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What’s money? A man is a success if he gets up in
the morning and goes to bed at night and in between does what he
wants to do.

Bob Dylan


 


 


 


JOHN BARLOW and
LS9

 


JOHN BARLOW’S prize-winning fiction and non-fiction has
been published by HarperCollins, Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
4th Estate and various others in the UK,
US, Australia, Russia, Italy, Germany, Spain and Poland. His
current project, the LS9 crime mystery series, is set in Leeds and
follows the life of John Ray, the half-Spanish son of crime boss
Antonio ‘Tony’ Ray. The series will eventually comprise nine
novels.

 


Praise for John Barlow’s previous books:

 


“A cracking read that’s impossible to put down.”
Yorkshire Post

 


“Barlow’s imagination appears unlimited, almost
attuned to a parallel world.” New York Times

 


“John Barlow is back with another story that’s
surprising, funny and satisfying… Intoxicated delivers the
goods. It’s the real thing.” Washington Post

 


“Wonderfully innovative. Magic realism meets
Yorkshire pragmatism.” Booklist

 


“John Barlow demonstrates a vast love of language
and, above all, the ability to tell a riveting yarn.” Palm Beach
Post

 


“John Barlow is the rare writer who can be playfully
inventive, while deeply in touch with literary traditions.” Matthew
Pearl, author of The Dante Club

 


“Like T.C. Boyle, to whom he has been appropriately
compared, Barlow paints personalities in broad strokes… Barlow’s
lively imagination will carry along those who appreciate
risk-taking fiction.” Kirkus

 


“…masterfully written and paced, rich in back story
and subplots. At times enthralling and at others heartbreaking… a
rewarding novel by a gifted stylist.” Charleston Post


Prologue

He tells the cab to wait.
Walks up the drive. There are For Sale and To Let
signs next to each other in the garden. Kids’ toys lying in the
flowerbeds. The lawn a few weeks away from a good cut.

She’s already at the door, hands running
down the front of a blue print dress, flattening her stomach. She’d
been jumpy on the phone. Eager to please.

I don’t like this.

Through the door comes the noise of children
shouting and a TV turned up way too loud. In the hall he sees a
small wooden table piled high with brown envelopes, and more
envelopes on the floor.

Then she’s down the steps to meet him.
Smiling.

He looks at the large detached house. Can’t
be more than five years old. Tidy place. Nice area too. Very
nice.

What happened?

“Hi,” she says, arm outstretched. “The
car?”

He nods, shakes her hand. It trembles a
fraction and her finger ends are pink, raw.

“I’m Alison.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

A pause.

“So…!”

They look across at the car, parked up close
to the side of the house. Sleek, black, pristine. Then again,
Porsche GT3s, a couple of years old? They’re all pristine.

“The asking price, it’s, y’know, I’m open to
offers.”

An escalation of noise from the house.

“Ah, kids!” she says, trying to laugh.

“One careful lady owner?” he asks, still
looking at the motor.

She lets the question find its mark.

“It’s in my husband’s name, but…”

She glances at the For Sale sign at
the edge of the garden.

For Sale, To Let.

He’s already turning.

“Not what I’m after. Sorry.”

Flashes her a clipped smile and he’s away
down the drive.

“What the hell you come for, then?” she says
as she watches him go, the softness gone from her voice.

You don’t want my money. You really
don’t.

“Bloody time waster!”

He hears the house door slam shut, the
screams from within.

As the cab moves away he pulls out a Nokia,
fast dials.

“The last one, Porsche GT3? No good. We’re
done. I’m going home. I’ve got a date.”


PART
ONE—SATURDAY


 


 


 


One

 


She’s dancing from one leg
to the other, struggling into a pair of jeans, phone jammed between
her chin and shoulder. Then, with a single thrust of the pelvis,
her dark blue knickers, plus the buttocks they don’t quite conceal,
disappear.

“Fifteen minutes,” she says, grabbing the
phone as she speaks into it, looking around for more clothes. “No.
It’s Saturday. Ten. Okay… Yes, yes…”

He watches from the comfort of a king-size
bed as she snakes her arms up into the sleeves of a white shirt,
juggling the phone between hands. When the brief conversation is
over she throws the phone onto the bed and starts buttoning up her
shirt.

On the wall behind her is a framed photograph
of a motor yacht, shark-like as it slices through the water, its
hull whiter than the foaming surf, whiter than her shirt, whiter
than white.

He looks at the picture then back at Den. If
he had to choose? Out there on the water, or in here with her? Will
he ever be able to choose?

“What time is it?” he croaks, the rasp of
yesterday’s late night in his throat.

“Eight-twenty. I’ve got a dead body and
you’ve got cars to sell.”

“I wouldn’t call it dead,” he says as she
leans over him and kisses his forehead.

“And,” she adds, grabbing a clump of
his thick black hair and gently turning his head to one side,
“you’re famous!”

Shit. Just what I needed.

On the pillow next to him sits a laptop. He
squints at the screen:

 


FAMILY OF CRIME TURNS

AN HONEST PROFIT

 


Beneath the headline two people are grinning
proudly to the camera, around them a fleet of luxury cars. He looks
more closely. A third person, who he knows must be himself, stands
some way behind, out of focus, his mop of dark hair casting a
shadow over his features until he’s almost unrecognisable.

“What body?” he says, sitting up and watching
as she perches on the end of the bed and pulls on a pair of white
trainers.

“Just work.”

She springs up again and grabs a brown
leather jacket, moving over to the huge Victorian windows to check
the weather.

He sighs, knowing that however much he enjoys
watching her slither into a pair of jeans, it also means that the
metamorphosis is in progress: lover to copper, from Den to DC
Denise Danson. Each time she disappears inside her work clothes
it’s like saying goodbye to an old friend and hello to one of those
acquaintances you wish you didn’t see half so often.

Coppers are dull bastards on duty. They take
themselves so seriously it’s painful. Even now, after two years of
getting used to it, he steers clear of her when she’s working.
Lunchtime dates are the worst. She tries to loosen up, but never
quite manages to drop that slightly tetchy, detached nature that
all detectives seem to have. No, he and Den are made for the social
hours. Whenever they have any.

She grabs her phone, emits a noise which
might be a goodbye, and she’s gone.

He looks up at the massive windows.
Yellow-grey light spills into the bedroom, down across the white
linen duvet and onto the polished wooden floorboards, which despite
their high sheen are badly snarled and gouged, as if they bear the
permanent scars of teenage acne. Which in a sense they do.

Just over three decades ago he walked into
this room for the first time, a nervous eleven-year-old about to
get his first taste of a proper art class. Since then he’s always
liked it in here, the art studio on the top floor. When he bought
the flat, he deliberately asked the developers not to remove the
floorboards, just varnish them. Art was never his strong point, but
thirty years later and the old studio has turned out to be a
remarkably comfortable place to live.

Out beyond the windows the sky is changing
rapidly, thick grey clouds dispersing to reveal a radiant blue,
like the last remnants of a stormy Mediterranean night surrendering
themselves up to a day of intense heat. Were he to kneel on the bed
and peer through the glass, though, he would see not a great
glistening expanse of sea but rows of red-brick council houses
running down the valleyside, an ugly-as-hell modern comprehensive
school, and further off the kind of grey tower blocks that seem to
be rain-dampened whatever the weather.

When the old high school had been converted
into flats, the main selling point was their high ceilings and the
sense of space. But for him the building had an added attraction,
because he’d always felt comfortable here, as if he belonged. This
is where he’d become John Ray, where he’d escaped the shadow of his
father and the family name. From these classrooms he’d gone on to
Cambridge, then abroad, far away from the place where he’d grown
up, and where he was always someone’s son, never just himself. He
had a lot to thank the school for.

Then, two years ago, he came back. It wasn’t
his choice, not exactly. Regrets? The view from the window isn’t
great, and it definitely isn’t the Mediterranean. But it’s home.
For now at least.

He looks again at the photo on the laptop. In
the foreground stands a young woman with mad, voluminous hair, a
pierced nose and slightly sunken gypsy eyes. Next to her is a young
guy in a pale suit and a boyish smile; he’s as big as a bear and
his shoulders are so wide they seem to take up most of the
shot.

“Freddy, you’re blocking me out!” he says,
smiling. “And that’s fine by me.”

He looks again at the figure in the
background, arms crossed, reserved. Is there something quizzical
about his posture? Difficult to tell. He hardly even recognises
himself. And behind them all, high up over the entrance to the
showroom: TONY RAY’S MOTORS.

He shuts the laptop and glances around the
bedroom. An empty bottle of Carlos I brandy lies on its side
beneath the windows, two crystal tumblers next to it. He and Den
had spent half the night there on the floor curled up in the duvet,
talking about a million things, life, work, fate and how it comes
creeping up on you… Occasionally they’d argued about who was going
on top, because the truth was that, however well varnished the
floor was, it did give you the odd splinter in the bum.

On the bedside table sits a thick square of
clear perspex, Auto Trader Used Car Dealership of the Year
embossed on it, and in smaller letters, Yorkshire Region.
Within the perspex a silver steering wheel is trapped, as if
suspended in formaldehyde, a Damien Hirst take on the secondhand
motor trade. The award was just a bit too big to fit into his
jacket pocket, and he’d had to carry the thing home in his hand
last night. There’d been a few sarcastic comments in the city
centre. Then again, at six-two and fifteen stone he didn’t get that
many comments.

He hadn’t intended to go to the award
ceremony at all. But the people organising it just kept asking for
confirmation, and then that girl from the Yorkshire Post
rang, and wouldn’t leave him alone until he agreed to an interview.
By which time it looked like the most natural thing to do was just
to go and get it over with. Same with the interview.

The ceremony, at least, had been short.
Buffet food. No plate of chicken in a Champagne sauce to pick at
while some slurring bloke next to you wearing a Burton’s suit tells
you exactly why Leeds United were wrong to get rid of David
O’Leary.

All in all it hadn’t been too bad. An hour
milling about sipping bubbly and nibbling a variety of forgettable
hors d’oeuvres in the Metropole Hotel. Then, at the very
moment his name was announced, Den had embraced him, pulling him
close onto her, and whispered:

“Tonight I’m gonna suck your cock til your
balls explode.”

One minute later, after a brief and
uninspiring speech, he walked back over to her, the bulky plastic
award in his hand. She was grinning like a loon.

“I wanted to see if I could give you a
hard-on when you walked up there,” she said, leaning into him, her
hand running across his chest.

That was the thing with coppers, especially
CID. They switch on, they switch off. Only one of those settings is
good for you. But you can never tell how long they’re gonna be
switched, either way. He’s not complaining, though. He was lucky to
find Den, and he knows it.

With a yowl of energy he swings his large
frame out of bed and heads for the shower, which is where Miss
Casey used to store the paints.


 


 


 


Two

 


She slams the car door shut
behind her and looks at her watch. Ten minutes exactly.

There’s already a cigarette in her mouth. She
lights it and zips her jacket up to the neck. There’s nothing about
smoking that she enjoys, but she always has Marlboro Lights
with her when she’s working. If you’re going to face a dead body on
an empty stomach, you need something.

Up ahead is a red car, its four doors and
boot all wide open. Two scene-of-crime officers in white paper
suits are working methodically on it, concentrating on the boot and
the back seat.

A police cordon runs around the area, yellow
and black tape snapping in the wind. A marked police car and three
unmarked cars are parked at odd angles nearby.

First impressions: the car has been left on a
patch of disused land beneath a motorway flyover, about two miles
from the city centre. The land is accessed by a service road that
leads to some industrial units and a dead end. Security man at the
units? Cameras?

The space itself is banked steeply on one
side by the earthworks of the flyover, and the whole area is cast
in the shadows of the motorway. She can see and hear the morning
traffic forty feet above, the glint of light coming off vehicles,
the hiss of pneumatic brakes. Easy access to the motorway? Dump the
car and thumb a lift? There’s an exit a quarter of a mile up ahead,
less.

On two other sides of the area the ground is
slightly raised, boasting the occasional bush of, what is it,
gorse? At some point a frugal attempt at landscaping had been made.
It’s the kind of place that serves as an unofficial car park on
weekdays. Anywhere around here without double-yellows is fair game.
People have no choice. But at the weekends there’s no one.

DI Baron is coming towards her, passing
through the cordon at the point where a uniform is stationed, log
book in hand. The tarmac underfoot is so old and cracked it’s more
like loose chippings. Baron’s steps are only just audible against
the constant noise coming down from the motorway.

“Hi, Steve.”

