if he didn’t shave, his stubble would score Karen’s skin raw but it seemed more important to get there before she grew tired of waiting. He would phone as he left the hospital and tell her that he was on his way.

He cupped his hands beneath the tap a final time, combed his fingers through his tangle of dark hair and pulled on a padded blue anorak over his doctor’s coat.

For a change the telephone near the exit wasn’t already in use, but in Karen’s shared house nobody was picking up and answering. After a dozen rings he gave up and hurried up the stairs towards the upper level, fitting the headphones from his Walkman over his ears as he climbed. He pushed through the first set of double doors on to the pedestrian bridge as the duet from the final act of Manon was beginning. The bridge arched over the ring road midway between the underpass and the flyover, linking the hospital with the university and the residential areas that closed around it.

Fletcher immediately identified the familiar smell of rubber that rose from the floor, although the personal stereo, turned up high, kept out the squeak of his shoes as he walked. The air was always stale, the warmth trapped in at either end, no matter the outside temperature.

He walked unsteadily, hands jammed down into his pockets, weaving slightly like someone the worse for drink. The lights of cars moving fast down hill, south from the city, blistered through the wired glass. Here and there, the sides had been flyposted, advertising social events, political meetings, a pram race along the canal.

Fletcher sang along with the music, suddenly energetic and off-key. If things worked out with Karen, he’d get tickets for Opera North next month and bribe himself a couple of evenings off. If things worked out . . . Unobserved, the door giving access to the steps up from the street swung open at his back.

Fifteen yards from the far side and he had still not heard the accelerated tread of soft-soled shoes in his wake. Strange that he was thinking, not of Karen, but of Staff Nurse Sarah Leonard’s half-smiling, half-accusing eyes, when finally he realized he was not alone. A quick reflection glimpsed in the glass door before him and Fletcher turned his head in time for the downward sweep of the blade, illuminated in a fast curve of orange light.

The blow sent him stumbling backwards, losing his footing as he cannoned against the centre of the doors and pitched forward, thinking before the belated sear of pain that he had been punched, not cut. The headphones had fallen from his face and Massenet poured tinnily out. Fletcher raised an open hand to ward off his attacker and the blade sank deep into his palm before swerving clear.

Somehow he got to his feet and began to run. A foot tripped him and his temple smacked against the wired glass, cracking it across. He kicked out, swung into a crouch and blundered through the first pair of doors, within his reach the exit, the steps, the street. His legs went from under him and the side of his face hit the floor with a slap. Through the muffled sound of traffic, he could hear his attacker breathing hard. Not wanting to, he forced himself to turn his head. Through blood he saw black sweater, balaclava, black gloves. Movement. Fletcher screamed and on his hands and knees he tried to crawl away. The blade cut into his thigh and began to slice towards the knee.

Karen Archer upended the empty bottle into the waste bin in the corner of her room and fingered the portable TV set off. By the time she had got downstairs to the phone, whoever had been calling had rung off. It could have been Tim, wanting to tell her he was on his way, apologizing yet again for being delayed.

‘Go out with a houseman,’ one of her medical student friends had said, ‘and that’s what you get.’

‘What?’

‘Not a lot.’ Laugh. Except that it wasn’t.

The last time Tim Fletcher had been round he had been fast asleep within ten minutes; she had pulled off the rest of his clothes, tucked the duvet round and sat cross-legged beside him, wearing two extra sweaters and reading Eliot. He hadn’t been a lot of fun either.

Karen took a pack of cigarettes from the back of her underwear drawer, failed to find a box of matches and put the pack back again. She didn’t need one. If that had been Tim on the phone, he might be on his way.

She pulled on her ankle-length suede boots and took down from behind the door the camel coat her aunt had thoughtfully found in an Oxfam shop in Richmond. Pocketing her keys, she headed down the stairs, automatically stepping over the one with the missing tread. If she walked in the direction of the bridge, more than likely she would meet him.


Two

‘Another, Charlie?’

‘Better not.’ Resnick shook his head. ‘Time I was making a move.’

‘Right. Right.’ Frank Delaney nodded understandingly, reached over the bar and poured a fresh Guinness into the detective inspector’s glass.

‘Some of us start earlier than others,’ Resnick said. The clock to the left of the small stage showed the wrong side of midnight.

‘Sure you do,’ Delaney winked. ‘Sure you do. And after tomorrow I needn’t be getting up at all.’ He raised his own glass towards Resnick’s face and smiled. ‘A toast, Charlie. Early retirement.’

The glasses clinked and both men drank, Resnick sparingly.

‘How long is it for you, Charlie?’

‘Retirement?’

‘Can’t be long now.’

‘Long enough.’

It lay ahead of him like some unwelcome sea, something to be swum through every morning, no matter the weather; the same aimless movements, made simply to be doing something, an illusion: either that or you trod water until one day you drowned.

