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Prologue

Did you ever think about your skin? I mean, really think about it, consider how it works, what it does for you, what kind of a mess you’d be in without it? It’s something we take for granted, like every other part of our anatomy; eyes, limbs, ears . . . we carry them around with us every day of our lives, and yet, the complexity of them, the incredible tasks they perform for us!

Skin holds our internal organs together, helps us to respirate, regulates our temperature and gives us much of the appearance that we designate as human; yet how fragile it is, how easy to tear.

Just lately I’ve been thinking about skin a lot. After what happened I wonder if I’ll ever be able to stop thinking about it. And it’s not just in my conscious thoughts. No, I have these awful recurring nightmares that people are removing my skin, working away at me with these tiny, sharp knives, hands moving with methodical practised ease. I cannot see the faces of the men that perform the task, I only know that they are tall, warrior-like figures, dressed in hides and feathers.

First they make a long incision, from the top of my head, down my spine and into the cleft of my buttocks. The knife blade is as sharp as a razor and I feel no real pain, only a brief, stinging sensation. They make similar cuts along the backs of my arms and legs. Then they start working with their flat-bladed flaying knives, working them in under my skin, teasing it away from the flesh, muscle and sinew beneath, taking their time so that they don’t tear or damage it.

I’m frightened, naturally, but also kind of fascinated, particularly when they get to my hands and start prising the skin off the fingers like a pair of tight-fitting gloves. I lie there watching them work on me and I marvel at their patience and precision. When everything is off my back they gently lift me and turn me over and there’s this weird moment when they peel the skin off my face and, for a second, my sight is obscured. It’s like they’re lifting a bedsheet off me.

Finally, they do this really fancy move; I don’t know how else to describe it. You must have seen at one time or another that classic trick where a magician takes hold of a table-cloth and whips it off a table without knocking over the place settings? It kind of reminds me of that. The warriors take a firm grip on the extremities of my hide – for this is what it has now become – and with a single, fluid motion, they tear it right off my body. It makes a noise like sticky tape being ripped off a cardboard package.

And I’m left lying there, an exposed mass of quivering red flesh. I’m still in no pain, but what’s somehow infinitely worse, I’m starting to get really, really cold . . .

That’s when I wake up and find that it’s actually happened to me. I’m lying in my bed and the sheets have turned a sodden scarlet and I can’t move so much as a muscle, because the merest touch of cotton against my flayed flesh is enough to send a jolt of flickering agony through me. I can only lie there and scream at the top of my lungs . . .

And that’s when I really wake up, to find that I’ve thrown off the bed covers and I’m lying there naked with my arms wrapped around myself, my teeth chattering, but my skin, thank God, still very much where it’s supposed to be.

From time to time I’ve mentioned this dream to friends (once I was at a dinner party and several portions of lasagna were promptly consigned to the dustbin) and they usually give me some line about how it’s only understandable after what happened to me, anybody would be the same. Then after a suitable pause they’ll add, in a helpful tone, that there are people you can talk to about things like that, you know, professional people and maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea just to book myself a couple of sessions. Nobody ever comes right out and says the word ‘shrink’ but I get the general idea. I always tell them that I don’t believe in all that bullshit and that the nightmares will ease off in time. After all, it’s only been a couple of months.

Then another friend – a more sensible one – suggested that it might help to write it all down. ‘Only by confronting our fears can we ever really hope to overcome them,’ she said. I don’t know if this was an original theory or something she’d memorised from the back of a matchbox, but on reflection, I decided that she might have a point.

Anyway, what the hell? Here I am, sitting at her word-processor and, scrolling back up the screen, I see that I’ve already made a start, of sorts.

And looking back I can see that it was pure chance that sent me down Sobriety Street that rainy morning in October: or rather, a whole network of little coincidences that conspired to ensure that I, Danny Weston, would be there on that particular day to witness something that will stay with me to the grave.

Sure, you can laugh, that’s a cliché. People say it every day, usually in jest, but I really mean it. At the age of thirty-two, I’d already seen some bad things in my life but this . . . this was something else entirely. It affected me profoundly and seemed to me to be the end of everything I knew and believed. I didn’t realise it at the time, but it was really only the beginning . . .


PART ONE

Skin for skin, yea, all that a man hath will he give for his life.

Job 2:4

Clear the air! clean the sky! wash the wind! take the stone from stone, take the skin from the arm, take the flesh from bone, and wash them.

T.S. Eliot

Murder in the Cathedral


Chapter One

The first time I was ever on Sobriety Street I was kind of lost: which I suppose, neatly sums up my life.

What happened was, I was taking a portfolio of my photographs up to a catalogue company in Ardwick, Manchester, in the feeble hope of scaring up some freelance work. My car was temporarily out of action, so I took the train to Piccadilly Station. Having already passed the company’s offices back up the line, I decided to make the most of an agreeable autumn day and walk, telling myself that if I simply followed the tracks back in the right direction, I would eventually arrive at my destination.