Lean and alert, with close-cropped hair,
Baron looks with disgust as she sucks in another lungful of smoke.
But she knows that he’d have one himself if only he could bring
himself to relax a little, to accept that we all have
weaknesses.

But it’s not a weakness, she tells
herself, as she feels the hot smoke spread through her lungs. You
see it on the news all the time, soldiers in war zones, disasters
of one sort or another. Smoking. Always people smoking. Wherever
there’s death, there’s tobacco. You need something. She does,
anyway.

“Dead girl in the boot.”

He makes it sound like a riddle.

“Yeah, you said.”

“I’ve just spoken to the Super. Briefing in
forty minutes.”

She takes another drag, hating the taste. If
the briefing’s so soon, they’ll have to be off to Millgarth before
long. Everyone else assigned to the case will be assembling
there.

“Good spot to dump a car,” she says. “No CCTV
cameras that I can see.” Her eyes follow the steep incline up to
the traffic overhead.

“Traffic cameras on the motorway,” he
says.

“We taking the car in as-is?”

He nods.

They stand a moment in silence.

September has turned cold, despite the blue
skies. Baron’s mid-blue suit seems flimsy, a summer suit, cut a
little too near his lean frame.

“Shall we?” She drops the cigarette, crushing
it with the toe of a Nike.

He stays where he is.

“Tell me,” he says, eyes down on the
cigarette, “tell me about John Ray.”

“John? What do you want to know?” She looks
straight at him, until he is forced to meet her stare.

“You still seeing him?”

“I’ve never made a secret of it, Steve. You
know that.”

“How long ago was it that his brother was
murdered?”

“Two years. I’m surprised you don’t
remember,” she says. “Your first case as DI, wasn’t it?”

Den was on that case too. But it had been
Baron’s first as Detective Inspector, and his first as Deputy SIO.
Tough call, getting Joe Ray’s murder first up as a Senior
Investigating Officer. No one was ever going down for that one.

He smiles.

“Bad on bad,” he says. “How many of
those are you gonna make, eh? Criminal on criminal? Great story,
though. Front page stuff. Funny, isn’t it, how the Ray family just
keeps cropping up? Someone mentioned them again yesterday
night.”

“Really?”

“Young reporter from the Post rings me
up at home, asks me if it’s police policy for officers to be seen
about town with the family of known criminals.”

So that’s why he’s got her down here.

She takes a long breath.

“John’s a car dealer. I was at an award
ceremony with him.”

“I know what it was. I saw the paper this
morning. This permanent, then, is it?”

“Really isn’t any of your business,
Sir.”

He turns, starts to walk towards the red
car.

She follows, angry as hell, but knowing her
anger is stupid. It is his business. Police business.
Of course people are going to raise a eyebrow. It’s human nature.
I’m a copper, and John’s family is…

“Hi, Brian,” she says as a uniformed sergeant
adds her name to the crime scene log.

“Morning,” he says, a thick-set man in his
middle years with a soft face. “Nice day for it.”

Gallows humour. The sun hardly up and a dead
body to deal with. Ten hours ago he’s having a quiet drink and a
laugh with his wife and friends. Good old Friday night drink. Alarm
clock. Dead girl.

Meanwhile, two SOCOs go about their business,
moving carefully around the car, hardly making a sound. A
photographer is already packing up, and to one side a couple of
young uniformed constables stand together, talking out of the sides
of their mouths and watching as DI Baron and DC Danson approach the
vehicle.

“Here we are,” Baron says as they reach the
open boot, the SOCO moving away to give them a better view.

She looks inside. A young woman curled up.
Early twenties. Hair in a long bob, a deep, natural brown, almost
black, face heavy with foundation, lipstick dark, smudged on both
sides.

The dress is expensive. How can you tell, Den
asks herself? She has no idea, no interest in clothes. But it looks
good. Short and black. Too short, though. With the girl’s legs
doubled awkwardly beneath her the dress has ridden up, revealing a
black thong and a tiny tattoo of a bird in flight on her thigh.
Over the dress she wears a scarlet fur jacket trimmed with leather
of the same colour, the kind of jacket meant to be worn tight in at
the waist to emphasise the bulk of fluffy fur on the torso and
shoulders.

Her eyes, thank God, are closed, just a
sliver of white visible from one. There’s some swelling though.

“Late yesterday evening, apparently. Pretty,
isn’t she?”

Den wants to punch him in the mouth, send him
sprawling on the fucking tarmac. But how many dead bodies will it
take before she starts making jokes too? When will she stop feeling
any pain for them?

She wants to say something, but nothing
springs to mind. A dead girl. A lovely, attractive young woman.
That’s how she’d describe the victim. A lovely, beautiful girl.
Fit, they say in Leeds. Fit as a butcher’s dog. Her
dad used to say a looker, as if the woman was forcing him to
look, or she was looking for attention. A right looker.

“Tarty,” Baron suggests, as if he’s gonna
write it down as his official description of the deceased.

“Don’t you have any respect?” she
whispers.

It’s corny, she knows it is. But so what?
This silly bitch will have died for something as corny as a few
wraps of coke. It’s unbelievably corny, right down to the fucking
Ford Mondeo abandoned here, under a flyover.

“Bruising on the head and neck, and a heavy
blow near to the temple. Skull cracked, I think.”

Den can see it now, a dark patch of matted
hair on the side of the girl’s head.

“She’s been in the passenger seat and the
back,” Baron adds. “Red fluff everywhere.”

“Sexual, then,” she says.

He shrugs. “We’ll see.”

She breathes, deep and slow, trying to guard
against his deliberate insensitivity, his dead body manner.
Everyone has one. Steve’s a bloody good detective and a good bloke.
Insensitive sometimes, but he’s good. And he’s brought her out here
because some arsehole journalist spotted her and John last
night.

As she breathes she catches the smell of the
girl’s perfume rising from the boot. Fruity, like tinned mandarins
and peaches. Plus a woodiness. Incense? John has taught her to
describe the tastes and aromas of wine and food, to open up her
senses and say exactly what she’s experiencing, unlocking the
memory of tastes and smells deep within.

“Opium,” she tells Baron, still
looking down at the girl. “She’s wearing Opium.”

“So. Pretty girl dead in an abandoned car in
the middle of the night. Wearing Opium and little else.
Party!”

Den spins around, ready to snap.

But Baron’s no longer looking at the girl. A
SOCO is bringing something over to him, a small piece of card in a
clear plastic evidence bag.

“With the documents in the glove
compartment,” the man in white says as he hands Baron the bag,
before returning to his work on the interior of the car.

Baron examines the card for a second or two,
holding it up to the light. A business card. Tony Ray’s Motors,
Hope Road, Leeds 9.

She doesn’t need to see it up close.
Recognises the logo, the same one above the entrance of the
showroom. She wants to believe it’s a joke. That Baron planted it
there in the glove compartment. But she knows it’s not true.

Jesus fuck.

“John Ray. You with him all last night, were
you?”

She sighs.

“Yes.”

He remains calm. “Come on. Let’s get you out
of the cordon.”

She marches off before he can see the colour
rise in her face. By the time she’s been logged out of the crime
scene and is back by her car, fumbling for another cigarette, he’s
come across to join her.

“Why don’t I drive you in, Den,” he says.
“Y’know, do things right.”

She stops, a new cigarette already between
her lips.

“Okay,” she says. “Just give us a
second.”

She lights up, then pulls her mobile from a
pocket and offers it to Baron.

“You want this?” she asks.

He shakes his head. “No need. I’ll have him
brought straight in. It’s not as if you’re gonna ring him from my
car.” An articulated truck passes overhead with a great whoosh, its
tarpaulins billowing violently in the wind. “Were you with him
all night?”

She nods. “About eight thirty in the evening
til just after you called this morning. We were up late. If he went
out during the night it was between four and eight. But I’d have
noticed. I’m a light sleeper.”

But you know that, she decides not to
add.

“Right then,” he says, “let’s go. It’s not
that I don’t trust you…”

She doesn’t need telling.

Even before they set off for Millgarth, the
order has been sent to bring in John Ray for questioning.

And DC Denise Danson, suddenly, is an alibi
witness in a murder investigation.
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He stares at the endless
stream of cars and trucks that flash past on the other side of the
thick glass. Occasionally he looks up the road and watches one come
into view, following it all the way down until it’s gone again. His
mouth moves fractionally as if he’s counting the cars as they race
past; like a child, he seems mesmerised by their speed and the fact
that he can sit so close yet be safe.

He’s not a child, though. He’s twenty-two,
over six feet tall, and built like a bear. His grey suit is so
badly creased it looks as if it’s made from mail sacks, and his
short blond hair is untidy and tufted with dirt. He’s not counting
the cars, either. He’s crying, lower lip bobbing up and down just
enough to be perceptible to the dozen or so customers in the
place.

“Are you all right, love?” she says, standing
a fraction further away than she might, and knowing that everyone
else in the Little Chef is watching.

She’s just about old enough to be his mother,
and she keeps it pally, the way you’d speak to someone to cheer
them up. She can see that he’s young, but the sheer bulk of him,
the dirty suit straining to contain his massive shoulders, makes
him look older, which somehow makes things worse. She’s seen men
cry before, but not like this.

The serving staff have been keeping an eye on
him. One couple has asked to move, and others look on with nervous
curiosity and eat their meals quickly, keen to be away.

“Love, are you all right there?” she says
again.

He’s been staring out of the window for an
hour. Every so often he’ll cup his face in both hands to muffle a
new onset of throaty, hawking sobs, which degenerate into fits of
coughing so intense that he seems to be choking on his own grief.
Then, with his chest still heaving, he’ll turn back to the
window.

What worries her is not the crying. It’s the
thought of what might happen next. Does he have a knife, a gun?
Could he take a hostage? These things happen, no use pretending
they don’t. And it’s not as if anyone here’s going to stand up to
him. Young bloke his size? He could do exactly what he wanted…

“Hey,” she says, a little louder.
“Knock-knock, love. Anybody there?”

He turns. His face is smeared with dried
saliva and tears, mixed with the grime of wherever he’s been all
night, his pale skin turned grey. There’s fresh snot around his
nostrils and his eyes are badly bloodshot, as if someone just
pepper-sprayed him.

“Sorry,” he says, his voice jerky, his
breathing fluttery and irregular.

“Are you gonna eat that, sweetheart?”

He looks down. A fried breakfast sits on a
large oval plate in front of him. It’s hardly been touched, just a
nibble from one corner of a triangle of toast.

“Shall I take it away?”

“Yes. I mean, please…”

“Is there anything else I can get you?” she
asks, pulling the plate towards her. “A flask of coffee to take
with you?”

He shakes his head.

She picks up the plate then glances around.
People are still watching.

“I can put the bacon in a roll if you like?
How about that, love?”

“It’s all right,” he says, pulling himself to
his feet. “Thanks.”

He fishes in his trouser pocket and pulls out
a twenty pound note.

“I’ll get the change,” she says.

“No,” he says, looking at the money as if
he’s glad to be rid of it. “Don’t bother.”

***

Outside he sucks in the cold air and makes his way
across the car park, shoulders slumped, head loose and hanging low,
as if he’s just run a marathon. He walks past the parked cars, on
towards the slip-road that leads to the main carriageway.

From the glass doors she watches, cell phone
in her hand, just in case. When he gets to the slip-road he stops,
crouching down on the grass verge and rocking gently backwards and
forwards. He stares at the cell phone in his hand, and after a
minute or so begins stabbing the keypad with a finger.

“Poor sod,” she whispers, and considers
getting her own car, giving him a lift, wherever it is he’s
heading.

“Val?”

“Yes?” she says.

“That twenty pound note? The scanner rejected
it.”

The manageress looks at the figure hunched
down there on the grass verge.

“Ah, well, he didn’t eat anything anyway, did
he?”
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Hope Road sits at the feet
of the optimistic, vertical city, close to the glamour but somehow
cut off from it, left on the outside. This part of Leeds clings to
its low-slung industrial past like an old drunk scared to change
his ways and knowing that, in any case, he’s not welcome anywhere.
Victorian workshops and squat 1920s factory blocks are either
bricked up or hide unnamed businesses behind steel-panelled gates
topped off with coils of rusting barbed wire. Occasional splashes
of colour announce exhaust refits and commercial printing
services.

It’s a two minute walk from here to the
imposing brick bunker of Millgarth at the bottom of the Headrow,
but not many people chance it along these streets alone, especially
once the light’s gone. Hope Road. Named at a different time.