‘Tomorrow morning,’ Frank Delaney said, ‘eleven o’clock. I shall be in the bank in my best suit, shaking hands. Someone will give me a fountain pen with a 24-carat gold nib and not so many minutes later I’ll be walking out of there with a cheque for a million pounds. Not bad, eh, Charlie, for an ignorant son of a bitch like me? Left school at fourteen with the arse hanging out of his trousers. Not bad.’

Resnick sipped at his Guinness and glanced around the room. When Frank Delaney had bought the place – what? Ten years back? More? – it had been little more than four walls and space on the floor for the drunks to fall safely. Frank had brought in carpets and couch seats with dark upholstery, chandeliers and a mishmash of mostly fake Victoriana. At the weekends, he’d instituted Old Time Music Hall and with a little persuasion would get up at the mike himself and lead the patrons through choruses of ‘You Made Me Love You’, ‘Who’s Sorry Now?’

In the week the doors were opened to other things: country and western, poetry and jazz. By this week’s end the developers would be tearing out the inside, stripping it all away. Another office block in the making.

‘We’ve had some good nights here, Charlie.’

Resnick nodded. ‘We have.’

On that stage he had heard some of the best music of his life: David Murray, Stan Tracey – on a cold March evening, Red Rodney, who’d played trumpet with Charlie Parker when little more than a kid, had brought tears of pleasure to Resnick’s eyes and goose pimples to his skin.

‘Have I told you what folk said when I bought this place, Charlie?’

Only a dozen times.

‘They said I’d go bust within a six-month. Bankrupt.’

Delaney laughed and opened another bottle of Newcastle Brown. ‘I’ve shown ’em. Eh?’

Resnick covered his own glass with his hand and stood up. ‘No regrets, then, Frank?’

Delaney gave him a long look across the rim of his glass. ‘A million pound? From nothing, more or less. What have I got to be regretful about?’ He got to his feet and shook Resnick’s hand. ‘Anything else, that’s sentimentality. Won’t even pay the rent.’

Resnick walked through the partly-darkened room towards the door. Sliding back the bolt, turning the heavy key, he let himself out on to the street. Fletcher Gate. Directly across from him a youth wearing baggy jeans and with his shirt sleeves rolled high was vomiting chicken biriani against the brick of the car-park wall. A black and white cab rose up the hill from the station and Resnick thought about hailing it, but realized he was in no great hurry to get home after all.

‘Hey, you!’ the youth opposite called out at him belligerently. ‘Hey, you!’

Resnick slotted his hands into his overcoat pockets and crossed the road at a steep angle, head slightly bowed.

When Resnick had first been a beat copper, walking these streets in uniform, himself and Ben Riley, the winos, the down-and-outs, the homeless had looked away as they passed. A scattering of old men who sat around their bottles of cider, VP wine. Now there were kids who hung around the soup kitchens, the shelters, young enough to have been Resnick’s own. And these thrust out a hand, looked you in the eye.

Eighteen to twenty-six. Smack in the trap. Too many reasons for not living at home, too few jobs, precious little from the state: now they shared Slab Square with the pigeons, sprawled or hunched before the pillars of the Council House, the ornate mosaic of the city’s coat of arms, the pair of polished limousines waiting to carry civic dignitaries to this important function or that.

The more you descended Goose Gate, the less prestigious the shops became. Two sets of lights and you were in the wholesale market, broken crates and discarded dark blue tissue, and beyond that Sneinton, where gentrification was still a word best left to crosswords. Fourteen Across: A process of changing the character of the inner-city.

Before the first of those traffic lights the pavement broadened out and Resnick slowed his step. There were a dozen or more people between the telephone kiosk and the entrance to Aloysius House. Two were in the kiosk itself, keeping warm with the aid of a quarter-bottle of navy rum. This is a dry house read the sign by the entrance. A middle-aged man, wearing the upper half of a grey pin-striped suit and with dark trousers that gaped over pale flanks, leaned back against the wall as he drained a can of Special Brew, shaking the last drops into his mouth.

‘Locked out?’ Resnick asked the nearest of the men.

‘Fuck you!’ the man replied.

Resnick moved closer to the door, brushing against a couple who declined to step aside.

‘Wondered how long it’d be before they sent for you,’ one of them said accusingly.

Resnick’s head turned instinctively from the cheap alcohol on his breath.

‘Sodding copper!’ he explained to his companion.

The second man stared at Resnick, cleared his throat and spat on to the pavement, close between Resnick’s shoes.

‘Need a bloody sight more than you to sort this out,’ called someone. ‘Bastard’s in there with a bastard axe!’

Resnick knocked on the glass of the hostel door. There were two men in the small lobby, one of them sitting on the floor. Resnick took out his warrant card and held it against the glass, motioning for them to let him in.