Shortly afterwards, I found myself strolling along this decrepit stretch of road, flanked on one side by the high, crumbling brick wall of the railway viaduct and on the other by a series of mouldering warehouse buildings. I got the feeling then that there was something timeless about this little chunk of the city, the distinct impression that it probably didn’t look a great deal different to the way it had looked a hundred years ago. I passed under a rusting metal bridge, the ground beneath it plastered with layer upon layer of pigeon droppings, dried to a spongy crust beneath my feet. On my left, beyond a low parapet, a stretch of stinking canal passed into a culvert beneath the level of the street, the stagnant black water choked with the detritus of the throwaway generation: brightly coloured carrier bags, cans and bottles, even the inevitable half-submerged supermarket trolley.

I found myself wishing I’d brought a camera with me. You see, I’ve always been drawn to places like that. My photographer’s eye has never been interested in capturing the conventionally beautiful – I would rather dwell on the angular, the grotesque, the misshapen. Little wonder I’d never made it as a fashion photographer.

I moved on, beneath the dark overhang of the bridge, past a series of railway arches set into the viaduct, ancient wooden doorways opening on to dark, uninhabited interiors. And then, as I approached the last of them, out from the open doorway came this huge rat, sauntering along as though he hadn’t got a care in the world. He registered me standing there and I made a shooing noise to hurry him on his way, but he took not a blind bit of notice of me. He strolled on along the street as though he owned it and turned around a corner out of my sight.

I paused by the open doors of the railway arch and peered into the gloom. I couldn’t see more than a few yards, but out of the interior gusted a musty smell of neglect and decay. I caught a tantalising glimpse of rotting roof beams and rusting machinery piled up near the doorway and was sorry that I didn’t have a torch with me.

At any rate, I shrugged my shoulders and walked on to the interview for a job I’d never get; but I mentally filed the railway arch away in my head, telling myself that I’d come back there one day with the right equipment and shoot some black and whites. And with that, Sobriety Street slipped clear out of my mind for something like eighteen months.

Then one day my manager, Vincent Spinetti, phoned me up and asked would I like to do an exhibition at The Wedge. Would I? Christ, Vincent, do bears shit in the woods? The Wedge was currently the city’s hippest arts centre, with three cinema screens specialising in obscure sub-titled films, a café, a bar and two floors of dedicated gallery space.

I paused dramatically and made the obligatory humming and haahing about having to look in my diary: whereupon Vincent told me to cut the crap, because the fact was that a major photographer had pulled out of there at short notice and there was a prime slot available in two weeks time. Did I want it, yes or no?

Naturally I said yes. It was only after I’d rung off that I started wondering if I’d be able to pull something together at such short notice. Tell you the truth, I wasn’t totally unprepared, I’d got some great material in an old people’s home a few month’s back, lots of grainy black and white close-ups of all those lined, gummy faces; and I’d been toying with a vague notion of juxtaposing them with images of urban decay, that kind of thing. That’s when Sobriety Street jumped back into my mind.

So there I was, Danny Weston, thirty-two years old, freelance photographer of this parish, ready to make his bid to be the new Robert Doisneau, driving my little green Citroën 2cv in the direction of the city centre in search of material for what I thought of as my first real exhibition.

I should point out here and now that this was an unusual situation for me – not the kind of photography I usually made my living from. For the last couple of years, my main employer had been the Manchester Evening Post – if they had somebody or something they wanted immortalising on celluloid, I was amongst the half dozen regular contributors on whose services they called. It could be anything. Visiting celebrity, old age pensioners’ outing, new extension to municipal car park, cat stuck up tree . . . I’ve photographed them all in my time. And don’t think I’m being sniffy, either. After years of struggling on the breadline, I was grateful for the regular employment.

But deep down inside, there was a part of me that longed to do something more demanding – something that would make the city’s culture vultures sit up and take notice. I was about to achieve that, but not the way I had anticipated.

I parked up on Sobriety Street and hauled my equipment out of the boot. I’d brought my trusty Pentax SLR (currently held together with sticky tape after being dropped down a flight of stairs but still doing nicely, thank you), a powerful Olympus flashgun, a selection of lenses and filters, which slotted into the leather harness I wore strapped around my waist and – great foresight this, I thought – a torch to light my way. The camera was loaded with HP5, my preferred monochrome film and there was a tripod in the boot should I have need of it later. I put on a baseball cap, a recent promotional give-away from the Manchester Evening Post, complete with a lurid MEP logo and, remembering the huge rat I’d seen last time I was here, I took the added precaution of securing the legs of my jeans with a pair of bicycle clips. I don’t have a particular problem with rats, you understand, but like most people, I’m wary of them. Feeling that I’d prepared myself for just about every eventuality, I turned towards the doors of the railway arch.

And then something spooked me.

I didn’t know what it was and I certainly wasn’t the kind of person to jump at shadows – not then, I wasn’t – but as I stood looking into the black, chilly maw of the archway, I was taken by what I can only describe as some kind of premonition. My blood temperature seemed to drop a couple of degrees and my scalp began to prickle alarmingly. For a moment there, I was on the verge of turning around and going straight home.