Tony Ray’s Motors is composed entirely
of glass and brushed steel, so out of place on Hope Road that it
somehow fits, like a single piece of ultra-modern furniture in a
musty, time-stained room. Its frontage takes the form of an
elongated ‘S’, giving the building an asymmetrical appearance. The
glass facade bulges outwards on the left side and curves inwards on
the right, as if a big bite has been taken from one side and spat
back out onto the other.

The roof slopes slightly upwards at the
front, like the peak of a cap, and extends out some way over the
forecourt, providing a refuge when it rains. There are three small
tables with stools outside on the right, all in brushed steel.
Customers can bring their coffee out here and have a smoke, or just
take the weight off.

There are no special offers pasted on the
curved glass frontage of the premises, no car prices done in
enormous orange numbers. Nothing at all. Just the words Tony
Ray’s Motors above the entrance in a typeface reminiscent of
the Ford name badge, which adds a touch of retro panache. All in
all, it is about the only secondhand car salesroom a person is ever
likely to feel comfortable walking into. Because it doesn’t look
like one.

“Freddy?” John says, lumbering through the
silently sliding glass doors. He’s dressed in a loose fitting black
suit and a blue and white striped shirt, and has the look of
someone who finished work hours ago but never bothered to change.
He wears no tie, in that particular way that says I never wear a
tie.

Inside there’s a scattering of black and
silver 4x4s and several trim BMW convertibles. But what perfects
the air of casual luxury is the aroma of fresh coffee. Sweet and
deeply toasted, it hits just the right notes, a strange
juxtaposition with the cars, but a welcome one. Behind the motors,
in the reception area, a huge shining Gaggia espresso
machine awaits, its gurgling, steaming presence intended to take
people’s mind off the question of whether this really is the place
where they want to sign away six months’ gross salary on a
secondhand car.

A dozen Bose speakers up in the ceiling are
playing local commercial radio. Simply Red. He shudders, but
knows wine bar music is good for business.

“Freddy’s not here yet,” says a dark-eyed
girl as she turns from the espresso machine, a small cup and saucer
in her hand. “For you.” A mouth-distorting yawn follows.

“That’s great. Thanks, Connie.”

“I know,” she says, her voice thick with
foreign vowels in addition to the yawn, “you don’t know what you
could do without me.”

“Would do. What I would do,” he
corrects her.

“Yeah. That.”

Her hair is the same as in the photo,
sculptured chaos, as black as John’s but rising above her head like
a bird’s nest that’s just kept on getting bigger, with dizzy,
unkempt ringlets falling down the sides. Mad, but perfect.

“You came out well in the paper,” he tells
her, then takes his first sip of café solo. “Seen it?”

“U-hu? Oh, the paper, yes. It’s over here.
Not a good photo of you, though,” she says, retrieving the
Yorkshire Post from one of several small, neat desks that
populate the reception area. “Look, can hardly see you at all.
Freddy looks good, though.”

“He looks like a big kid in a suit,” John
says.

“I think he looks like a, how you say,
boxeador?”

“A boxer.”

“Yeah, a boxer. Don’t you think?”

“Light-heavyweight, definitely. Tell him. I
reckon he’d be pleased to hear that. Did you read the article?” he
adds, looking at his watch then out through the great expanse of
glass at the front of the building, wondering where Freddy’s got
to.

“No. You read it?”

“Not yet.”

He turns on his iPhone. Normally he’d never
have switched it off. But yesterday night was special. And anyway,
he was with Den; they didn’t both need to be on call.

Connie settles down to read the article in
the Post, her finger running smoothly across each line of
the article, face screwed up in concentration. John sips his coffee
and is glad that at least she’s made it to work, because
it’s her job to bring the fresh croissants, which he can see over
by the coffee machine.

About a month ago she arrived on his
doorstep, rucksack over her shoulder, not much in the way of a
smile. Twenty-six years old, one of those skinny-with-curves
bodies, nose pierced and hair like Siouxsie Sioux after a cat
fight. The skin-tight jeans she was wearing had a tear in the seat.
From behind it looked like she was winking at you when she
walked.

Her real name: Concepción Ángeles García
Garrido. He’d quickly advised her that Conception was not the best
way to advertise her feminine charms in West Yorkshire. So Connie
it was.

Although he doesn’t quite understand how,
she’s a distant relation from Spain, the land of his people,
the old country. His half-uncle’s seamstress twice removed,
something like that. The Spanish are like that: his dad came to
England over half a century ago, but back in the homeland they
still think of the Rays as family, especially when there’s a
wayward daughter who can’t seem to get along in Madrid and needs a
fresh start.

To say Connie lacks the bouncy geniality of a
receptionist is something of an understatement. The absence of a
happy face, though, is balanced by her absolute insistence that all
customers have at least one coffee and something to eat. After the
croissants are finished, she’ll whip up some tapas, and by
mid-afternoon will have graduated onto almond tartlets. She can
take a message, and her overwhelming indifference to the matter of
smiling is often misinterpreted as ruthful efficiency. She spends
most of the day with her mobile pressed to her ear, talking to a
network of local friends that she seemed to make the minute she got
here. But it’s a small price to pay for the almond tartlets.

That’s Connie García, his second employee.
Which is just as well, because his first employee is still nowhere
to be seen.

He goes out back to check the lot. The
security lock on the back door opens with a series of grinding
creaks, and he kicks at a heavy bolt at the bottom of the door
until it shifts with a thud.

The iPhone: ten missed calls, various times
throughout the night, all from Freddy.

Strange.

The door swings open. He looks out.

Shit.

It’s not there.

Shit. Shit.

Third car back, middle row. The car behind
has been moved up, and the final space, right in front of the
gates, is empty. The red Mondeo’s gone.

Jesus fucking Christ.

He’s walking, running back inside…

“Connie,” he says, giant steps over to the
coffee machine. He fumbles with it, spilling grounds over the
counter. “We had a Mondeo.” He’s manic, gulping for air, hands
shaking. “Red. Bought it Monday?”

Breathing heavily now.

Connie doesn’t reply. She stares at him, eyes
wide, mouth closed, as if he should do the same.

“Mr John Ray?”

He twists around.

Standing some way back from the desk is a
young, gangly man with close-cropped hair and a bad suit. Behind
him is a uniformed police officer.

DC Matthew Steele introduces himself.

John swallows. He can hardly hear, blood
pumping loud in his ears.

CID. West Yorkshire Police.

“Yes… yes,” he says.

He hears the unintended modulations in his
own voice as his lungs fill and empty too quickly.

“Yes… yes…”

Freddy? Did he borrow it?

Something tells him not to mention
Freddy.

“No problem,” he hears himself saying. But
what are they asking?

Breathe. Breathe normally. Keep calm. Just
keep calm.

“Mr Ray?”

The young guy in the suit is talking some
more. John is nodding.

The policemen make as if to leave.

“Can you look after things?” John asks,
turning to Connie.

“Sure. If anybody calls?”

“Tell them I’ll be back later. I think. Can I
borrow that paper?” he says.

She shrugs, watching as he leans over the
desk and grabs the Yorkshire Post.

“Video de seguridad,” he whispers in
Spanish as he takes the paper, “the security video. Red
Mondeo.”

“Okay,” she says, smiling. “I look after
things here, is fine.”

She moves off, calm and efficient, towards
the little office at the back of the showroom.

Connie. A godsend.


 


 


 


Five

 


FAMILY OF CRIME TURNS

AN HONEST PROFIT

 


John Ray, son of former crime boss Antonio
Ray, won the AutoTrader Used Car Dealer of the Year award
last night, at the Leeds Metropole Hotel. He took over the family
business just two years ago, following the suspected gangland
murder of his brother Joe, and the prize has shocked many in the
motor industry.

Tony Ray’s Motors has been a fixture
in the city since 1963, when it was opened by John’s father,
Antonio. Apart from selling cars, the Hope Road premises served as
headquarters for Antonio Ray’s various outside-the-law activities,
a familiar landmark for both the region’s criminal underworld and
the West Yorkshire Police.

Antonio Ray emigrated to West Yorkshire from
Spain in the late 50s and quickly gained notoriety as a skillful
wheeler-dealer, running a distribution network of counterfeit goods
from his headquarters in Leeds. He imported fake goods including
handbags, perfume, and transistor radios, mainly from Honk Kong and
the Philippines. A larger-than-life character, he had his moment of
fame in 1985 when he was tried (and acquitted) at the Old Bailey
for his part in passing off more than a million pounds in
counterfeit banknotes.

Two years ago Antonio’s elder son, Joe, was
gunned down at the Hope Road showroom, a crime that remains
unsolved. John Ray himself witnessed the murder.

“When Joe died,” he says, “I knew things had
to change.” He pushes a thick mop of black hair up off his brow.
Despite his forty-three years, there’s not a strand of grey on his
head. “Joe was involved in some bad stuff. That’s no secret. Dad
too, in his day. But I was never interested in all that,” he says,
looking across the shining roofs of his current stock.

So is he the white sheep of the family? I
ask. The ex-accountant smiles, telling me he’s heard that one
before. There’s a hint of Spanish fire in his golden eyes, but his
manner is tempered by a down-to-earth Yorkshire charm. “It wasn’t a
matter of going legit. I’ve always been legit!”

It sounds like a well-rehearsed line. Then
again, with Antonio Ray as your dad, it’s probably best to get your
defence in early.

He talks about the shooting of his brother,
and how the experience was a turning point for him. Abandoning his
career in corporate accountancy, he decided to turn the family
business around, pulling down the grotty 1960s prefab and erecting
the current futuristic glass-and-steel showroom. Gone are the days
when the place was little more than a front for the family’s dodgy
dealings. Today, Tony Ray’s Motors has a thoroughly deserved
reputation for good service and reliable cars, as Auto
Trader’s readers have now recognised.

“The secret is honesty,” Ray says. “We all
know that even the best used car can go wrong. So we offer eighteen
months’ full warranty, as well as an MOT, new tyres, new plugs, new
filters, you name it. And if you’ve bought a car from us in the
past, any car, any time, I’ll take it as part-ex on something else,
no questions. List price. It’s that simple. I’ve tried to make
buying a used car pretty much risk-free.”

We sit in a tiny office at the back of the
showroom and drink ferociously strong coffee, a throw-back to his
Spanish roots, perhaps. A framed picture of a Subaru rally car
adorns the wall. Music is playing discretely, and an aura of calm
falls on our conversation, broken only by the shrill ringtone of
his receptionist’s mobile phone, which seems to go off every minute
or two.

For a secondhand car salesman, Ray is
curiously shy of the camera, and claims he doesn’t much like being
in the public eye. But get him on the subject of used cars and
he’ll talk all day. His enthusiasm seems endless, yet he is also at
pains to point out that the award is only for the Yorkshire edition
of Motor Trader. And no, he adds, there are no plans to
expand. He likes Leeds. Born and bred here, though he does keep in
touch with one or two people from his dad’s side back in Spain.

We talk for a long time, about motors, music
and money, the three things that seem to make John Ray tick. But
eventually he’s called out to the sales floor.

“One last thing,” I ask, as he extends a
large, well-groomed hand. “The name over the door. Why not change
that as well?”

“Dad’s still around, you know,” he explains,
a rueful smile on his lips. “And this is still his place.”

Some things, it seems, never change at Tony
Ray’s Motors.

Yorkshire Post
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Millgarth is a brutal,
upwards-sprawling bunker of red brick and concrete. Its central
section of solid brick rises six or seven stories with no windows
of any kind, more like a power station than a police station.
What do they do in there? you’re supposed to ask. And you
do.

Millgarth. It’s a long time since the
David Oluwale case, but people still remember it. A homeless black
man endured months of beatings and intimidation by two officers
from the station. They’d go after him for fun, knocking him half
senseless then pissing on him as he lay on the ground. Or they’d
drive him to some desolate, out of town location in the middle of
night and leave him there, beaten and disorientated, to find his
way back. Eventually they kicked him to death and dumped his body
in the river. Two coppers from the old police HQ at Millgarth.

Then there was the Yorkshire Ripper. The
long, desperate search for Sutcliffe was coordinated from the same
building, Millgarth’s old rafters straining under the weight of
tons of paperwork, the place run through with desperation and
chaos, an entire police force going after one man, and going mad in
the process. And they only got him by chance. After that it was
torn down. The new Millgarth: hard but honest, the face of modern
policing, helping to draw a line under the Oluwale affair. Still
called Millgarth, though. That’s what they should have
changed; the name, not the building.

John waits in one of four plastic seats
bolted to the floor in the station’s small public entrance. On the
wall behind him is a framed photo of Sergeant John Speed, fallen in
the line of duty, 1984. He remembers it well. They’d been told
about it at school, a moment of civic grief in a year of hatred,
the miners’ strike tearing Yorkshire apart, just a few years after
the Ripper had done the same.