Inside the dimly lit main room, bodies shifted and snored in the darkness. Here and there Resnick saw the dim glow of a cigarette. From one of the chairs, knees tucked into his chest, someone cried out in a dream.

The woman who had charge of the night shift came towards Resnick from the foot of the stairs. She was wearing a cream-coloured sweater over dark sweatpants, Resnick couldn’t be certain of the colour in that light. Her hair had been pulled up at the sides and sat a little awkwardly, secured by a pair of broad combs, white plastic. She was in her late twenties, early thirties and her name was Jean, Joan, Jeanie, something close. He had been introduced to her once at Central Station, he couldn’t remember exactly when.

‘Inspector Resnick?’

He nodded.

‘Jane Wesley.’

That was it. He thought she was about to offer him her hand, but she thought better of it. She was a well-built woman, tall, five nine or ten, and she had the nervousness in her voice pretty much under control.

‘I didn’t send for you.’

‘I was passing. Quite a crowd you’ve got outside.’

‘They’re all waiting to see what happens before they come back in.’

‘What is going to happen?’

She glanced towards the stairs. ‘That depends.’

‘On what?’

When she grinned, the dimples at the edges of her mouth made her seem much younger, more carefree; the way she was before she got into social sciences and Christianity. ‘On what he does with the meat axe,’ Jane said.

‘What seems to be his plan?’

‘The last I heard, he was threatening to chop his foot off.’

‘Unless?’

‘Unless I stayed on this side of the door.’

‘Which is what you’ve done?’

‘So far.’

‘Sounds reasonable.’

Jane frowned; the dimples were a long time gone. ‘He’s not on his own. There are two others in with him.’

‘Friends?’

She shook her head. ‘Not as far as I know.’

‘Has he threatened to harm them?’

‘Not yet.’

Resnick looked at his watch. It was a quarter to one. ‘Why didn’t you call the station?’

‘I was about to. I think. With the best will in the world, every time somebody steps in here in uniform, we lose somebody else’s trust.’

‘Better than their foot,’ Resnick suggested.

‘Yes.’

‘Besides, I’m not in uniform.’

‘You don’t need to be.’

‘Will you shut up,’ bellowed a voice from the corner, ‘and let me get some sleep!’

Resnick went towards the stairs. ‘Which room?’ he asked.

‘Straight ahead,’ Jane answered. ‘The reading room.’

Resnick depressed the switch for the landing light, but it remained stubbornly off. He knocked on the door and waited: nothing. Knocking again, he identified himself. No response. If there were three people inside and all three of them still alive, they were exhibiting more than usual control. It occurred to him that the excitement might have exhausted them to the point where they had all fallen asleep.

He tried the handle and it turned.

‘All right,’ he called. ‘I’m coming in.’

‘No!’ The muffled voice stretched the word into two syllables.

‘Stand well back,’ Resnick warned.

‘Open that door and I’ll use this fucking thing! Don’t think I’m fucking kidding!’

Resnick went in fast. Several piles of books had been strewn across the floor, mostly discarded paperback westerns and old copies of Reader’s Digest donated by well-wishers. More books, dog-eared, sat on shelves to one side: Leon Uris, Wilbur Smith. Of the three people inside the room, however, none was showing the least interest in reading.

One man, his feet bare within open leather sandals, sat on the floor, a soiled grey blanket with red stitching at the hem, covering his head and shoulders. Another, eyes closed and aimed at the ceiling, sat on a straightbacked chair, hand inside his open fly, thoughtfully masturbating.

The third, narrow-cheeked, grey-haired and bespectacled, stood clutching a butcher’s cleaver threateningly above one foot, from which, as if in preparation, he had pulled off both shoe and sock.

For some moments he didn’t look up at Resnick and then he did.

‘Just heard a kid who thought he’d rediscovered bebop singlehanded,’ Resnick said. The man’s eyes flickered. ‘Bit like hearing somebody fluent in a language they don’t understand.’

The eyes flickered again but aside from that the man didn’t move.

‘Time was,’ Resnick said, ‘you’d have blown him off the stand.’

‘Aye, I daresay.’

‘How about the cleaver?’ Resnick asked, one cautious step closer.

The grey-haired man looked at the blunted blade, then at his foot. ‘Charlie, I think I’ll fucking do it this time. I think I will.’


Three

‘She’s a lovely woman, that.’

‘Jane?’

‘Lovely.’

They were in a cab skirting the Lace Market, passing Ritzy’s on their right. The purple sign still shone above the door, although by now it was all locked up and the last dancers had made their way home. My place or yours? Resnick had been there on a few early, bachelor Saturday nights when it had been, simply, the Palais, and there were still couples quickstepping their way between the jivers. He remembered the women standing alone and sad-eyed at the end of the evening; men who prowled with something close to desperation, anxious to pull someone on to the floor before the last number faded.