No such luck. I told myself I was being ridiculous: actually said it aloud, which on reflection isn’t too convincing. I switched on the torch, took a deep breath and stepped into the arch.

Christ, it was cold in there! I was aware of my breath clouding in the glow of the torch, as I directed the beam around the damp interior. Actually, damp is an understatement. The walls were running with moisture, years of rain seeping through the porous red brick. Above my head, a series of ancient wooden beams ran horizontally from side to side and above them, the black, mould-encrusted curve of the brick roof was occasionally visible, festooned with thick grey cobwebs, made by spiders, that it seemed to my overheated imagination, must have been the size of dinner plates. In places, steady drips of water hurtled down to smash into fragments on the puddled stone floor.

To my left, stacked along one wall, were heaps of rusting machinery; cog wheels, girders, brackets and things I couldn’t identify but which seemed to suggest to me that they had once been part of a train. Above them, pinned to the wall, there was a mottled, fly-blown calendar, only a couple of years out of date, with a photograph of a Page Three girl, a buxom blonde smiling cheesily at the camera. But dark patches of mould had blossomed like tumours on her bare flesh and an incongruous patch of grey fungus had sprouted from the top of her head.

‘One for the family album,’ I muttered; and moved in closer to take a shot. Not as easy as I had anticipated. I had to wedge the torch into my belt to provide suitable illumination, while I lifted the camera to my face and focused on the woman’s rotting grin. I’m blighted with poor eyesight, an absolute curse for somebody in my line of work, and have to wear spectacles, so I require a decent level of light to get my focus spot on. When I was happy that I was as close as I was going to get I took the shot. The flash momentarily illuminated the whole of the interior with a lurid, high-contrast light. I turned away from the calendar, retrieved the torch and turned to walk deeper into the arch.

Something scuttled away from the torch beam and ran into a pile of discarded black rags off to my right, something sleek and grey and very fast. The beam momentarily picked out the glow of its eyes and I couldn’t suppress a shudder of revulsion. My flesh crawled and once again, I thought wistfully about abandoning the expedition – but I gritted my teeth and told myself not to be so pathetic. I moved on and my fleet splashed through a pool of viscous, oily liquid. Then I registered a smell, different to the musty, wet-paper smell I’d detected before. This was a gamey, raw stench that inexplicably brought back a memory from years before, a time when I’d come back from a two week holiday in Greece and had opened the fridge to discover a pork chop I’d forgotten to throw out before I left.

Probably a dead rat around here some place, I told myself.

I raised the torch to examine the stout overhead beams and liked something about the rigid pattern they made, marred only by lumps of yellow fungus sprouting out of the black wood. The fungus resembled ancient skin, whorled and lined as if by the passing of years. I had a mental picture of this image hanging alongside a portrait I’d got from the OAP shoot, a ninety-four-year-old lady with some weird polyps growing on her cheek. The juxtaposition of the two images would be disturbing, even shocking – and the pundits at The Wedge would probably cream their 501’s over it.

Once again, I was obliged to hook the torch into my belt as I raised the camera to my eye. By wriggling my hips in a kind of bizarre John Travolta routine, I was able to illuminate the section I wanted to photograph. In this poor light, it was hard to envisage what the end result would look like. But what the hell? It was worth experimenting with a few shots. Besides, some of my most pleasing pictures have been little more than happy accidents.

So I fired off a shot and in the brief glare of the flash, I glimpsed something hanging from one of the beams just ahead of me: something large and pendulous. It was the briefest of glimpses, seen in something like a hundredth of a second but it was enough to fire my curiosity. I let the camera hang around my neck and moved forward again, wrestling the torch out of my belt as I did so.

I had miscalculated the distance. I almost walked right into the thing, but at the last instant, the torch beam caught it and I froze in my tracks. My first reaction was one of puzzlement. It seemed to me that I was looking at a huge joint of meat. The torch beam picked out a red, blotchy carcass hanging from a length of rope.

Then, quite suddenly, I noticed a lot of other things. I noticed them all at once. A grinning upside-down mouth, blank staring eyes that seemed to gaze right through me, outflung limbs culminating not in hooves or trotters but fingers—

Fingers? What the—?

Realisation hit me like a clenched fist in the gut, literally driving all the breath out of me. I took an involuntary step backwards. Part of me registered the strange sucking noise made as I lifted a foot from the ground, but I couldn’t think about that yet, because . . .

I was looking at the body of a naked man, hanging by his heels from a roof beam. He was naked in the most extreme sense of the word. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t a scrap of skin left on his body.

Breath came back to me in a sudden, uncontrollable rush. I panted like a dog as I tried desperately to hold down my mounting panic. My impulse was to turn and run the hell out of there, but something about the nightmarish figure turning slowly at the end of the rope, held me transfixed in a kind of morbid fascination. The man – I thought it was a man, though I couldn’t even be sure of that – was little more than a bloody, glistening mannequin made up of exposed nerves, muscle and shocking red flesh. The upside-down mouth seemed to be smiling serenely but when I thought about it logically, much later on, I realised that it was really down-turned in an expression of agony.