It’s strange, he thinks as he re-reads the
inscription to Sergeant Speed’s gallantry, that he’s always admired
the police, despite the fact that they’ve been trying to put his
dad behind bars for as long as he can remember. And there are
plenty more heroes in the force, alongside the fallen ones. Den for
one. She was there for him the night Joe was killed and she’s been
there for him ever since. There’s heroism in that.

What now, though? Young female detective
sleeping with John Ray? He wouldn’t blame Den if she ended it.
Think of your career, someone’s gotta be whispering into her
ear at this very minute. Don’t throw it all away, Den, not for
scum like that. He wouldn’t blame her, either. Probably best
for both of them, one way and another.

He’s been told to wait for Detective
Inspector Baron. Familiar name. Steve Baron led the investigation
into Joe’s murder. That night two years ago: Den was first on the
scene, Constable Danson as she was then, but Baron arrived not long
after, sprinting over from Millgarth as soon as the shooting was
called in. Bad on bad, they call it, criminal on criminal. A
lot happened that night, though. Bad and good. He met Den,
for one thing. But was it good for her, in the long run? Perhaps
only bad comes from bad if you’re police.

Den made it out of uniform after the Joe Ray
case, and Baron became her boss. She’s mentioned him a few times
since: good copper, not too great on compassion. CID are a funny
bunch, though. They can show unending respect for the biggest
arsehole in plain clothes if he’s good at his job. And Baron is
good. Den never mentions him with much warmth, but a certain
admiration lies close to the surface. Most young DCs would be well
pleased if their careers went the way of Baron’s.

The Inspector arrives. Nods a good morning.
Hardly opens his mouth. No hand shake. Straight through the double
doors.

They take the first interview room they come
to, sit on either side of a bare table, just like in the TV dramas.
In normal circumstances John might make a comment. But nothing’s
gonna be normal now, not with the Mondeo gone.

Baron’s slightly sharp mid-blue suit
complements his extra-short hair. Both are meant to make him look
intelligent, hard and hungry. It works, up to a point. The hair,
though, is also meant to disguise a receding hairline. He can only
be mid-thirties, if that.

“You’ve already met DC Steele,” Baron says as
all three men take their seats.

Across the table, Steele’s face is sallow,
his mouth slightly twisted, as if he’s stifling the urge to vomit.
After a while John realises that it’s his natural expression.

Baron looks at his watch, then activates the
tape recorder that sits at the end of the desk, right up to the
wall.

John hadn’t noticed the recorder. He tries to
remain calm as Baron goes through the motions, identifying all
three of them. He assumes he could smoke if he wanted, but Baron
doesn’t get a packet out, and Steele doesn’t move a muscle. Plus,
there’s no ashtray. Plus, he doesn’t have any himself.

Jesus, I want a fag.

Both he and Baron have placed copies of the
Yorkshire Post on the desk in front of them.

“Local celebrity,” says Baron, turning back
to face John.

“It comes to us all.”

A pause. Baron makes a bit of a performance
of scanning the article, as if he hasn’t read it already.

“We never did get anyone for Joe, I’m sorry
to say.”

“I know.”

Regret? Someone took half of Joe’s head off
with a shotgun, right there in the old showroom. Baron’s only
regret is that his first case as a DI was a bad on bad.

“How’s Tony Ray’s Motors doing under
new management?” Baron asks, tapping his newspaper with a finger.
“Looks like a slick operation!”

“It’s doing okay.”

“Old establishment! When did the original
showrooms open?”

“Sixty-three.”

It says so in the article.

“Crikey! The stuff we must have on that
place, from over the years. I mean, I bet there are files bulging
with it!”

“Yes, yes. I’m from a criminal family.” John
looks as DC Steele. “In case you didn’t know, my father and brother
were both crooks. And because of that, I am simply not allowed to
run a successful business.”

Steele is unconcerned, stares right at him,
the derision so firmly wiped from his face you can see the marks it
left behind.

“Antonio Ray!” Baron says, ignoring John’s
sarcasm. “Quite a name in these parts. How is the old man?”

“He dribbles a lot, and he thinks I’m his
Uncle Alfonso. Stopped speaking a couple of months back.”

Baron’s face never slips.

John continues: “Oakwell Nursing Home. It
overlooks Roundhay Park. If you ever go, take cash. They charge for
breathing.”

“The things your dad never went down for, it
beggars belief! He’s a legend in this building, you know.” Baron
pauses. “Sorry to hear, you know, about, well, how he is.”

“And my brother? Let’s cover that ground
whilst we’re at it, shall we? Joe was even worse, a real nasty
piece of work. Then again, you got him a couple of times, didn’t
you?”

Baron is trying not to look pleased with
himself, having already got a rise out of Ray. He glances
involuntarily at the door, knowing that DC Danson won’t be far
away, desperate to know what’s going on. Poor Den, off the case,
and suffering the indignity of being an alibi witness for Tony
Ray’s son. It doesn’t seem fair. She was the first officer on the
scene the night of the shooting over on Hope Road. She sponged the
remains of Joe Ray’s brains off his brother’s face. Now she’s his
fucking alibi. Poor Den.

“I’m not interested in your family,” Baron
says, shifting in his plastic seat, trying to get comfortable.
“You’re the one we’re looking at.”

He recites from memory:

“John Ray, criminal family, breaks with
tradition, does well at school, then Cambridge. Spends a number of
years living in Spain, before returning to the UK to train as an
accountant. Fifteen years at two high-ranking accountancy firms,
first London, then Manchester. Two years ago gives it all up to run
the family business. Wins a prize for selling secondhand cars. No
criminal record. The end.”

John smiles. “You make it sound so, I don’t
know, dull.”

“I have a way with words.”

Both men smile.

“Funny thing,” Baron adds, “all those years
as an accountant, big firms too, and you never made junior
partner?”

“I’m not ambitious.”

“No managerial position of any kind?”

“Let’s just say I’m not good at taking
orders.”

Baron stretches his arms, then lets them fall
down by his sides, flexing his fingers.

“Steady profession, accountancy. It’d be an
effective cover, wouldn’t it?”

“Cover for what?”

“I don’t know.”

John laughs. “My family were crims, so
I’m a crim! Yep, I rob banks in my spare time. Little hobby
of mine…”

Baron moves forward, both forearms flat on
the table.

“Mr Ray. This is about a young woman found
dead in the boot of one of your cars.”

“What?”

He’s bluffing. What the…

“Dead. In the boot. Beaten up, skull smashed
in. Possibly raped.”

“I thought this was about a stolen car.”

“This is about murder, Mr Ray. That and forty
thousand pounds cash tucked away inside the spare tyre.”

Silence.

“A dead girl,” Baron finally says, “and forty
thousand in cash.”

Forty? Ignore him. Ignore the money.

“Who was she?” says John, confused. “Who was
it? Was there, I mean who, who the hell was she…?”

“The victim died sometime between ten o’clock
last night and two this morning. Can you account for your
whereabouts for those times, Mr Ray?”

Baron doesn’t wait for an answer. He opens a
brown file and takes out a photograph of the dead girl. Her head
lies on one side, and her skirt is almost around her waist.

“Jesus,” John whispers, shaking his head in
disbelief at the sight of her fragile, huddled body.

“You know her?”

“No. No, I don’t.”

He stares at her face, the eyes almost closed
but not quite, dark lipstick smudged, some swelling to the cheeks
and around the eyes. Strong features, pretty. Even in death.

A beautiful, dead face.

But he doesn’t know her. Why should he?

What the hell is this? Den? Where’s Den?

“I was there last night, at the
awards,” he says, pointing to the newspaper, perhaps to allow him
to avert his eyes from the girl, perhaps out of disbelief.

“The car,” Baron says, ignoring him.

Think. Now think…

“The car? Mondeo.” He finds it hard to think.
Unknown girl dead in one his cars. And not just any car. “It just
came in,” he says, desperately trying to keep himself together, to
think straight. “Bought it from a bloke down on Kirkstall Road. He
had it parked up, for sale sign in the windscreen.”

“When?”

“Monday. Monday, about twelve.”

“Funny time for someone to be selling a car,
isn’t it?”

“Not if you’re out of work it isn’t. Good for
me, that. Beat him down on price.”

“Kirkstall Road. What were you doing down
there?”

“Coming back from Frazer’s place.”

“Social call?

“Yeah, and looking over his stock, his
prices, you know. We all do it.”

Baron pauses as Steele gets up and leaves the
room. He returns in what seems like seconds.

“The car,” Baron says when his colleague has
retaken his seat. “Tell us more.”

“Young guy, twenties. Ehm, short brown hair,
bomber jacket. He was putting the for sale sign in when I
saw it. He wanted 900, I offered 550 cash. He looked desperate. I
gave him 575.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that. I’ll sell it for 800. I
might even part-ex it on something better. Scrub up well,
Mondeos.”

“Aren’t you a bit above bangers like
that?”

“You’d be surprised. Not everybody moves up.
If you’re driving a decent motor and you can trade down to
something cheap but tidy, you make quick money. The neighbours’ll
talk, but you’ve still got wheels. Some of my best mid-range stock
comes in that way.”

“Interesting. Did you know that, DC
Steele?”

Steele shakes his head, raised eyebrows,
playing along.

“So, I had three hundred quid on me. I went
to a cash point about half a mile further on, got three hundred
more. Bought the car there and then. Locked it up, drove back to
the showroom, got a taxi back and picked up the Mondeo.”

“You can verify that?”

“The taxi? Derek’s Cabs. About three in the
afternoon, Monday. It’ll be in here.”

He thumbs through the call log on his
iPhone.

“Yes. Quarter to three. Monday.”

Steele makes a note of the details, and again
he leaves the room long enough only to pass on the information to
someone else.

“The car had your card in the glove
compartment,” Baron says when Steele is back. “It didn’t have your
name on the registration documents, though.”

“I’ve been busy trying to get new stock. Just
haven’t got around to it. I was insured to drive it back. I mean,
I’m good for any car I drive.”

“Pleased to hear it.”

Baron does another of his pauses.

John drums his fingers against the leg of his
chair, willing himself to calm down.

This is a coincidence. Random. Poor girl,
whoever she was.

“Friday afternoon, Mr Ray? Before your
victorious evening at the Metropole.”

“I took the train to Peterborough to see a
car. A Porsche 911 GT3. They were asking fifty grand.”

“Buy it?”

“Nope. It was still under a credit contract.
You can look ’em up on the web. That wouldn’t necessarily bother
me, but when you spend fifty grand you’ve got to be sure. I didn’t
like what I saw.”

“Simple as that?”

“More or less. Got the seller’s number
here.”

Steele takes the details. This time he
doesn’t leave the room.

“And you always go by train?” Baron asks.

“Whenever possible. Means I can bring the
motor back there and then. And turning up in a taxi gives me an
advantage on price.”

“How so?”

“You turn up with no wheels of your own, tell
’em you want a quick sale, cash, they’re gonna be hard pressed to
turn down your offer, however low it is.”

“On the downside, you have to travel the
country with a small fortune in your possession.”

“Not had any problems yet.” John holds out
both arms, demonstrating the impressive dimensions of his upper
body. “I’m not a natural choice for muggers.”

“And that cash, the fifty thousand?”

“Bread bin at home.”

What about the money in the car?

“Would you allow us to see your flat, Mr
Ray?”

“Yes.”

Baron suspends the interview and stops the
tape.

“The old high school, isn’t it, up Whingate
Road?” he asks.

“My flat? Yes. The art studio on the top
floor. Plus the storeroom.”

“Head Boy, weren’t you?”

John nods.

Baron collects his Yorkshire Post and
his file and says they’ll only be a minute. He offers to get John a
coffee, but John’s had Millgarth coffee once or twice before.

“Art studio!” Baron says as he and Steele get
to the door. “I once got caught having a smoke in that
storeroom!”

“You went to the high school?”

“When I was in the first form,” Baron says,
then waits for his colleague to disappear, “you’d only been gone a
year.”

John can’t quite make out Baron’s tone, but
it isn’t about happy school days.

“That,” he says, “was a long time ago…”

“And my dad,” Baron continues, as if he
hasn’t heard John, “he was in uniform all his life, here at
Millgarth mostly, running around trying to catch swindlers and
muggers, the social detritus…”

“Yeah, like you said, we’re all crims…”

Baron shakes his head. “That’s not what I
mean.” He stops, thinks, as if he’s trying to recall the events.
“When I got to the high school, eleven years old, I read your name
on the roll-call. Head Boy. People still talked about you. And do
you know why?”