‘How old d’you think she is, Charlie? Tell me that.’

‘Around thirty.’

‘Too young for me, then, d’you think?’

Resnick looked at Ed Silver, leaning half against the window, half against the cab’s worn upholstery. His grey hair straggled thinly across his scalp and bunched in snagged folds around his ears, like the wool of an old sheep; one lens of his glasses was cracked and the frames bent where they had been trodden on and twisted not quite straight. His eyes were hooded and watery and refused to focus.

‘No,’ Resnick said. ‘Not a bit of it.’

Ed Silver eased himself further back and smiled.

When Resnick had talked Silver into handing him the butcher’s cleaver and walking peacefully downstairs, Jane Wesley had been grateful and surprised.

‘You know him, don’t you?’ she asked, spooning instant coffee into chipped mugs.

Resnick nodded.

‘But before you went in there? There’s no way you could have known who he was.’

Resnick shook his head, gestured no to milk.

‘I don’t know if I can let him stay. I mean, here, tonight.’

‘He can come home with me.’

Her eyes widened; they were pale blue and seemed the wrong colour for her face. ‘Are you sure?’

Resnick sighed. ‘Just for a bit. While he sorts himself out.’ It wasn’t as if he didn’t see the dangers.

Jane Wesley sipped at her coffee thoughtfully. ‘That might take longer than you think.’

‘Well,’ said Resnick, ‘maybe he’s worth a little time.’ He glanced over to where Silver was sitting in the near dark, fingering the air as if he could turn it into music. ‘Runner up in the Melody Maker poll three years running. Alto sax.’

Resnick put down his mug of coffee, almost untouched, and turned away.

‘When was that?’ said Jane Wesley to his back.

The cab pulled over by a stone wall, a black gate that was in need of fresh paint. Lights showed from one of the upstairs rooms and through the stained glass above the front door, an exercise to deter burglars. Resnick leaned down to the cab window and gave the young Asian driver a five-pound note, waiting for the change. The radio was turned low, an almost endless stream of what the Radio Trent DJ would probably call smooth late-night listening for night-owls.

Ed Silver was steadying himself against the wall, while a large black cat arched its back and fixed him with slanted, yellow eyes.

‘This yours?’ Silver asked.

‘The house or the cat?’

‘Either.’

‘Both.’

‘Huh.’ Silver stood away from the wall and offered a hand towards the cat, who hissed and spat.

‘Dizzy!’ said Resnick reproachfully, opening the gate.

‘There’s one thing I can’t stomach,’ Ed Silver mumbled, following him along the twist of slabbed path, ‘it’s cats.’

Great! said Resnick to himself, turning the key in the lock.

Dizzy slid between his legs and raced for the kitchen. Miles came down the stairs from where he had doubtless been sleeping on Resnick’s bed and purred hopefully. Bud, skinny and timid, backed away at the sight of a stranger, until only the white smudge beside his nose could be seen in the furthest corner of the hall.

‘Christ, Charlie! You’ve got three of the little buggers!’

‘Four,’ Resnick corrected. Somewhere, paw blissfully blindfolding his eyes, Pepper would be curled inside something, anything, sleeping.

‘If I’d known that, I’d never have left the cleaver.’

He made up a bed in the room at the top of the house. It smelt damp, but no worse, Resnick was sure, than his guest had become used to. Even so, he fetched up a small electric fan heater and set it working in one corner. By the time he got back downstairs, Silver had swung his legs up on to the sofa in the living room and seemed sound asleep. Resnick went back and found a blanket, draping it over him, smelling the rancid, sickly-sweet smell of his clothing. Urine and rough red wine. Carefully, Resnick removed Silver’s glasses and set them down on the carpet, where Miles sniffed at them curiously to see if somehow they might be food.

By now it was past two and Resnick was wondering whether he would get any sleep himself at all. In the kitchen he ground coffee beans, shiny and dark, doled out food into the cats’ four coloured bowls, examined the contents of the fridge for the makings of a sandwich.

The last time he had seen Ed Silver he had not long been wearing his sergeant’s stripes. Uniform to CID then back to uniform again: forging a career, following a plan. Silver had been guesting at a short-lived club near the top of Carlton Hill, so far out of the city that few people had found it. When Ed Silver had walked in, instrument cases under both arms, he’d looked around and scowled and called the place a morgue.

The first tune he’d tapped in a tempo that had the house drummer and bassist staring at each other, mouths open. Silver had manoeuvred his alto through the changes of ‘I’ve Got Rhythm’ at breakneck speed, but when he realized the locals were capable of keeping up, he’d let his shoulders sag a little, relaxed and enjoyed himself.