I took another step back and again there was that sticky, sucking noise from beneath my feet. Glancing down, I directed the beam of the torch into what had initially appeared to be a puddle of black oil. I registered now that I was standing in a pool of the man’s blood.

That was the moment when I came closest to losing it completely. For a couple of seconds there, I was very close to breaking. Somehow I didn’t. Instead, I reached for my camera.

At the time, this reaction surprised me, though really I suppose, it shouldn’t have. In cases of adversity, my professionalism always rises to the surface, like some lifebelt floating up from the deck of a sinking ship. I started taking photographs.

Looking back, it’s hard to know if there was any ulterior motive at work – whether I figured some tabloid newspaper would hand over a small fortune for images like these. I’d like to think that such an idea never occurred to me, that I was merely performing this particular function to prevent myself from running around in the darkness, screaming like some madman. Then again, I was a freelancer and times were hard.

At any rate, I lifted the camera to my face and went to work, completing the task quickly and methodically.

I went first for a close-up of the dead man’s face, focusing on the eyes. I noticed the dull, flat stare of them in the glare of the flash. Then I stepped back (splotch, splotch) for a torso shot, the outflung hands just skimming the foot of the frame and I noticed the thick purpley lines traversing the undersides of the arms like lengths of rubber tubing and I found myself wondering, Christ, how did somebody remove the skin without damaging the veins? No, I shouldn’t allow myself to think about that. I moved back another two steps (splotch, splotch) for a full figure, noticing the way that the ankles had been knotted expertly together with a thick coil of bloody rope, then how the rope had been slung over a roof beam and secured off in the corner to a metal stanchion on the wall.

Circling around for a back shot, I noted the knobbly vertebrae just beneath the sticky flesh, then moved in for a close-up of the hands – Look Mum, no fingernails. Christ, think about it, no fingerprints either! The shoulders, the buttocks, the hairless skull – and all the time I was clicking away, the motor-drive turning on to the next frame with a brief whirr. Turning aside I noticed the two words scrawled large on the brick wall to my left in what must have been some of the man’s blood. Two big, childish-seeming words that at the time meant nothing to me whatsoever.

FOR ZIPPY

I photographed that too and was momentarily surprised as the flash seemed to flare briefly back at me from the shadows to the left of the writing; but then suddenly I was at the end of the film, the spool was rewinding itself and I was left standing there in the darkness with the thing I had been photographing. I started to tremble violently. Tears burst from my eyes and acid welled in my throat as I turned and stumbled towards the doorway. I got just a couple of steps out into the fresh air before the vomit exploded from my mouth, but still I had the presence of mind to hold my camera at arm’s length out of harm’s way. I made it over to the car and leaned one hand on it for support. A part of me noticed as I coughed up more vomit, that my shoes seemed to have been liberally dipped in maroon paint.

A man came wandering along the street, a bearded middle-aged guy dressed in navy blue overalls. He eyed me suspiciously as I divested myself of the last few scraps of my breakfast.

‘You all right?’ he muttered.

I shook my head, pointed feebly at the doors of the railway arch. ‘In there,’ I gasped.

‘What?’ He glared at me.

‘Dead body,’ I muttered. ‘Man, I think.’ I spat emphatically and made an effort to compose myself. ‘Is there a phone?’

‘There’s one up at the warehouse,’ he said. ‘But I dunno if . . .’

‘Call the police,’ I told him. ‘Tell them there’s been a murder.’

‘What?’ He looked at me and then a slow, stupid grin spread across his face. ‘This is a put-on, right?’

‘Don’t be bloody silly,’ I snapped. ‘Get the police, now! I’ll wait here for them.’ I glared at him. ‘Go on, hurry!’

He began to move on along the street, but slowly, hands in pockets. He kept looking around as though he was expecting a camera crew to pop out of hiding and admit that it was all a stunt.

‘Will you for fuck’s sake get a move on?’ I yelled; and that seemed to do the trick. He began to trot, then run. He ducked in through the open doorway of one of the big warehouses across the street.

I leaned back against the car and took a deep breath. The camera had stopped rewinding and on impulse, I opened it up, removed the film and slipped it into an empty compartment on my harness. My fingers searched out a new film and loaded it into the camera.

With hindsight, I can see how if I’d only neglected to perform this simple action, everything would have been different. But I had set the oiled wheels in motion now and they would click and whirr through their pre-programmed sequence till they arrived at their logical conclusion. Pointless now to agonise about what might have been. I was already in deep, right up to my skinny little neck.

Like a sacrificial victim, ripe for the slaughter, I stood there on Sobriety Street and waited for the police to arrive.


Chapter Two

They were prompt, I had to give them that. The police car came cruising slowly down the street about ten minutes after the workman had gone off to make his phone call.

By this time he had alerted all his mates to the fact that something dodgy was happening and a small bunch of men were standing around the entrance of the warehouse, further up the street. They were smoking cigarettes and watching me with open curiosity, but they were keeping their distance, as though they didn’t want to get involved. I felt strangely numb by this time. I’d expected to experience a wave of shock or something but instead, I felt detached from everything, watching it all unfold before me like a series of images on a giant television screen.