“Because I was gifted academically, good at
sport, and a natural born leader?” John says, trying to annoy
Baron, more out of curiosity than anything else.

“No. Because you were Tony Ray’s son. You
were Head Boy the same year your dad was tried at the Old Bailey.
What kind of message does that send out to teenage kids?”

“So, I should’ve been tarred with the same
brush as my dad, at that age? Perhaps I was a good Head Boy, you
ever think of that? Your name on that roll-call, is it, Inspector
Baron?”

It isn’t. John has all the old roll-call
boards on the walls of his kitchenette. Baron’s name is nowhere to
be seen.

Baron is too smart to prickle at the jibe.
He’s still enjoying this.

“Mr John Ray, Head Boy, leader of men!
Cambridge University, graduates with flying colours, the prodigal
son, the high-flier!” He does one of his pauses. It’s more
effective this time. “Twenty-odd years down the line and he’s
flogging secondhand cars on a backstreet in Leeds Nine. Secondhand
cars, eh? Suck my cock, Mr Ray. That’s bullshit.”

Two offers of fellatio from officers of the
law in just twenty-four hours, John tells himself as the door slams
shut.

Alone in the room, he consults his iPhone.
Ten missed calls from Freddy. The first at one in the morning, the
last at seven thirty. Whatever Freddy’s been doing, it’s not
sleeping.

He deletes the messages. Considers ringing
Freddy. Thinks better of it.

Baron and Steele return.

“Just a few more things,” the Inspector says,
after going through the rigmarole with the tapes again. “Was there
any sign of a break-in at the showroom?”

“Not that I saw.”

“And it’s alarmed?”

“Yes.”

“Who has keys?”

“The keys to the Mondeo?”

“No. They were in the car when we found it.
Who has the keys to the showroom?”

No choice. You’ve got no choice.

“Me, Owen Metcalfe, my salesman, and Connie
García, the receptionist.”

“Miss García is your… half-cousin, is
it?”

Thanks, Den.

“Way more distant than that. Sixteenth maybe.
Maybe not.”

“And Mr Metcalfe?”

“Freddy. Everyone calls him Freddy.”

“Freddy. He and Connie are your only
employees at present?”

“Correct.”

“And they are on your premises at the moment,
are they?”

“Far as I know.”

“You’ve seen them both at the showroom this
morning?”

“I was only there for a minute, early
on.”

“You weren’t there that early, Mr Ray.
When we called at eight fifty you hadn’t arrived…”

“Well, eight fifty’s pretty early for me. I
was there just after that.”

“I only ask because our officers didn’t see
Mr Metcalfe earlier this morning when they called, and he isn’t
there now.”

“No?”

“So I ask you again, Mr Ray. Have you seen
Owen Metcalfe this morning?”

Freddy. Where the fuck are you?

“No. He’s not always early. Y’know, young
lad, Friday night Saturday morning…”

Baron sits back.

“Freddy…?” he says, looking up at the ceiling
as he speaks. “His dad was also a common criminal, wasn’t he?”

John sighs.

“Freddy,” he tells Baron, trying to remain
polite, “has never been in trouble in his life. His dad worked for
my dad years ago. But that’s got nothing to do with Freddy. His
parents divorced when he was six months old. He hasn’t seen his dad
since then.”



Baron nods, as if savouring the
information.

“Are you two close? Like a son to you, is
what I’ve heard.”

John shrugs.

“Well, perhaps he’s never been charged with
anything up until now, but personally, I’ve got him down as
a prime suspect for rape and murder. That’s quite a lot of trouble,
don’t you think?” He glances at his watch. “He won’t stay hidden
long. Who knows, when we find him, perhaps he’ll have something to
say about the money in the boot of your car, Mr Ray.”

The interview is concluded and the two
detectives stand up.

“DC Steele will show you out,” Baron says, a
hardly-concealed expression of satisfaction on his face.

***

“Always that much fun, is he, the Inspector?” John
says as they make their way out of the station.

Steele ignores the question, his expression
making it clear that he considers John’s sense of humour only
marginally better than the smell of rotten fish.

They reach the lobby.

“Thank you for coming, Mr Ray,” says the
young detective. “I’ll be your point of call if anything
arises.”

He hands him a card.

 


D.C. Matthew Steele

West Yorkshire Police

Criminal Investigations Department (CID)

Millgarth, LEEDS

 


“Okay, thanks,” he says.

But Steele has already gone.


 


 


 


Seven

 


He texts Den, then crosses
the street and gets a packet of Marlboro Lights from the
newsagent’s inside the bus station. The smell of fried onions and
burger grease blows down from the open-air market just above the
station, triggering memories of his childhood. When he was a kid
his mum would drag him around the market as she checked up on the
family’s vendors of knock-off perfume and electronic goods, and
kept an eye on the competition. Until he was old enough to stay at
home on his own, school holidays were spent traipsing around
markets and backstreet shops with her. What a bloody way to grow
up, he tells himself, grinning at the memory of his mother.

He calls Freddy. Nothing. Back across the
road to Millgarth, lighting a cigarette as he goes, his first in
weeks. Den appears through the ugly aluminium and glass doors of
the station, looking very much like she wishes she wasn’t
there.

He leans against the wall, drawing heavily on
the cigarette.

“You want one?” he says as she
approaches.

“I’ve given up. So have you.”

She takes one anyway, pulling a lighter from
the front pocket of her jeans.

“You quit, but you still carry a
lighter?”

“Yeah, fuck you too,” she says with a thin
smile.

They smoke in silence a while.

“It was the crime scene I was called to,” she
says. “Young lass in the boot.”

He takes another long draw. The thought of
the dead girl in the Mondeo, together with the sudden nicotine
rush, makes him shudder.

“Christ,” he says. “I don’t know what the
fuck she’d done, but nobody deserves that…”

Den’s mouth hangs open a little.

They watch as three turquoise and cream buses
play follow-my-leader out of the bus station and into the Saturday
traffic on St Peter’s Street.

“So,” she says in the end, “do you know
anything about this?”

Her tone is measured. Gentle.

“What?” he says.

She says nothing. Waits for his answer.

“I was with you last night,
remember?”

The buses move round towards the Headrow and
out of sight, spinning through their gears as they prepare for the
hill.

“Den, I don’t have a clue. Don’t know who she
is, or why she was in my car… I have absolutely no idea about that
girl.”

“Okay, okay.” She believes him.

They smoke some more.

“They’re saying rape as well,” she says.

He nods.

“John, do you know where Freddy is?” Her
voice is almost too quiet to discern.

“No. But he tried to ring me last night,” he
says, staring at the burning tip of his cigarette. “Ten times. All
through the night.”

“You told Baron that?”

He sighs.

“Nope.”

“And now? Freddy’s not picking up?”

He shakes his head.

“Ten times?” she says. “And there was
no break-in at the showroom, right?”

Again he shakes his head.

“This isn’t looking good, you know that,
don’t you?”

He looks straight into her eyes.

“He rapes her, murders her, then dumps her in
a car that’s traceable to his place of work? Sound like Freddy to
you?” He stops, rubs a hand over his face. “What if somebody’s
setting him up?”

“So why has he disappeared?”

There’s a firm, unhurried manner to her now.
Compassionate, but underneath she’s thinking things through,
looking for the right way forward. It was the same when Joe was
shot. The two of them standing there in the old showroom, Joe’s
body on the ground between them, the slick of blood around his head
spreading. She knew what to do, even then. And she knew what to
say.

“I know how much Freddy means to you,
John.”

He laughs. “Cliché, isn’t it! I love him like
a son.”

“I know, you don’t have to…”

“For Christ’s sake, Den. You can’t believe he
did this. You know him!”

As she listens, pity threatens to overwhelm
her. Not for the girl; she’s seen enough death to know how to wrap
that memory up good and tight. But John? Freddy is more to
him than a son. He met Freddy at Joe’s funeral and took to him
immediately, putting his trust in him when every instinct told him
to trust no one. They built the new showroom together, made it a
success. Freddy Metcalfe, a cocky, big-hearted lad with a fucked-up
criminal pedigree of his own to deal with. John’d do anything for
Freddy. And if his instincts turn out to be wrong, everything he’s
achieved over the last two years will have been for nothing.

“Also,” she says, resisting the temptation to
run her fingers through his hair, “this is the last time I can see
you. Shouldn’t really be talking to you now.”

“Right.”

“You hear me?”

He lights a fresh cigarette, throwing the one
he’s only half-smoked into the gutter.

Neither of them wants the conversation to
end.

“The girl in the car?” she says, almost to
herself. “She was wearing Opium.”

It had been one of his dad’s most popular
lines, counterfeit Opium. The perfume is their private joke,
a symbol of John’s break with the past, the act of paying full
price for the real stuff a twisted homage to the defunct criminal
dynasty of the Ray family.

But John is hardly listening.

“He’s got no family, you know,” he says.
“Mum’s dead, dad disappeared when he was a baby. He’s got nowhere
to go. Moved about a lot when he was growing up. No old school
friends that I know of. He’ll be on his own somewhere, scared
shitless. I better find him.”

She nods.

“Will you help me?”

“I can’t, John,” she says, mouthing
the words silently. “Jesus, I just can’t, I mean…”

She stops, lets her cigarette drop to the
ground and grinds it into the pavement until there are strands of
tobacco in the cracks of the tarmac.

“I’ll give you a ring later,” she says, still
looking down at the ground. “I’ll see what I can find out. And
please, don’t mention this to anybody.”

She turns to go.

Baron emerges from the station entrance, sees
them, makes his way over.

“DC Danson,” he says.

“Steve.”

She hesitates, doesn’t move.

John is still leaning against the wall. It
takes a couple of inches off him, bringing his eye line down level
with Baron’s.

“Mr Ray,” the Inspector says. “You’d be a lot
more help to us if you were out and about look for your boy
Freddy.”

“Right onto it,” John says, and stomps off
down the street, clouds of blue smoke billowing out behind him.

They watch him go, heavy-framed but spritely,
part Gerard Depardu part storm-trooper, black jacket wide open,
flapping in the wind. Where do you get that sort of presence, Baron
asks himself? John Ray exudes an intense physical assuredness
wherever he goes, something relaxed but also slightly dangerous.
And he always looks as if he’s just walked out of a casino at seven
in the morning.

“You know you shouldn’t be…”

“He texted me,” she says. “I was just filling
him in on the rules. No more contact. He understands.”

“It looks bad. Murder investigation and we’ve
got a CID officer playing alibi for a major witness.”

“I know.”

John disappears around the end of the
building. Still they look, as if he might reappear.

“Very bad,” Baron says slowly, as if he’s
waiting for something. “You really need to sort out this
relationship, Den.”

It’s none of Baron’s business, she tells
herself. But she’s wrong. It’s police business now. John Ray is
police business. And she’s right in the middle of it.

“It’s casual,” she says, searching her
pockets for cigarettes, knowing that there are none there. “With
John, it’s not as if it’s…” she struggles for a word, “…permanent
or anything.”

“Really?”

“You know all this, Steve. When his brother
was shot, he wouldn’t see anybody. Counsellor, family liaison team,
nothing. Only me. He was a mess.”

Baron nods. He knows the story. Den brought
John Ray back from the edge, and their relationship grew out of
that, unexpected but somehow inevitable. She’s never tried to hide
anything from her colleagues. That’d be asking for trouble. The
whole station knows, Baron better than anyone.

“You enjoy the awards thing last night? Posh
frocks, cocktails?”

“Yeah, it was a laugh actually.”

“Listen, Den. Keeping a change of clothes at
John Ray’s place is one thing. Having your hands all over him in a
room full of secondhand car dealers and journalists is
another.”

“Is that the way your journo friend put it?”
Den says. “Bit sensational, don’t you think?”

Baron’s head snaps towards her.

“The girl from the Yorkshire Post, I
assume,” she says, playing innocent. “I saw her there last
night.”

His phone goes off. She recognises the
ringtone immediately: Derrrr-DA… Derrrr-DA… the cello music
from Jaws.

“My sons downloaded it for me,” he says as he
tries to locate the phone in the various pockets of his suit.

He was supposed to be taking the boys out
today. His weekend with them. When he rang to cancel, still looking
down at the dead body of a young woman in the boot of the car, the
twins had already finished breakfast and were ready to go.

“Baron. Yes, I’m out the front… Okay… Right.
Yes. Thanks.”