Chatting to Resnick afterwards, rolling cubes of ice around inside a tall glass of ginger ale, he’d talked of his first recording contract in seven years, a tour, later that year, of Sweden and Norway.

‘See,’ he’d said, stretching out both hands. ‘No shakes.’

Then he’d laughed and set the glass on the back of one hand and after a few seconds the ice cubes ceased to chink against the inside.

‘See!’ he’d boasted. ‘What’d I tell you?’

Resnick heard nothing more of him for over a year. There was a paragraph in one of the magazines, suggesting that he’d recorded in Oslo with Warne Marsh, but he never saw the album reviewed, or any announcement of its release. What he did read, near the foot of page two on a slow Saturday in the Guardian, was that Ed Silver had fallen face first from the stage at the Nuffield Theatre, Southampton, suffering concussion and a nose broken in two places.

Someone had done a good job on the nose, Resnick thought, finishing his sandwich, looking over at Ed Silver, fast out on his sofa. It looked to be the part of his face in the best shape.

He went quietly to the stereo and set Art Pepper on the turntable. Midway through ‘Straight Life’, he thought he saw Ed Silver’s sleeping face twist into a smile. As the tune ended, Silver suddenly pushed himself up on to one arm and, eyes still closed tight, said, ‘Charlie? Didn’t you used to have a wife?’ Without waiting for an answer, he lowered himself back down and resumed his sleep.


Four

Karen Archer found Tim Fletcher at around the time Resnick was beginning his walk down through the Lace Market towards Aloysius House. That is, she found something sprawled across the top of the metal steps which led up from the university grounds to the pedestrian walkway; something dark, wedged half-in, half-out of the first set of doors. An old bundle of discarded clothing, bin-liners stuffed with rubbish and dumped. It wasn’t until she was almost at the head of the steps that she realized what was lying there was a person and at first she took it to be a drunk. What told her otherwise was the tubing of a stethoscope protruding from beneath it.

Karen held herself steady against the railing, staring down at the surface of the ring road, rainbowed lightly with petrol. The chipped metal was cold against the palms of her hands, cold on her forehead when she lowered her face against it. When the worst of her panic had passed, when her breathing had finally steadied, only then did she go back to the body. Get closer. Possibly three minutes, four.

She held the door open with her hip and dragged, then pulled, Fletcher inside. No part of him seemed to be moving, other than what she moved for him. As best she could, Karen turned him on to his back and lowered her face until it was close to his; her fingers fidgeted at his wrists, searching for a pulse. She tried not to look at his wounds, along which dark knots of blood had begun to coagulate.

‘Tim!’ She shouted his name as if the force of the cry might waken him. ‘Tim!’

With a soft swoosh an articulated lorry moved beneath the bridge, its lights catching Karen’s face as she stood. Fletcher’s Walkman lay close by the inner door and, irrationally, she stooped to make sure it was in the off position, the battery not wasting.

She hurried through to the hospital, willing her legs to run but getting no response, the squeak, squeak of her trainers on the hard, grooved rubber following her across. She didn’t know whether she was leaving Tim Fletcher alive or dead.

It took several moments for Karen to make clear what had happened, but from there all was quiet speed and efficiency. If the casualty officer who spoke to Karen was surprised, he did nothing to betray it. All she saw of Tim were blankets, a stretcher being wheeled between curtains. All she heard were the same quiet voices. Transfusion. Consciousness. Surgery. They sat her in a corner and gave her, eventually, tea, sweet and not quite warm, in a ribbed and coloured plastic cup.

‘Is he all right?’

‘Try not to worry.’

‘Will he be all right?’

Unhurried footsteps, walking away.

‘God!’ Tim Fletcher had exclaimed, that first time in her room. ‘God!’ Staring at her face, her breasts. ‘You’re perfect!’

‘Miss?’

Karen’s fingers tightened around the cup, glancing up. The police officer had gingery hair and a face that reminded her of her younger brother; he held his helmet against his knee, tapping it lightly, arhythmically, against the blue of his uniform.

‘I was wondering,’ he said, ‘if you might answer a few questions?’

Karen’s chest tightened beneath her purple jumper and she began to cry.

The officer glanced around, embarrassed.

‘Miss . . .’

The crying wasn’t going to stop. He squatted down in front of her, took the cup from her hands and rested it on the floor beside his helmet. In the three months he’d been on the force, Paul Houghton had stepped between four youths squaring up with bottles after closing; he had lifted a panicking three-year-old from a second-floor window and out on to a ladder; close to the end of one shift, he’d followed screams and curses to an alley back of a pub and found a middle-aged man on all fours, the dart that his girlfriend had hurled at his face still embedded, an inch below the eye. In each case, he’d acted, never really stopped to think. Now he didn’t know what to do.