The police car stopped for a moment alongside the group of men and the one who had phoned pointed me out. Then the car came on again and pulled to a halt a short distance away from me.

Two uniformed men got out, bored expressions on their faces. One was a small, thin, dour-looking individual. His companion was plump, ruddy-cheeked, with baby-blue eyes. I mentally dubbed them Laurel and Hardy as they came strolling towards me.

‘Now then, Sir,’ said Hardy. ‘We had a call. Something about a dead body?’

I nodded, gestured at the open door of the railway arch.

‘It’s in there,’ I told him. ‘Hanging from a beam. You’ll probably need this.’ I proffered the torch and the two men exchanged amused glances, before Laurel reached out a hand to take it.

‘I’m on dead body duty today,’ he announced gleefully. ‘Hanging, you say? Be a suicide I expect. We get a lot of those.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I told him. ‘This one’s hanging by his feet.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Laurel. ‘Odd way of doing it. Hang there till you starve to death!’ He snickered unpleasantly.

I gave him a sharp look. It was evident he wasn’t taking the matter seriously. ‘It’s not a pretty sight,’ I warned him.

Laurel gave me a look in return, an expression that suggested that I was trying to teach my Granny to suck eggs. He turned to look at his companion. ‘If I’m not back in ten minutes, send a search party,’ he quipped. Then he turned and strolled in through the open doors.

Hardy produced a notebook from the breast pocket of his jacket. For some reason, I noticed an egg stain on his lapel. He flipped open the book and licked the stub of a blunt pencil.

‘Now then, Sir,’ he said; the latter word emphasised to let me know that he didn’t really like having to call me this. ‘Perhaps you’d be good enough to supply me with your name and address.’

I did as he asked, but all the time my eyes kept straying to the open doors of the railway arch and I realised that I was mentally counting.

‘And what time did you find the body?’

‘About twenty minutes ago. I got somebody to call you right away.’

‘I see. And would you mind telling me what—’

But that was as far as he got. Laurel emerged suddenly from the gloom of the arch, moving with more urgency than he had entered it. His face was chalky white and he was holding himself very erect, one hand on his stomach, as though he doubted whether he’d be able to hold back its contents. I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of satisfaction. He was taking the matter much more seriously now. Again the two policemen exchanged glances. Laurel gave a curt nod and Hardy’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. He turned to move towards the open doors but Laurel raised a hand to stop him in his tracks.

‘Don’t,’ he said.

Hardy stared at him, then swore under his breath. He walked quickly back to the car and reached in to pick up the intercom. He started to talk rapidly into it. Laurel, meanwhile, had moved a few steps off and was gazing up the street, his back to me.

‘Skin,’ I heard him mutter. ‘What happened to his fuckin’ skin?’ Then his shoulders heaved, he retched and doubled over like he’d just been punched in the stomach. Vomit spilled from his mouth. I could see that the ancient cobbles of Sobriety Street were going to need a good sluicing down before this day was over.

Things happened rapidly after that. During the next half hour there were a lot of arrivals.

Another police car approached along the street, then a third. A black van pulled up and disgorged half a dozen men in overalls. They began to seal off the area around the railway arch with incident tape. The workers further up the street who were still watching the proceedings were escorted back into the warehouse by uniformed men. Then what looked like a portable generator and a whole series of lights were unloaded from the van and carried into the arch. I took the opportunity to snap off a series of surreptitious photographs, using the autofocus and shooting from chest height. It was a technique I’d perfected over the years. You simply adopted a bored expression and masked the whirr of the motor-drive with a strategically timed cough. I told myself that the Manchester Evening Post would pay big bucks for a scoop like this.

After throwing up, Laurel had retired to the sanctuary of his car. He sat in the passenger seat now, his pale face tilted back to stare at the roof. Meanwhile, Hardy, completely oblivious to the fact that I was snapping away with my camera the whole time, saw fit to ask me a series of stupid questions, taking down the answers in slow, laborious handwriting, the tip of his tongue protruding from his mouth as he wrote.

‘Did you know the deceased?’ he asked; a question he wouldn’t have bothered with if he’d actually seen the condition of the corpse. I just shook my head.

‘And what were you doing in there anyway?’

I gestured at the camera hanging from my neck.

‘Taking pictures,’ I said. ‘I’m a photographer.’

He gave me a suspicious look and I was sure that he didn’t believe me. ‘Taking pictures?’ he echoed. ‘Of what?’

‘Well, of the interior of the arch, obviously.’

‘The interior of—’ He was gazing at the notepad in his plump hands now, as if expecting an explanation to materialise on the sheet of lined paper. On reflection, I had to admit that it did sound kind of unlikely.

‘I’m having this exhibition,’ I elaborated. ‘At The Wedge. You know, the arts centre? I thought I might get some good pictures in there.’

‘Pictures of what?’ muttered Hardy.

I was prevented from answering the question by the arrival of yet another car. It drew to a halt a short distance away and two plain clothes men got out. Simultaneously, powerful lights flared within the railway arch, illuminating the interior with a harsh, naked glow.