He digests the news for a second. John Ray
was telling the truth: the trip to Peterborough yesterday, and his
whereabouts on Monday morning, right down to the taxi. It all
checks out. They’re even checking CCTV on Kirkstall Road to see
whether he really did buy the Mondeo there.

“Okay, let’s find Freddy!” he says as he
spins around and heads for the doors.

Den follows him inside. And as she looks at
herself in the glass of the door, a very confused witness looks
back.
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When he gets back to the
showroom it smells even better than before.

“I thought I’d carry on as normal,” Connie
says, coming from the tiny kitchen at the back with a fat potato
omelette an inch thick and far wider than the plate it’s sitting
on.

One look at it and he’s thinking longingly of
Spain.

“You want?” she asks.

“Not just now, thanks.”

“Sure?”

She sets it down next to the Gaggia
and serves herself a slice.

“I think we might be beginning to attract
people for your food rather than the cars.” He glances around at
the empty showroom. “Not this morning, though.”

“The police,” she says, waving an empty fork
out in front of her, words partly muffled by soft potato, “probably
frightened people away.”

“Been back already, have they?”

“They parked right outside. Two cars. One of
’em with, you know, the lights on top.”

He nods, then notices how incredibly quiet
the place is. There’s no music playing. But it’s not just that.
It’s Freddy. Without him the showroom is dull and soulless. This is
Freddy’s sales floor, his domain. He sets it up, and when a
customer walks through the door he knows exactly where to steer
them. The perfect salesman.

Without Freddy, Tony Ray’s Motors is
nothing. He’d stood with John and watched as the great sheets of
curved glass were lifted into position, and they’d popped Champagne
together when they opened for business, wondering who on earth was
gonna venture down Hope Road for a secondhand beemer. About eighty
percent of sales are Freddy’s, and John often jokes that by rights
the business should be his. The truth is it was never a joke. If
everything goes to plan, in five years’ time the place will be
signed over to Freddy. He doesn’t know it yet. And he might never
need to, because things have just started not going to
plan…

“Two cars?” he says. “They must have thought
Freddy might be here.”

“Yeah, well he isn’t,” she says. “He called
me, though.”

“He called?”

“This morning, soon as I got in. ‘Tell John
I’m sorry.’ That’s all he said.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“Would it have helped?” She holds open her
hands, the gesture almost protective, like a parent indulging a
teenager. “My Uncle Henrique, y’know, he always says, piensa
luego habla, ‘think then talk’. So that’s what I did. Think.
And now I talk.”

“Perhaps in future just talk, right?”

“He sounded in trouble,” she says, thrusting
her hands into the pockets of her tight black jeans. “Anyway, he
rings me, yeah? My phone. But if you want I tell everything to
everyone, you, police, everybody. About Freddy… the Mondeo…”

“That’s all he said?” he asks, ignoring her
petulance. “That he was sorry?”

“Yes. Nothing else. He hung up.”

John flops down to the floor, his back
against a car, legs out in front of him on the polished concrete
floor.

“It’s the girl, isn’t it?” she says. “The one
on the news. The police wouldn’t tell me why they were here, but it
was on the radio when they arrived…”

“Shit, it’s only just turned eleven. It’s on
the news already?”

“Sí. A young woman, it said. Found
dead in a car.”

“It was the Mondeo. She was in the boot,” he
says, hanging his head and rubbing his face in both hands. “What
did the police say?”

“They asked me where I was last night.”

“What did you tell ’em?”

“Movie and then a pizza at a friend’s flat,
then sex til late.”

“You told ’em that?”

“Why not? It’s the truth. And the neighbours
downstairs bang on the ceiling every time we put on music. You know
the type…”

The type who like to sleep at night, yeah, I
know.

He has to smile. He and Connie have got the
same alibi for last night. Only Connie has witnesses, and they’re
armed with broom handles.

“I had to give them my friend’s number, as
well,” she adds. “One of ’em went outside and phoned him
straightaway.” She holds up her cell phone. “He told ’em the
same.”

She pockets the phone and eats more
omelette.

“Think, then talk!” John says. “What did your
uncle Henrique do, anyway?”

“Same as your dad.”

“Henrique? Didn’t he make ceramic tiles or
something?”

She exhales theatrically. “And your dad, he
sold cars, right?”

If there’s a twinkle in her eyes, it’s
dampened by their dark, slightly puffy appearance. The eyes, never
mind the neighbours, confirm what she was doing last night.

He remains there on the floor, watching her
eat. His thoughts turn again to Spain, then to his dad. It had been
a fine, warm afternoon, and they were in the carefully manicured
gardens of the nursing home, amid some of the region’s most
pampered geriatrics. There’s a girl from Spain, Dad said.
The daughter of someone they knew back in the old country, just
a chiquilla, a young thing…

It was the only time he’d ever asked anything
of John. Do this for me, he said with an easy smile, the
Tony Ray smile, the one that had always got him whatever he wanted.
Let this slip of a girl work in the new showroom. A favour to
her family back home…

For a long time no girl showed up. John
forgot all about it. Then she arrived, all hair and winking
buttocks. And the truth was that although he couldn’t say exactly
how or why, Connie was a godsend.

***

They make coffee and take it outside. The early
autumn sun has crept down onto Hope Road and the wind has dropped.
Nestled in the inward curve of the showroom’s glass frontage, it
could almost be mid-morning on the continent.

“So,” he says, lighting a cigarette and
savouring the tobacco rush as he inhales, trying to ignore the
heady mix of self-loathing and guilty pleasure of the failed
ex-smoker, “what did the police ask you about the car?”

“They say they wanna see where it was. I show
them, out back. They look at the gate. No damage, still locked. We
come inside, and they ask if it’s in the computer.”

“The Mondeo?”

“I say yes, I suppose. We look, and it isn’t.
I say it’s only been here a few days. I haven’t got around to it,
y’know.” She glances at him and takes a quick drag on her
cigarette. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Anything else?”

“They took the security video for
yesterday.”

“Shit, the video. Did you manage to go
through it before they arrived?”

“Yes. Freddy took the car at midnight, a few
minutes after. Looked in a hurry. And worried.”

“Did they take all the surveillance tapes for
last week?”

She shakes her head.

“No,” she says, taking a sip of coffee then
fiddling with her cigarette. “I put the others in the filing
cabinet in the office.”

“You hid them?”

She shrugs. “That’s where the video recorder
is. It’s normal. The police, they say is this the only tape? I
think they mean for last night. It’s true.”

Withholding evidence?

He detects the slightest hint of a smile as
she fills her lungs with guilt-free tobacco smoke and blows it out
in one long plume above their heads.

John gives Freddy another try. This time
Freddy answers.

“Freddy!” he says, sticking a finger into his
ear. “Where the hell are you?”

He listens, but Freddy isn’t making much
sense, other than that he keeps saying sorry.

“Freddy, listen. What happened?”

“She’s dead,” is all he can hear between long
bouts of phlegmy coughing and what sounds like the drawl of
exhaustion.

“Who, Freddy?”

“In the room,” he says, but quietly, as if
he’s trying to make sure no one overhears.

“What room, Freddy? What happened?”

The reply is even more muffled. ‘I don’t
know’, he thinks he hears, but the voice is distant now, drowned
out by a metallic sound, an echoey jangle, something familiar that
he can’t quite place.

“Freddy? Freddy?”

But Freddy’s gone.

John rings again. Nothing. Phone
unavailable.

“Shit!” he says, tossing his iPhone onto the
table.

“Did he say a room?” Connie asks.

He nods. “And not much else. He knows about
the girl though.”

He looks through the glass into the showroom.
Freddy’s little kingdom. Big, barrel-chested Freddy, who only has
to stand next to a car and it’s sold. He’s not perfect, but there’s
no way he raped and killed a girl and dumped her in a car.

A car with fifty grand in
it.

“So what do you think?” he asks Connie.

“I think he’s in love.”

“What!”

“You must have noticed. Jumpy, excited, full
of life?”

“He’s always full of life.”

“And he said a room?” Connie asks.

“Yes. His flat, could it be? The police’ll
already be there. No point me going. And it’s the room, he
says. What does that mean? What room? Jesus, Freddy!”

“Try the Eurolodge. It’s a hotel, not
far from here. Eurolodge Hotel.”

“Yes, I’ve seen it. Up on the York Road. But,
what, he had a room there?”

“No. But he’s been there a lot. Last few
weeks. I’ve heard him planning to meet people up there.”

She stands and gathers the cups and
saucers.

John looks again at his empty showroom.

“While I’m gone,” he says, “would you…”

“I know. Look at the other videos, see if
he’s borrowed the car before.”

He watches her go, the rip in her jeans
winking at him.

Think then speak… I like it.
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The Eurolodge Hotel
occupies a squat, pre-war office block a mile out of town on the
York Road. When the building was new it would have been right next
to the trams going in and out of the city. But now its two stories
of old red brick and stained concrete sit beside four lanes of
relentless, fast-moving traffic.

There are two shops opposite the hotel. One
is a voluntary community centre, although it’s closed today, the
other to let. Behind the hotel is a wide expanse of disused
land, and further off a couple of industrial units and a boarded-up
pub.

“What the fuck, Freddy?” he says, hoisting
himself out of his dark blue Saab.

The hotel’s windows have been painted maroon,
and a modern revolving door, flanked by smoked glass on both sides,
looks ridiculously out of place. Above it is the single word
Eurolodge in white neon. You’re supposed to know it’s a
hotel.

The door is stiff, its hiss low and
pronounced as it moves slowly round. Inside, no muzak plays, and
there’s no pinging elevators or sales reps talking loudly into
their phones. Nothing. He’s in a small reception, and he’s on his
own. The only sound comes from two strip lights overhead, which
emit the faintest of hums; that, and the rumble from traffic
outside.

“Good morning.”

He appears from double doors behind the
reception. Mid-thirties. Jeans and a black pullover (the hotel is
not particularly warm, John notices). The skin around the man’s
eyes is grey, his sickly complexion made worse by the lights.

“Yes, good morning,” says John.

The man behind the counter says nothing more,
tries to hold his smile.

John waits. Then:

“It’s your turn now, isn’t it?”

The other one blinks, confused.

“Sorry!” he says. “What can I do for
you?”

“Are you the manager?”

A frown. He catches it quickly, but that
smile is turning into a silent wince.

“Manager and owner.”

John doesn’t know whether to congratulate him
or offer commiserations.

“My name’s John Ray. I’ve got a car showroom
down on Hope Road. Tony Ray’s Motors? I don’t know, you
might have heard of it?”

The manager loosens up, relief spreading
across his face.

“Tony Ray’s place!” he says, nodding too
much, extending an arm and shaking John’s hand with vigour. “Yes,
I’ve heard of it. Adrian Fuller, by the way. Hope Street, that’s
right, yes. Been there years!”

“You saw today’s Yorkshire Post,
then?”

“No…” he says, making a show of looking
around, “we don’t seem to have got the papers this morning.”

John also looks. The reception is in fact one
corner of a far larger room, most of which is in semi-darkness. The
reception counter extends right across the back wall, mutating part
way along into a bar. In front of it is a spacious lounge,
low-slung sofas in perfect order, plus a small breakfast station
which appears not to be in use.

“Well, I’m sure you’re busy,” John says,
surveying the emptiness, “so I’ll get straight to it. I’m looking
for Owen Metcalfe. Big lad, blond, early twenties. Looks a bit like
that cricketer, the one who was always getting drunk. Not Botham,
the other one.”

Fuller is noncommittal, a slight shake of the
head.

“I dunno. We get a lot of people in
here…”

“Really?”

No reply this time.

“Owen Metcalfe. Everybody calls him Freddy.
Always laughing, joking around. If you’ve met him, you’ll know.
Tall as me, almost as wide.”

The man shrugs with vague apology.

“Look, I’ve just been dragged down to
Millgarth about this. Freddy works for me, and he’s in trouble. So
if you know where he is, that’d be grand. Heard the news this
morning, have you?”

What little colour was in Fuller’s cheeks has
now disappeared. But still he doesn’t speak.

“I assume that means something to you,” John
continues. “And if it turns out Freddy was even near this place,
there’s gonna be a fuck load of coppers spinning through that door
the minute they find out. You’ll be doing yourself a favour if we
can get to him first.”

“What news?”

The voice comes from behind Fuller.

A young man stands in the double doors, dull
ginger hair, bad skin, a faded Iron Maiden T-shirt small on his
wiry frame.

“Craig, what are you doing here?” Fuller
asks.

Whatever Craig is doing, he looks badly in
need of sleep.

“I got my shift times wrong,” Craig says,
staring at the floor, his voice low, as if it pains him to say
anything at all. “Thought I was on mornings.”