‘It’s okay,’ he said, uncertain, reaching out to pat her hand. She grabbed hold of his fingers and squeezed them hard.

‘Maybe you’d like another cup of tea?’ he suggested.

When she shook her head, Karen’s breath caught and the tears became sobs. Inconsolable. Bubbles appeared at both nostrils and, with his free hand, Paul Houghton fished into his pocket and found a tissue, already matted with use.

‘Here,’ he said, dabbing gingerly.

Heads were turned, staring.

‘Rotten bugger!’ a woman shouted. ‘Leave the girl alone.’

‘Stick ’em in a uniform,’ commented another, ‘and they think they can do as they bloody like!’

‘I’m sorry,’ breathed Karen, using the soiled tissue to wipe round her eyes, finally to blow her nose.

‘S’all right.’

He wasn’t like her brother, Karen thought, looking at him through blurred lashes, he was younger. She felt sorry for him then, beyond the mere platitude, meaning it.

Karen handed him back his scrappy tissue and he stuffed it out of sight, standing. The backs of his legs ached and he wanted to rub them, but didn’t. He took his notebook from his breast pocket.

‘I shall have to ask you some questions,’ he said, blushing.

Resnick had finally got to bed at four and found himself unable to sleep. Miles and Bud were a weight at the bottom of the covers and Ed Silver’s broken snoring filtered up from the floor below, nudging him where he didn’t want to go.

Didn’t you used to have a wife, Charlie?

No cats then and every penny counted. DC’s pay. Elaine had kept the house well, having been the one to see it first, boxed advert in the paper, must be viewed to be appreciated. Walking him round from room to room, hand in his or beneath the arm, guiding. That fireplace, Charlie. Look. Isn’t it wonderful? The mortgage had stretched them fine, his salary and hers; evenings of repapering and painting; front and back garden some nights till dark. Just as well I’m working, Charlie. Without that, I don’t know where we’d be.

Back in Lenton, Resnick’s answer, unspoken, St Anne’s or Sneinton, a two-bedroom terraced with a bricked-in yard and a front lawn you could clip in fifteen minutes with a pair of shears.

Time a-plenty for moving, he might have said. When we need the room.

All that early interest in real estate, it prepared Elaine for the man she was to go off with, eventually, when the tacky weeks of subterfuge were at an end. That Tuesday afternoon when Resnick had driven through Woodthorpe, not his usual route at all, cutting down from Mapperley Plains, he had seen the dark blue Volvo first, parked with its near-side wheels on the kerb, close to the For Sale sign at the gate. A man in a three-piece suit, not tall, keys in hand, walking towards it. And a pace behind him, buttoning up the tailored jacket that she wore for work, Elaine. Still smiling.

How many other empty properties she had visited with her lover, how many evenings she had passed in his Volvo, discreetly parked, Resnick had not wanted to know. Later, all out in the open, in court, nothing left to lose, Elaine had made sure that he did.

Knowing hadn’t meant that he understood. Not exactly, not quite. The mystery of living with someone for so long and never really knowing them, little more than how they like their tea, the wrist on which they wore a watch, which angle they prefer to lie in bed.

Not long ago there had been three letters: the first two close together, the third after a gap of several months. There had been no mistaking the writing and by the time the last arrived, curiosity had got the better of him. He had read the first sentences quickly, the first communication from Elaine in almost ten years; glanced at the end, where she had written, Love. After tearing it, he had taken it into the kitchen and burned it.

Ed Silver had stopped snoring; the cats were curled into each other and still. Without meaning to, Resnick slept.

‘How’d it go at the hospital, Ginge? Waste of time?’

Paul Houghton fidgeted with a collar that was always too tight. ‘Not exactly, sarge.’

‘Let’s be having it, then.’

Only a brief way into Houghton’s verbal report, the sergeant interrupted him, picked up the phone and dialled the uniformed inspector on night duty.

‘If you’ve a minute, sir, you might care to come through . . . Right, sir. Yes.’

He set the receiver down and looked across at Paul Houghton with a half-grin. ‘Making a bit of a habit of this, aren’t you? Darts, sharp implements.’

Houghton shrugged. ‘Suppose so, sarge.’

‘Girl as found him, all right, was she?’

‘Upset, sarge, naturally, but . . .’

‘No, I mean was she all right?’

He could feel the red rising up his neck. ‘I didn’t really . . .’

‘Held her hand, did you? You know, make her feel better.’

Paul Houghton was blushing so strongly that the backs of his eyes had begun to water.