‘Wait here,’ said Hardy, sternly. He hurried across to the newcomers and made an awkward, stammering report to them, though I was too far away to hear what he was saying. He kept pausing and pointing back at me every so often, as though apportioning the blame for all this commotion. The two men studied me intently and I took the opportunity to photograph them.

They were another ill-matched couple. The man nearest to me was a squat, ugly individual in a shapeless tweed overcoat, the neck pulled up as though it was raining. He had a square, almost featureless face, dominated by a large nose that somewhere back down the years had been spectacularly squashed against his face. His eyes were small and beady, his sandy hair cropped close to his skull.

His companion, however, was as handsome as the first man was ugly. Younger by some ten years, he had the smouldering good looks of a 1940’s matinée idol. He wore his straight black hair somewhat longer than regulations usually allowed and his tall, lean frame was enclosed in a beautifully tailored charcoal suit. The silk tie at his neck was a brilliantly coloured Aztec design and I couldn’t help thinking that he was unlike any policeman I’d ever seen. As I watched, he issued curt instructions to Hardy, then with a casual flick of his head, he instructed the broken-nosed man to follow him into the railway arch. Surprisingly, despite his comparative youth, he was the senior officer.

Hardy came back, tucking the notebook into his pocket and looking very self-important.

‘You’ve to hang on here,’ he informed me. ‘Detective Inspector Flynn of Homicide wants to have a word with you, once he’s had a look at the scene of the crime.’ He gazed thoughtfully towards his car, where Laurel’s pale countenance was visible through the window. ‘Took it bad,’ he murmured, sounding bemused. ‘Hard to believe, really. Body all cut up, was it?’

‘Well, it was still in one piece,’ I told him.

‘He’s seen all sorts too,’ said Hardy. ‘Terrible things. I wouldn’t have thought there was anything left could shock him. Dismembered was it? Things missing from the body?’

I nodded towards the arch where a couple of waxy-faced men in overalls were currently emerging into the daylight, both of them looking as though they might toss their cookies at any moment.

‘Why don’t you go and take a look?’ I suggested; but he stayed right where he was.

‘Got to keep an eye on you,’ he explained. ‘In case you decide to wander off. Detective Inspector Flynn wouldn’t like that, would he?’ He looked suddenly grieved. ‘Flynn’s new here,’ he said, quite unprompted. ‘Sent him up from London, didn’t they? Show us simple Northern coppers a thing or two. He’s a bloody magician by all accounts, got his own way of doing things. This will be his first real case.’

I stared at him, wondering why he had elected to tell me all this. Then I noted the expression of intense dislike he threw towards the railway arch and I realised that his remarks were fired by a resentment so powerful, he was incapable of keeping them to himself. He didn’t actually add the words ‘bloody Southerner’ but they were the subtext behind the disapproving set of his mouth, the furious glare in his eyes.

Then yet another car, a red Cavalier, approached and found a place to park. An elderly man in a tweed suit got out from behind the wheel. He leaned in and withdrew a leather case from the passenger seat, then walked briskly towards the arch.

‘There’s the pathologist,’ announced Hardy, with unmistakable reverence in his voice. ‘Dr Giles Laughton. He’s one of the best in the country.’

‘That right?’ I leaned slightly to one side and snapped a picture of the new arrival, coughing to disguise the camera click.

The two Homicide officers met Laughton in the doorway and stood talking with him for a while. After a few minutes of earnest conversation, the ugly detective accompanied the pathologist back into the arch. Flynn stood there looking thoughtful, tapping an index finger against his pursed lips. Then he shrugged, walked purposefully towards me.

‘Mr . . . West?’ he inquired.

‘Weston, Sir,’ Hardy corrected him. ‘Danny Weston. Claims to be a photographer . . .’

‘Yes, thank you, Constable. I shan’t be requiring you any longer, you may go.’ Flynn’s voice was smooth, suave even, shot through with a cultured tone that spoke eloquently of a privileged upbringing. A strange kind of copper indeed.

‘I’ll make a full report back at the station, Sir,’ persisted Hardy. ‘In the meantime, if you need to refer to my notes . . .’

‘Yes, thank you, that will be all,’ said Flynn, more forcefully. Hardy scowled and turned away, trudged resignedly back to his car. Flynn turned his attention to me and favoured me with a dazzling grin. ‘A photographer indeed! And you work for the Evening Post?’

I was taken aback by this sudden show of clairvoyance.

‘Yes, but how did you . . .?’

He smiled, indicated the baseball cap I was wearing.

‘I haven’t been in Manchester that long, but I’ve learned to recognise the MEP logo,’ he said.

‘Of course. Well yes. I work for the Post in a freelance capacity . . .’

‘But,’ said Flynn.

I stared at him. ‘But what?’ I murmured.

‘Oh, there’s always a “but” in these situations, Danny. Oh, look, do you mind if I call you Danny? Mr Weston seems so very formal, don’t you think?’

The car containing Laurel and Hardy moved slowly away down the street and I caught a glimpse of Hardy’s ruddy-cheeked, scowling face. He was saying something to his partner and I supposed he was talking about Flynn. From the ugly shapes his mouth was making, I knew it wasn’t complimentary.