An awkward pause follows. Above them the
strip lights emit their gentle hum.

“Mr Ray is looking for Freddy,” Fuller says
in the end.

But he speaks without looking at Craig, who
for his part continues to look down at the floor.

“A girl’s dead,” John says. “And Freddy’s
disappeared.”

With my car.

“What did the police say?” Craig asks,
screwing up his face in confusion.

“They said a lot of things. Bottom line, from
me to you: has Freddy been here, or has he fucking not?”

The question is for Fuller, not Craig.

“I think,” the manager replies, “I’ll take my
chances with the local constabulary, Mr Ray.”

His voice carries just the right amount of
defiance. For a moment he looks proud of himself, surprised even.
But it doesn’t last. He’s evidently in no state for a
confrontation. John Ray, meanwhile, looks like the kind of man for
whom confrontation is a singular pleasure.

A moment’s eye contact is all it takes.

“He was here yesterday,” Fuller says, his
shoulders dropping as he gestures towards the end of the counter.
“Come through to the office. Craig, can you watch the counter?”

They head down a carpeted corridor with
numbered doors on each side. The last one on the left is ajar. A
trolley loaded high with buckets and plastic containers waits
outside, and the throaty drone of a vacuum comes from within.

Fuller’s office is opposite.

“Take a seat,” he says, pulling an orange
plastic chair from the side of the room for John then sitting
behind the desk in an identical chair.

He rests his elbows on the desk, presses his
fingers together, then speaks.

“Freddy was here last night. The girl he was
with is called Donna. The dead girl? Is it her?”

As he speaks he watches a black and white
security monitor on his desk. The screen is split into four, but
only three of the squares show images.

“What makes you say that?”

“She comes here to see two men. They’re
staying here and she’s, well, she’s a prostitute.”

John notices the monitor. One image is a
wide-angle shot of the reception and lounge. The boy in the T-shirt
is making himself a coffee, moving so ponderously it looks as if
he’s in slow-motion.

“Not a great thing for a hotel manager to
admit,” Fuller adds, “but that’s the truth.” He looks at John, as
if in apology. “A prostitute. What can I say?”

“Donna?” John says slowly. “So what happened
yesterday?”

“Late evening, she came. In a bad way, drink,
drugs… And angry. Pretty much trashed the room.”

“The one being cleaned now?”

“Yeah, number twelve. We had to ask her to
leave.” He swallows. “In that state, I was, y’know, afraid
something might have happened to her.”

“What’s Freddy’s role in all this?”

“He was with her when she left.”

Fuller sinks a little in the chair, as if the
thought saddens him.

There’s a security camera pointing down the
corridor. John watches the monitor as the door of room twelve opens
and someone comes out, obscured by the trolley, then disappears
back inside. Meanwhile, Craig sits in the reception, cradling a mug
of coffee in both hands and hardly moving.

“So, Friday night and Freddy’s in a hotel
room with a prostitute and a couple of other guys?”

“That’s right. I don’t know Freddy. I mean,
I’ve no idea why he was here.”

“From what the police said, I think we can
assume the dead girl is Donna.”

Fuller sighs, nods his head.

“Tell me about the two men.”

Fuller considers the question for a
moment.

“Ukrainians. Agricultural machinery. They’ve
been here six weeks. I give them a good rate. They use the hotel as
their UK base. Yesterday they were celebrating a big contract,
cigars, Champagne, the works. Whenever they celebrate, they call
the girl.”

“But this time it turned out bad?”

“She got violent. I didn’t want to say
anything, because they’re good customers. In the end even they must
have got sick of her. They left her in the room and went to
celebrate somewhere else.”

“Freddy?”

“Him as well. It was then that she trashed
the room. I had to call them. Back they come, take her out through
the fire exit, and that’s the end of it. Poor girl.”

“And Freddy left with her, you say?”

“As I remember, he brought his car round the
side, by the fire exit. Couldn’t be sure, though.” He taps the
blank quarter of the TV monitor. “Camera outside’s not working.
Some yobs smashed it the other day.”

“Those Ukrainians still around, are
they?”

“I guess. I gave them another room
temporarily. Haven’t seen them this morning, though.”

John is out of his chair, extending a hand,
thanking Fuller.

“I expect I’ll be getting a visit from the
police before long,” Fuller says as he too rises. “I’ll give them a
ring, make their job a bit easier.”

Like hell you will.

The fire exit is across from the office, set
back out of sight at the end of the corridor immediately after the
room being cleaned.

“I’ll go this way,” John says, striding over
to the doors and pushing them open before Fuller can stop him.

“They took her out through here?” he asks as
both men step out into a sharp breeze. The side street, running
down the side of the hotel, is empty apart from a silver BMW, nice
and clean, not a mark on it.

“Yours?” John says.

Fuller nods. “I keep it here because of the
security camera.”

“Which isn’t working…”

They look up at the little black cylinder
bolted high on the wall at the corner of the building.

“Got to get that fixed,” says Fuller, before
disappearing back inside the hotel and closing the fire doors
behind him.

John gets his cigarettes out and casts a
professional eye over the beemer in front of him.


 


 


 


Ten

 


He wanders up the side of
the hotel. Stops. There’s no one about. He can hear the distant
rumble of traffic from the York Road, but all he can see is rough,
disused land, on it the brickwork stumps of demolished buildings
overgrown with sun-yellowed grass. He remembers the adverts when
the Eurolodge opened. It was cheaper than the budget chains.
Now he knows why. Perfect for tractor sellers. But Freddy? What the
hell is he doing up here at midnight with the Mondeo?

He calls the showroom.

“Connie? The security tapes? Did you get
chance to…”

“He took the car Thursday as well,” she says.
“Eight o’clock, back at eleven.”

“Just Thursday?”

“Yes.”

“Listen, things are not looking too good. I
gotta find Freddy before the police do. Can you cope on your own?
Close up and go home whenever you want.”

Next he rings Freddy, several times.
Nothing.

If anything arises, DC Steele said.
If anything arises, I’ll be your point of call. Well, Freddy
was in here at midnight with the girl and he was driving the car
she was found dead in the next morning. That’s arisen. He
fishes in his jacket for Steele’s card. Then he lets it drop back
into his pocket.

None of this feels right.

Fuck it.

Walking fast now. Round to the front of the
hotel. In through the revolving doors again. No one on reception.
The corridor behind, first room: PRIVATE.

He knocks. Pushes the door open. The skinny
young guy in the heavy metal T-shirt is sitting in a battered
swivel chair, still huddled over his mug of coffee. He doesn’t move
a muscle when the door opens.

He’s sitting at a long desk, like a work
bench, clean and ordered, not a trace of dust. It runs the length
of the small narrow room, and serves as the control centre for the
hotel’s decrepit security system. Two video monitors every bit as
old as the one in Fuller’s office sit atop video recorders of
similar vintage. One of them shows live images from the hotel’s
three functioning cameras. Craig isn’t asleep, then. He’s just
watched as John came back into the hotel. He was expecting him.

“Jeeze,” John says, looking at the video
equipment, “this stuff’s older than mine. In the case of my gaff, I
don’t give a shit. What’s Fuller’s excuse?”

“He’s talking about going digital.”

John looks around in vain for any sign of a
computer.

“You’re trying to find Freddy, right?” says
Craig, and takes a sip of coffee.

“Yes. Got any suggestions?”

“Still not heard from him?”

“Nope. Were you here last night, Craig, late
on?”

He finally puts his coffee down.

“Me? Yeah, I was here til midnight.”

“Working?”

“I do evenings. I’m a student. IT.”

“Special area, or wouldn’t I understand?”

“Network management.”

John nods. “The guy to suck up to, in case
everything suddenly stops working.”

Craig tries to laugh, but it sounds more like
a sudden stab of pain that’s hit him in the throat.

“You do all the techie stuff here, do you?”
John says, glancing at the blank panel on the video monitor, where
images from the camera on the side street should be playing.

Craig scratches the crown of his head
fiercely, then runs a hand down his neck where the scars of teenage
acne have left the skin pitted and uneven.

“There’s no one else to do it.”

“Did you see Freddy last night?”

“Yep.” He reaches across to the second
monitor and turns it on. “I can show you.”

The monitor flickers into life, the same
quartered screen, one blank, the others showing the entrance, the
ground floor corridor, and what John assumes to be the first floor
corridor. The video is paused.

“You’ve been watching this, have you?”

“Yeah, I was having a look,” Craig says as he
fiddles with the contrast, the image going impossibly dark then
stabilising. “Y’know, after I heard.”

“Heard what?”

Craig pauses.

“That someone was looking for Freddy.”

He presses play.

Two tall men in suits appear at the far end
of the corridor, coming out of Room Twelve and walking down towards
the camera. The younger of them is grinning, shaking his head with
amusement. The older is heavy-set, with thick dark eyebrows that
push out, extending over his eyes.

“Ukrainians?” John asks.

“Yeah.”

The men disappear from shot, then reappear in
the adjacent image, walking across the reception and out through
the revolving doors. A minute passes. More.

“Wait,” says Craig, staring at the
screen.

Freddy comes out of the same room. He looks
petrified, his face misshapen with anguish so that you’d hardly
recognise him. He hesitates, then makes his way slowly down the
corridor, an overwhelming sadness in the movement of his body. He
glances behind him then makes his way slowly out of the hotel.

“That’s it. End of the tape.”

The time on the video shows 11:48 p.m.

“And at this point Donna is still in the
room?” John asks.

Craig nods, eyes glued to the empty
screen.

“You wanna see what happens next?” he
says.

“If I can.”

“We normally change the tape when I finish my
shift,” says Craig. “This one,” he points to the other machine, the
one currently recording, “was put in next.”

He stops the tape and rewinds it to the
beginning.

Play. The familiar screen division,
same images.

“Hold on,” he says, confused, jabbing a
finger onto the rewind button, as if the machine has disobeyed him.
The time reads 12:06 a.m.

The machine goes through its clunking rewind
drill a second time.

Craig is now looking at the monitor,
transfixed.

“Something wrong?” John asks.

“No. Watch.”

The tape plays, but John sees nothing new. A
full minute and no one appears on the screen.

“Guests all in bed?”

“Ha!”

“Not many in last night?”

“Just the two of ’em.”

“Ukrainians?”

Craig nods.

“You? Where were you?”

Craig eyes are glued to the screen now.

“I closed up the bar, then I was in here for
a while before, before… Just watch.”

The footage plays, and still no sign of life
anywhere in the hotel.

“Do you know her?” John asks quietly.

“Who, Donna? I guess. Not that well.
Some.”

“Surname?”

“Macken. Donna Macken. I know her, I mean, I
do know her, yes.”

Since the video started, his expression has
turned to something between confusion and disbelief.

“What’s wrong?” says John.

“Mike. The night porter, Mike Pearce. He
should be doing his rounds. Should be on the tape. Mike was here. I
saw him.”

“What time does he start work?”

“Midnight. Takes over from me.”

The door behind them suddenly flies open.
Fuller is standing there.

“What are you doing in here?” he says.

“Looking for Freddy,” says John, seeing a
slight tremble in Fuller’s hands. “You called the police yet?”

“I told you what I know,” Fuller says,
raising his voice. “And now I am asking you to leave.”

Their attention is taken by a sudden blur of
movement on the screen. A car pulls up right outside the hotel, the
camera in the reception just catching enough of it through the
glass doors.

Oh, great. The Mondeo.

Three men get out, the Ukrainians and Freddy.
They come into the hotel.

“Mike did his rounds,” Fuller says, “then a
few minutes later all this started.”

Fuller now moves into the security room,
which is not large, and doubles as a cleaners’ cupboard. John leans
against the metal shelves bolted to the wall behind him.

“I’ve already told Mr Ray what happened,
Craig,” Fuller adds, leaning over and attempting to press the
stop button.

“No, it’s…” Craig says, his voice ragged as
he brushes Fuller’s arm away. “Look, it’s… Look.”

They have no choice but to watch as Fuller is
seen coming out of his office. He knocks on the door of Room
Twelve, bangs his fist on it, shouting right into the door itself.
Then the younger of the Ukrainians is seen coming quickly down the
corridor. He pushes Fuller out of the way and kicks the door open.
In they go.

John senses the tension in both men’s bodies
as they watch the grainy black and white image of the door, open
but affording no view of what’s going on inside.