Five

Season of mists and bollocking fruitfulness! Okay, it meant, with any luck, he’d be back in the First XV, a few jugs after the match, but that apart, what was it? Grey mornings when your car wouldn’t start on account of the tossing damp and alternate Saturdays when, instead of playing a proper game, you were on overtime babysitting a bunch of pissed-up morons with shit for brains and arseholes where their mouths were supposed to be. Christ! Mark Divine thought, if there was one thing that summed autumn up for him, that was it. Hanging around the railway station waiting for some excursion special so you could crocodile a mob from Manchester or Liverpool or Chelsea (they were the worst, Chelsea, the ones for whom he saved his real loathing, no doubt about it) across the river to trade insults and worse with the Forest fans massed at the Trent End.

That was autumn, not the poncey crap Yeats or Keats or whoever reckoned it to be. And he’d seen that other soft bastard, not Keats or Yeats, six foot under the pair of them, dead from the neck down now as well as up, not them but Quentin, that bloody teacher, the one who had them all learning that gobbledegook, standing up and reading it out. Clearly, clearly, what are you mumbling into your boots for? That’s it, Mark, you read it for us. Good and strong. Wonderful, Divine! Smirking at his own stupid joke, rest of the kids sniggering and making faces, bending their hands at him like he was some kind of poofter. As if it wasn’t hard enough, going through school with a name like Divine, without some clever-clever bastard taking the piss out of him in front of everyone.

Still, he’d seen him, Quentin, just the other week, standing in line at the post office, waiting to get his old-age pension most likely, poor old sod with one leg locked like he had bad arthritis and dandruff spread over the back of his jacket as though someone had been at his scalp with a cheese grater. Given Divine a lot of satisfaction that had, thinking about him shuffling off home to read some crap about getting old, dying.

It still brought a smile to his face now, signalling right going round Canning Circus, weather forecast on the radio, five to seven driving into the station for the early shift.

Divine spun the wheel hard, loosening his grip as it swung back, straightening before turning again, left this time, across the pavement and into the car park. One good thing about coming in at this time, always plenty of room. He grabbed his jacket from the rear seat and locked the car door. The only good thing, just about. The night’s files to sort through, prisoners in and out, messages to be arranged into two sets, national and local, all of that so that the DI didn’t stand there with his mouth gaping open when he took the briefing at eight.

Like as not there’d been the usual rash of burglaries in the small hours and that would account for the best part of his day, his responsibility, trying to have patience with some stupid cow who left the kitchen window open to let the air circulate and didn’t reckon on her new video and CD player being put back into circulation at the same time.

And – pushing open the door past the custody sergeant’s office, the corridor leading to the cells – on top of all that, he had to make the sodding tea!

Not this particular morning.

‘I’ve mashed already.’

Bloody hell! What was he doing here? Hadn’t noticed his car downstairs. Resnick sitting at one of the desks in the middle of the CID room, not even in his own office, chair pushed back on two legs and reading the paper. He wasn’t supposed to be here for half an hour yet.

‘You can pour us a mug if you like. Milk, not too much, no sugar. Couple of juicy break-ins waiting for you, by the look of it. Just carry on as if I wasn’t here.’

Resnick turned another page of the Independent, dreading the obituaries these days, always another film star you’d lusted over in your youth, another musician you’d heard and now would never get to see. DC Divine walked past him, draped his jacket over the back of his chair and turned the corner to where the teapot was waiting.

Well short of nine the CID briefing was over and Resnick was back in his office, a partitioned rectangle with rotas pinned behind the desk and filing cabinets alongside. A number of the other officers were at their desks, finishing up paperwork before setting off. Mark Divine was already out knocking on doors, ringing bells, examining broken catches, faulty locks, standing straight-faced as homeowners practised on him the exaggerated claims they would foist on their insurance companies by first-class post. Diptak Patel, thermos flask, telephoto lens, Milky Ways and binoculars, was behind the wheel of a stationary Fiesta, watching a clothing warehouse on the Glaisdale Park Industrial Estate. His highlighted copy of Benyon’s A Tale of Failure: Race and Policing was in the glove compartment for when this, the third successive day of obs, became too boring.

Lynn Kellogg, hair cut newly short and sporting a certain amount of shine from a henna rinse, was allowing Karen Archer an extra half-hour’s rest before calling to ask questions about last night. Kevin Naylor stood at the back of the lift making its way up to the ward where Tim Fletcher was now a patient; the last time he’d been in the hospital had been when Debbie had been giving birth and if he were silent enough, he could still hear her voice as she screamed for Entonox, an epidural, anything to stop the pain.

Resnick’s DS, Graham Millington, knocked on his door before leaving for a liaison meeting with officers from the West Midlands. A spate of organized thefts of cigarettes and liquor, lorries hijacked or broken into at service areas where they had been parked, had spread from the West Midlands to the East and back again.

‘If this takes as long as it might, sir, OK if I nip straight home? Wife’s got her Spanish class, starting tonight.’

‘Thought it was Russian, Graham?’ said Resnick, looking up.

‘New term, sir. Thought she’d have a go at something different.’