‘Er . . . Danny is fine,’ I muttered.

‘The “but” in your case, would be . . . oh, let me see now, one of creative conflict, I suppose. Working for the Evening Post keeps the wolf from the door but deep down, you harbour aspirations of a more creative nature. You long to be the new Henri Cartier-Bresson.’

‘Robert Doisneau, actually,’ I said – but I was floored, not only by his insight but by the very unlikelihood of a policeman who’d even heard of Henri Cartier-Bresson.

‘Ah yes, I should have guessed. Doisneau’s enjoyed quite a revival in recent years, hasn’t he?’

I tried not to gape. Tried and failed. ‘Yes, he has,’ I mumbled. ‘But how did you know—’

‘About your creative conflict? Oh, simple deduction really.’ He waved a neatly manicured hand at the railway arch. ‘A commercially motivated photographer would hardly have been seeking subjects in a filthy rat-trap like that – and so many people in your profession do things they have to do to provide the time and resources to do what they want to do. Show me any commercial photographer who doesn’t fancy himself as a gifted artist and I’ll show you a rare creature indeed.’ He considered this for a moment. ‘So, you went into the arch to take photographs.’

‘Yes, I’ve got this exhibition coming up at The Wedge . . . oh, that’s—’

‘The arts centre on Oxford Street. Yes, one of the first things I did on arrival here was to take in the Images of War exhibition. Did you see that? Quite devastating, I thought, particularly the photographs by Don McCullin.’

‘Yes, they were impressive . . . I’m sorry, I’m a bit thrown by all this. I mean, forgive me, but I’m sure there are not many policemen who go to exhibitions at The Wedge.’

Flynn grinned. ‘We’re not all Dixon of Dock Green types, you know.’

He slipped his right arm around my shoulders, an overly familiar gesture under the circumstances, but I was still so astonished by him, I never questioned it. He lowered his voice to a confidential murmur.

‘Isn’t it always the way, Danny, that one is never in a position to discuss these matters properly. Photography is something of a pet subject of mine. Oh, I’ve no flair for it myself, you understand, but I do enjoy looking at it and under different circumstances, I’d love to pursue the subject in more detail. But, alas . . .’ He sighed, threw a resentful glance over his shoulder at the railway arch. ‘I’m here to do a job. And you, Danny, are in the luckless position of being the poor devil who chanced upon that . . . that abomination in there. Now, obviously you must have been deeply shocked by what you saw; but the more you can tell me about how you came to find it, the sooner we can let you get away from here.’

I nodded. ‘He’s been skinned, hasn’t he?’ I asked him. It was about the dumbest question I’d ever asked in my life but it just kind of slipped out. I think my mind wanted confirmation of what my eyes had seen. Flynn however, took it in his stride.

‘Flayed is, I think, the correct term. And a brilliantly executed piece of work it is, too. I don’t think I’ve ever witnessed such craftsmanship. Did you see the fingers, Danny?’ He wriggled the fingers on his own left hand in front of my face. ‘Meticulous attention to detail. Can you imagine the kind of skill required to—’ He must have noticed how I blanched, because he broke off and made an apologetic gesture. ‘Thoughtless of me,’ he observed. He took his arm from around my shoulders and turned back to face me. ‘One question, Danny,’ he said quietly. ‘And I absolutely have to ask it. Are you in any way connected with the death of that man in there?’

The question caught me off guard. ‘N . . . no, of course not!’ I protested. ‘Christ, you surely don’t think—’

He smiled, put a hand on my shoulder.

‘I had to ask,’ he replied. ‘Forgive me. Now, if you’ll humour me a while longer? I want you to tell me everything that happened from the moment you arrived here. Every little detail you can recall, no matter how inconsequential.’ He took a dictaphone from his pocket and held it in front of me.

I did as he asked. From time to time he interrupted me to elucidate on some small point but for the most part he listened patiently as I picked my way through the day’s events. It didn’t take long and when I got to the end of it I could see from the expression on his face that he’d gleaned nothing of any value. He switched off the dictaphone.

‘Yes, well . . . we may need to get a written statement from you in due course but for the moment, this should suffice. I dare say we can let you go about your business soon – though I would appreciate it if you’d allow some of my forensic boys to have a quick look at your car, before you go. I take it the green 2CV is yours?’

‘Yes, I . . .’ For a moment, I bridled, realising that he was cleverly manipulating me. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘this has got nothing to do with me!’

‘Delighted to hear it, dear boy. In which case, you’ll have absolutely nothing to hide from us, right?’

I sighed, nodded. I pulled my keys from my pocket and handed them to him. He beckoned to a couple of men in overalls standing by the railway arch and as they approached, Flynn threw them the keys. ‘Just give the car a quick once over,’ he instructed. ‘I’m sure there’s nothing to find but still . . .’ The men went to carry out his instructions and I watched them resentfully. ‘Don’t worry,’ Flynn assured me. ‘I’m sure they’ll be gentle with her.’