Nothing happens, and still they watch in
silence. Then she appears. Dark hair, short black dress and a bulky
fur and leather jacket. Donna Macken, the girl in the car. She’s
even more beautiful than John remembers from the police photo,
despite some swelling on the side of her face. She’s supported on
one side by the Ukrainian and on the other by Fuller. With
difficulty they walk her out of the room, turn left, their backs to
the camera, then left again, towards the fire doors. At that point
they lean her up against the wall. The Ukrainian, who has a large
hold-all slung over his shoulder, shouts at her, wagging his finger
close to her nose. When she doesn’t respond he slaps her hard
across the face. He loses his temper, punching her square in the
face several times before grabbing her by the collar of her jacket
and pushing her out of sight towards the exit doors.

“We didn’t want her going out the front,”
Fuller says, breaking the cold silence.

“Where was Freddy when all this happened?” he
asks, the appalling scene they have just watched already playing on
a loop in his head, and with it the thought that a few hours later
she would be dead in the boot of his car.

“Freddy left. You missed it. Here.”

Fuller leans forward and rewinds the tape.
Just as the door gets kicked open, Freddy leaves the hotel and
drives the Mondeo slowly out of the picture.

“He must have parked down the side,” Fuller
says.

“She’s dead, isn’t she?” Craig whispers.

Fuller tries to ignore him.

“But what was Freddy doing?” John
asks.

“He must have picked Donna up outside,”
Fuller says.

“No, I mean, why was Freddy hanging round
with the two Ukrainian guys in the first place? At midnight?”

Craig exhales, his breath unsteady. The
screen is replaying Donna being walked out of the hotel again,
getting beaten, then disappearing with the Ukrainian, whilst Fuller
stands at the end of the corridor alone, before returning to his
office.

“Did you actually see Freddy pick her up
outside?” John asks Fuller.

He shakes his head. “You saw as much as I
did.”

“And you?” he asks Craig.

“He must have, I suppose. I went home. Didn’t
see anything.”

A tall woman in a cleaner’s gown appears. She
edges into the room and gets a bottle of bleach from one of the low
shelves.

John immediately recognises her, and also the
sweetness of her perfume. It triggers in him a deluge of teenage
emotions, hitting him hard, like a kick to the guts.

“Hi, I’m John,” he says, as if to introduce
himself.

“Sandy,” she says, looking at him with an air
of sadness as he attempts to stifle his surprise.

What are you doing here? he wants to
ask her. She’s a lot older now, late fifties, but it’s Sandy all
right. She hasn’t changed much.

With that she turns and leaves. For a second
time her pungent floral aroma hits him, and sends him into a
reverie of sticky teenage desire.

Fuller’s hands are now resting on the back of
Craig’s chair.

“And that, unfortunately, is that,” he says,
his tone clipped, efficient. “Obviously we didn’t want any fuss. We
took her out the back way. But now, well, this is serious. You’re
absolutely sure it’s her, the girl who was found dead?”

But John doesn’t answer. He’s staring at the
monitor.

“Him,” he says, pointing at the screen. On
the video there’s a man sitting in the lounge, the one with the
heavy eyebrows. “What’s he doing there in the dark?”

“Bilyk,” Craig says with distaste. “The other
Ukrainian.”

John leans over Craig’s shoulder, gently
edging Fuller out of the way.

“May I?” he says, his finger already on the
fast forward button.

The seconds and minutes run quickly by. Bilyk
does not move from his seat. Half an hour, an hour he sits there,
peering down at his laptop, making sure he’s in full view of a
security camera.

“What happened to Mr Bilyk?” John says.

“Like I told you, about three in the morning
I offered him a different room. His was too badly damaged.”

“You said both of them.”

Fuller sighs. “Well, I don’t know where the
other one is.”

“And Bilyk went out this morning?”

“I believe so.”

“Okay,” John says. “Thanks very much for your
help.”

As if by mutual agreement he and Fuller
resume cordial relations, and the two of them make their way into
the reception area.

“Coffee?” Fuller says, slipping behind the
bar.

“No thanks, gotta go. Horrible business,
this. And we still don’t know where Freddy is. But thanks for your
time. Ah…” He pats his pockets. “Glasses. Must have left them in
there…”

He nips back through the double doors and
walks as fast as he dare down the corridor, straight into Room
Twelve.

“Hi, Sandy!” he says with a grin as he slips
into the room.

She looks up, a hotel telephone in one hand,
sponge cloth in the other.

“Hello, love! I thought you were pretending
you didn’t know me back there!”

“I thought you hadn’t recognised
me!”

“You? Well, I wouldn’t have done from the
picture in today’s Post. Could hardly make you out!”

“You saw the article?”

“I did that! Bet your dad’s proud. Anyway,
how’s things, John?”

“Can’t complain, y’know.”

Sandy Greg ran a pub down in Armley when he
was growing up there, the kind of pub where you could get some
fancy perfume or a leather jacket at stupid prices, most of it
procured by Tony Ray and his merry men. And it was also where he
had known his first infatuation.

Her smile disappears. “You’re here about the
girl, aren’t you?”

“Did you know her?”

“Aye, she’d been up here a lot. Gave this
place a pretty good going-over last night an’all. Look!” She holds
up the telephone, which is cracked right along one side.

“Seen a big bloke called Freddy, have you?
It’s him I’m looking for.”

“Blond lad? He’s been sniffing round her like
a randy dog. Gone missing, has he?”

“Something like that.”

“Then you’ll not be the only one looking for
him.”

“How’s that? Anything to do with these
gentlemen from the Ukraine?” he says, looking around the room, two
neatly made single beds and the smell of pine cleaner heavy on the
air. “Still here, are they?”

“One of ’em’s cleared off, by the look of
things.”

Opposite the beds is a narrow wall desk,
covered with ring binders, piles of pamphlets and business cards,
plus a large hard-backed order book. He takes a selection of
leaflets.

“Funny set up, don’t you think? Using a hotel
room as an office?” He opens a leaflet. “Galey Tractors.
Been cleaning a lot of the mud off the carpet, have you?”

“Eh?”

“Farmers, y’know?”

She says nothing. Then, tentatively: “If I
were you, love, I wouldn’t go poking around.”

“Just trying to find Freddy, that’s all.”

“Like I said.”

“I’ll be extra careful!”

“Take the advice, John. None of my business,
but…”

He nods, flicking through several more
leaflets for tractor attachments, then putting them in his
pocket.

“Mike Pearce. What do we know about him?”

“Mike? Don’t you know Mike?”

“Why should I?”

She seems embarrassed, as if she’s offended
him.

“Sorry, love. He’s the kind of bloke your dad
would’ve known.”

“Any idea where I can find him?”

“Takes a drink at Lanny Bride’s place in
town. You know it? Behind the Grand.”

“Lanny Bride’s place? Not my world,
Sandy.”

She smiles patiently, just like she used to
do when he was fifteen trying to get served in her pub.

“Keep it that way,” she says.

Someone’s coming down the corridor.

“Look, I better go. You still in Armley?”

“Got a flat on Town Street.”

“Here,” he says, handing her a business card.
“Give us a bell. I’ll see you later.”

Fuller is outside.

“Don’t worry,” John says, yanking the door
wide open, “I’m on my way.”

Fuller, tight-lipped, watches him spin to his
left and take the fire exit.

***

He answers on the second ring.

“DC Steele.”

“It’s John Ray. The girl’s called Donna
Macken.”

“We know.”

“And you’ll want to be looking at the
Eurolodge Hotel up on the York Road.”

A brief pause.

“Why’s that?”

“Because that’s where she was at
midnight.”

He hangs up.
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He drives a hundred yards up
a side road, turns around, and watches.

They arrive in minutes. Two uniforms in a
patrol car. Quick walk round the hotel and in they go.

He checks the time. Why is he waiting?
Doesn’t know exactly. But whatever happened last night started in
that hotel, and Freddy was there.

Whatever happened… What the fuck ever
happens? Money, sex, drugs. The holy trinity. But where does Freddy
fit in? If he’s run away, where’s he gone? Because he’s got no one
to run to. No wonder he’s scared.

He rang you all night, John. He had you. But
you weren’t answering.

He shifts in his seat. The holy trinity…
Perhaps that’s why people liked his dad, because with Tony Ray it
was always business. Good old-fashioned cash. No drugs. No women.
And no body count. Joe changed all that.

The Yorkshire Post is on the passenger
seat. He scans the article again. A larger-than-life
character. The nostalgia for old-school crims gets on his
nerves. Larger-than-life… loved his mum… salt of the earth…
Bullshit. A crook’s a crook.

More cars arrive. Baron and DC Steele step
out of one and make straight for the revolving door, brisk, full of
purpose. Half a dozen more men appear from the other cars, several
with large hold-alls. They line up to go through the heavy rotating
doors and are gone.

Fifteen minutes pass. Yet still he waits,
looking down at the hotel, as if it might yield up its secrets if
he stays there long enough. No one else goes in. No one comes out.
Guests? There’s only the Ukrainian bloke. His compatriot vanished
at the same time as Freddy last night, after giving Donna a good
slapping.

As he reaches for his Marlboro Lights,
Detective Constable Matthew Steele emerges from the hotel. He looks
straight up the road and raises his arm, pointing at the Saab like
a headmaster picking out a miscreant from a crowded playground.

John considers the arrogant runt for a
moment. Cheap suit and a snarl.

Shall I ignore him? See how long he stands
there with his arm in the air?

No. He turns the key, fumbling for his
lighter as he eases the Saab down the hill.

“What’re you doing here?” Steele says as the
motor pulls up in front of the hotel.

John gets out of the car, tilts his head back
and exhales into the sky.

“I’m looking for Freddy.”

“Is that right? Been nosing about in there,
have you? Talking to witnesses, messing with evidence?”

“Last thing your boss said to me was go find
Freddy. So here I am, looking.” Then, as an afterthought: “And why
are you here? Ah, yes, cos I tipped you off.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. You saved us all of
half an hour.”

His eyes are on the swirl of blue smoke that
curls from the tip of John’s cigarette.

“Want one?”

“Your car,” Steele says, ignoring him. “Don’t
forget, it was your car she was found in. I’d watch my step if I
were you.”

Oh, you’re not me, son.

John removes a nonexistent strand of tobacco
from the tip of his tongue, examines it, flicks it away.

“Funny, don’t you think, the time between the
two security videos?”

Steele doesn’t rise to the bait.

“I mean,” he continues, “it happens with the
old tape systems. You take one out, put a new one in. Sometimes
there’s a few minutes missing. But eighteen minutes?”

They’ll have seen the videos by now, he
reckons, especially with the resident Iron Maiden fan at the
controls and happy to oblige. Fuller too, for that matter. The
videos confirm their version of events.

Baron comes out of the hotel.

“What’s going on?”

“He’s been here all the time, Sir,” says
Steele. “Parked up the road, watching us.”

“Is that right, Mr Ray?” He looks with
disgust at the cigarette in John’s hand. “This is a murder
investigation. And you’re hanging around outside? I’ve a good mind
to arrest you.”

John takes another drag. He couldn’t care
less about Baron’s threats. The image of a half-conscious Donna
getting pushed and slapped around in a deserted hotel corridor
keeps returning to him, each time more vivid than the last. And the
thought of what must have happened after that makes his nauseous.
Money, sex, drugs… He’s seen death close up, the shocking
simplicity of it, the metallic stink of fresh blood. Then nothing.
A body going cold. And nothing else. The thought of it frightens
him to the core of his soul.

“May I go now, Sir?” he says, his contempt
taking both policemen by surprise. “I need to find Freddy. He’s
late for work.”

“Freddy’s a murder suspect,” says Baron.
“Think that’s something to joke about, you fucking smart alec?”

John shakes his head. “It’s not Freddy. He
didn’t kill her.”

“So why has he disappeared?”

“It’s not Freddy.”

“We’ll know soon enough. A lot of money and a
dead girl, Mr Ray. We’ll see.” He turns to leave. “Straight to us
when you know where he is.”

Baron disappears around the side of the
hotel.

“That reminds me,” says Steele, the
beginnings of a smile on his pallid face. “Have you had any
thoughts about that money in the Mondeo? Because I’ve had a
few.”

John leans on the Saab and smokes, stays
calm.

Steele’s mobile rings.

“Yes, I’m outside now. Is he walking?”

As he slips the phone back into his jacket
pocket, a tall man turns the corner of York Road and walk towards
them. It’s Bilyk, the one who made sure he was somewhere else while
his partner was calmly beating Donna then dragging her outside. Who
stayed there in the lounge half the night, tapping away on his
laptop, until she was curled up in the boot of the Mondeo,
dead.

He seems confident, a bounce in his long
stride, hair combed back but loose in the wind. A big man, full of
himself.
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