Resnick nodded. ‘Right. Ring in if that’s what you’re going to do. You can fill me in in the morning.’

He watched through the glass of the door as Graham Millington automatically adjusted his tie and gave a quick downward tug at the front of his jacket. If he wasn’t necessarily going to be the brightest over at Walsall, at least he could be the best pressed. Cleanliness and godliness: a drawer full of perfectly folded shirts and seven pairs of well-buffed shoes set you right on the road to heaven. Millington’s father had worked all his life for Home Brothers and at weekends been a lay preacher for the Wesleyan Methodists.

Resnick checked his watch and collected his files. If he failed to knock on the superintendent’s door by a minute short of nine Jack Skelton would count him as late.

‘Charlie. Maurice.’

Skelton nodded at Resnick and the uniformed inspector in charge, Maurice Wainwright, recently down from Rotherham and still with a little coal dust behind the ears.

‘Have a seat.’

While Wainwright was making his report, Resnick kept his attention on the superintendent’s face. Since Skelton’s daughter had run wild not so many months back, shoplifting, truanting, acquiring a taste for Ecstasy, the lines around his eyes had bitten tighter, the eyes themselves more ready to flinch. A man who no longer knew where the next blow was coming from. Resnick had wanted to talk to him about it, allow the senior man the chance to unburden himself, if that were what he wanted. But Jack Skelton kept offers of help and friendship at a careful arm’s length; his response to the rupture of a life that had seemed so symmetrical was to withdraw further, redraw the parameters so that they seemed even more precise, more perfect.

‘How’s the house-hunting coming along, Maurice?’ Skelton asked, the inspector’s report over.

‘Couple of possibles, sir. Wife’s coming down for a look at weekend.’

Skelton pressed together the tips of his spread fingers. ‘Sort it soon, Maurice. Down here with you, that’s where they should be.’

Wainwright glanced across at Resnick. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said.

‘So, Charlie,’ said Skelton, replacing one sheet of paper square on his blotter with another. ‘This business at the hospital, doesn’t look like your ordinary mugging?’

‘Had nigh on fifty pounds on him, small wallet in his back pocket. One of those personal stereos. Credit cards. None of it taken.’

‘Lads out for a spot of bother, then, drunk. Lord knows they need little enough reason, nowadays. Wrong place at the wrong time, wrong face, that’s enough.’

‘Possible, sir. You do get them using the bridge on the way back from the city. Anyone who’d tried a couple of clubs after the pubs’d chucked out and found themselves turned away, they might have ended up there around that time.’

‘No reports?’

‘Nothing obvious, sir. I’m getting it double-checked.’

‘We know there was more than one assailant?’ asked Wainwright.

Skelton shook his head. ‘We know nothing. Except that he was badly cut, lost a lot of blood. Blow or blows to the head. More than one looks the most likely, either that or someone pretty strong and fit.’

‘And presumably not pissed out of his socks,’ Wainwright said.

‘Someone with a reason, then, Charlie,’ said Skelton. ‘Motivation other than robbery, if we can leave that aside.’ The superintendent uncapped his fountain pen, made a quick, neat notation and screwed the top back into place.

‘Hopefully we’ll be able to talk to the victim this morning, sir. Any luck, he’ll be able to tell us something. And we’re having a word with the girl who found him.’

‘Chance, was that?’

‘Girlfriend, sir. On her way to meet him, apparently.’

‘Funny time of night.’

‘Funny hours.’

‘Worse than ours,’ said Wainwright.

‘It would be useful if we found the weapon,’ said Skelton. ‘Attack like that, especially not premeditated, likely to have thrown it.’

‘Maurice has sent a couple of men out,’ said Resnick, with a nod of acknowledgement in Wainwright’s direction. ‘Pretty wide verges either side of the bridge, front of the hospital to one side and all that warren of university buildings on the other. A lot to search.’

Skelton relaxed his frown sufficiently to sigh. ‘As you say, Charlie, the poor bugger on the receiving end, he’s our best hope.’

A more superstitious man than Resnick would have been crossing his fingers; touching wood.

Since being carried into the hospital in the middle of the previous night, Tim Fletcher had encountered a considerable amount of hospital practice from the receiving end. After some cutting away of clothing, preliminary cleaning of the worst affected areas – right leg, left arm, face and neck, both hands – pressure bandages had been applied in an attempt to staunch further bleeding. A drip had been set up to replace the lost blood with plasma expanders. Those were the essential emergency procedures: the ones which kept him alive.

The casualty officer injected lignocaine into the wounds before beginning the careful, laborious process of stitching them up. Outside, in the corridor, sitting in wheelchairs, chairs, slumped over crutches or girlfriends’ shoulders, stretched across the floor, the procession of those waiting for surgery grew. Traffic accidents, disco brawls, teenage bravado
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