Disarmed again, I gave a bitter little laugh.

‘What happens next?’ I asked.

‘A very good question. In a case as unusual as this one, we’ll likely have to invent new rules. Obviously identification is going to be the bugger. His own mother wouldn’t recognise him looking like that; and unfortunately, the killer appears to have absconded with the main means of identification.’

‘What, you mean the skin? It’s not somewhere in the arch?’

‘If it is, it’s well hidden. We haven’t found hide nor hair of it, if you’ll forgive the rather ghastly pun. So we’ll just have to wait till somebody is reported missing. Then it’s a case of comparing blood groups, dental and medical records. A lot of paperwork as I’m sure you’ll appreciate.’

The ugly policeman came out of the arch and trudged across to us, his hands buried deep in the pockets of his overcoat. He stopped a short distance away, his brutish eyes flicking over me like the lenses of two tiny cameras.

‘What a fucking mess,’ he observed. For an instant, I thought he was referring to me; then I realised that he was commenting on the bloodbath back at the scene of the crime.

‘This is Detective Sergeant Potts,’ announced Flynn and I couldn’t mistake the evident distaste in his voice. Potts had a blunt, Lancashire accent and an unpleasant sneer. It was immediately apparent that the two men disliked each other and I wondered who’d had the bright idea of teaming them up.

‘Laughton has had a quick decko,’ said Potts. ‘Reckons the poor bugger was still alive when that was done to him. Christ, he must have made some noise. Would have happened no more than a few hours ago, Laughton reckons.’

‘Hmm.’ Flynn turned away and stared along the length of the street. ‘Well, nobody would have heard anything from out here, that’s for sure. Our killer chose his turf well. If you’d been up an hour or so earlier, you might well have caught him red-handed, Danny.’

‘There’s a small broken window at the back of the arch,’ said Potts. ‘Looks like that’s where he got in and out. We’ve found clear prints around the frame, the forensic boys reckon he was wearing surgical gloves. Photographer wants to know if he can take his pictures now.’

‘Surely. I’ve seen as much of that monstrosity as I want to.’ He dismissed Potts with a nod and the man walked back towards the arch. Flynn glanced at me. ‘Now there’s a way to keep the wolf from the door, Danny. Ever considered a career snapping scene of crime pictures for the Force?’

I grimaced. ‘Don’t think I could handle that,’ I told him.

‘Oh, I think that most photographers manage to overcome their natural aversions very quickly. Something in the voyeuristic nature of them. The most hideous things seem acceptable when viewed through the lens of a camera.’ He reached out a hand to tap the Pentax around my neck. ‘You might think me a suspicious old cove, Danny, but you wouldn’t by any chance have taken any pictures in the arch, would you? Only I see that your film counter is currently set to number twelve . . .’

I laughed nervously. ‘Do me a favour,’ I said. ‘I ran out of there the second I saw the body.’

‘Hmm.’ He looked far from convinced. ‘Well, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you for the film in the camera. Just to be on the safe side.’

‘Look, I already told you—’

‘The film, please. If I wanted to get difficult, I could demand every roll you have with you.’

‘OK.’ I upturned the camera and grumblingly rewound the spool. ‘I don’t suppose for one moment I’ll be reimbursed for the cost,’ I muttered.

‘I’ll do better than that. I’ll have it developed for you. And if I find nice photographs of verdant fields and pouting leggy beauties, I’ll bring you round a set of quality prints at absolutely no expense. If on the other hand, I find pictures that I do not deem acceptable, I’ll confiscate them and I will personally bring round a fresh spool of . . .’ He examined the film casing as I handed it to him. ‘HP5,’ he concluded. ‘Now, I can’t say fairer than that, can I?’

‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble,’ I said hastily.

‘No trouble at all. Actually, Danny, I have a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other before this is over.’

I didn’t like the sound of that, not one little bit. Not that he wasn’t an interesting man, but he was a cop and I didn’t much like the idea of him hanging around the place, scaring all my friends.

The forensic people were finished with my car. They moved back towards the arch and in passing, one of them gave Flynn a brief shake of the head, then handed him the keys. He in turn, presented them to me.

‘Well, it would seem that you’re free to go, Danny.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment, then once again he gave me that movie-star smile. ‘This may sound odd, but for some time now I’ve been thinking of having my portrait done. You know, a proper studio portrait. You wouldn’t have a business card with you, I suppose?’

I frowned, but took out my wallet and found him a card. He examined it carefully, as though looking for clues. ‘Danny Weston,’ he read aloud. ‘Studio Seven Photography. Why Studio Seven?’

I shrugged. ‘It’s my lucky number,’ I told him.

‘Mine too.’ He slipped the card into his breast pocket. ‘I’ll be in touch,’ he said.

I turned and walked back to my car, stowed my equipment in the boot. Flynn just stood there watching me in silence. This was unnerving and it seemed to take ages before I was ready to go. Finally I got in, slammed the door behind me and started up the engine. Flynn lifted a hand in a brief wave as I drove away. I could see him in my rear-view mirror, standing and watching me intently, until my car turned the corner at the end of the street.
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