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To my darling siblings: Abz, Ash and Keir …
 with whom I have spent many happy Christmases and
 managed not to kill


THE PHOTOGRAPHER

There’s an art to taking the perfect photograph.

It’s too easy now – all those camera phones, those built-in filters. People snapping pics of their artfully arranged lunch, taking selfies in changing rooms – all twisted and pouty, angled down so you can’t see the chins, overexposed so you can’t see the wrinkles.

That’s not art.

Art is real. Art is the lines around an old woman’s eyes that tell a story without words. Art is sitting on a freezing cold bench in the darkness, waiting patiently for the sun to rise. Grabbing that photo when the clouds are sitting softly, in perfect formation.

Art takes effort.

I still use a 35mm camera. I know they say that DSLRs and the like are just as good, but they aren’t. Digital is all very well, for convenience and sharing and all that kind of thing, but what you gain in the convenience, you lose in the essence.

You need to feel.

No matter what the situation, what’s going on with your own life, where you’ve got to be. You need to give your subject your full attention. Nurture them as much as you can. Even if all you’re doing is waiting for them to stop something, or start something new. Waiting for them to relax. To forget the camera is there.

Sometimes you don’t even know you’ve got the perfect image until it’s developed. When you pull that sheet of paper through the fluid, carefully letting the liquid coat the film. You have to be patient, waiting for the picture to appear. Hanging it up to dry. Waiting.

Always waiting.

It was difficult, at first. But I wasn’t going to give up on it. It’s like a calling.

I have a job to do.

This one took a lot longer than I expected. I had to wait almost ten minutes, keeping the camera poised and ready, but aware of my surroundings, of the danger. Feeling my heart thumping in my chest, trying not to breathe. Hoping that it would happen soon, and when it did, the fear drifted away, just long enough to allow me to adjust the lens one final time. Zooming in, getting the close-up.

Click and wind.

Then back out, for the entire, perfect scene.

Click and wind.

The centrepiece of this one is red. A dark floral stain against the shocking white of the carpet. The image in the viewfinder is framed by the pale furniture, the delicately painted walls. Just off centre, a figure lies. Half curled, where he has attempted the foetal position. Seeking comfort at the end. Next to him, creeping towards me as if trying to escape its useless host: blood. So much blood.

I feel an ache of sadness, but I push it away. I can’t let it crush me. I can’t let it stop me from doing my job. There is a special kind of silence, at the end.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper, as I close the door behind me and step outside into the icy white dark. Cold air against my hot cheeks. Calming.

It took me a long time to perfect my art.

But you know what they say.

Practice makes perfect.


Friday

NINE MORE SLEEPS
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BECKY

Becky’s washing her hands in the sink, glad that it’s one of those three-in-one things with no mirror above it so she can avoid seeing the bags under her eyes. She shakes her hands, waits for the dryer to come on, gets a sudden waft of something deeply unpleasant. She side-eyes the woman standing next to her, muttering away to herself, and can’t work out if it’s the mangy coat that smells like a dead animal or the woman inside it. She holds her breath. She’s smelled three-day-old corpses less pungent than this.

She batters through the swing door out of the toilets, escapes into the sanctuary of the restaurant. Blinks at the too-bright lights, inhales the fried egg smell. ‘Jingle Bell Rock’ is playing on the sound system. The place is packed, as it always is just before ten thirty, when sausage and egg muffins get replaced by burgers and fries. It’s a treat, this, she keeps telling herself. Not the surroundings, maybe, but the breakfast. Definitely. After the week she’s had.

She’s got her tray, head down – looking for a table – has to be at the side, with a seat at the back, facing into the room. Standard copper thing, that. Make sure you can see what’s going on. Too busy, though, to notice that she’s about to walk slap bang into someone.

A hand stops her.

‘Morning.’

She looks up, blinks. Feels her heart slide into her stomach. She’d wanted to enjoy this food on her own. Have a bit of time before work, where it’d be full on as always, even though she was due a day off now, after the mad few days she’s had.

‘Eddie. You slumming it too?’

‘Food of the Gods, this,’ he says. He nods at a table where a bunch of schoolkids have departed, leaving an explosion of wrappers and cups and half-eaten hash browns. Last day of term. They don’t care if they’re late. Before she can say anything, a quiet woman in uniform and a sad little Santa hat appears and sweeps it all carefully away, leaving that damp cloth smell hovering just above the Formica. She can hardly say no. She slides along the plastic seat, and he follows her in. He unwraps his breakfast and starts eating, staring straight ahead. Savouring it. She does the same. Muffin. Hash brown. She uncaps the orange juice and drinks it in one.

‘So,’ he says. ‘Tough week? Saw you were on DS Fyfe’s team. The assault on campus. Nasty.’

She wipes her mouth on a napkin. ‘Awful. But, you know. We got him. Jack was like a dog with a bone on that one.’

He nods. ‘Good. Good. Can’t say I’ve been so lucky. Still working on the Hollis murder. We’ve got nothing. No one saw anything. Victim had no enemies, no dodgy ex, no psycho neighbour. Nothing. Someone just swooped in, smashed her over the back of the head with a stone vase, and left her there. If it wasn’t for the parcel delivery coming that afternoon, noticing that the door wasn’t properly shut, we don’t even know how long the poor woman might have been left lying on the carpet.’

‘Just before Christmas, too,’ Becky says. ‘Horrible.’

Eddie’s face crinkles into a frown. ‘To be honest, anything that can distract me from the hell that’s Christmas is a good thing. I can’t be doing with it all. Never have done. Well, when the kids were small, I suppose. But now? Everyone spends too much money, eats too much, drinks too much, then moans about their credit card bills in January while they try to survive on a diet of avocado and squeezed lemon juice.’

She can’t help but laugh. ‘Are you finished, Mr Scrooge?’

‘Oh come on. Don’t tell me you like it, do you? All the crowds, the non-stop jingly music. Drunks wearing antlers throwing up in your garden?’

‘I love Christmas, actually. We make quite a big thing of it at home. We don’t spend too much money, but we make sure the whole family’s there for lunch – turkey, sprouts, sherry – the lot. A small gift each, roaring fire. Christmas CD …’

‘You’re winding me up?’

‘Nope. Nine more sleeps, I can’t wait—’ She’s about to say more, when she sees the woman in the fur coat tottering across to a freshly departed table, mine-sweeping the remains. Jamming half a breakfast muffin into her mouth, wrapping up the other bits and shoving them into her pocket. She sighs.

‘Lady Margaret,’ Eddie says. ‘Still going strong, it seems.’

‘They’ll throw her out in a minute.’

‘She’ll be gone before they get the chance. She’s been doing this for years. You must’ve seen her before?’

Eddie slides out of the seat, walks up behind the woman, who’s walking casually out of the restaurant as if she belongs there, just like everyone else.

‘Morning, Ma’am,’ he says.

‘Oh, hello, Edward,’ she says. Becky sees her row of blackened teeth and starts to breathe through her mouth again.

‘Not making a nuisance of yourself, are you?’ he says.

‘Me?’ She laughs. ‘You know me, Edward.’

Eddie holds open the door for her and she disappears out into the frosty morning, pulling her coat around herself and bustling off up the street with a purpose, as if she has somewhere to go, somewhere to be, that isn’t a bus shelter. Or, if she’s lucky, a few hours in the community centre with the rest of her cronies.

‘Come on,’ Eddie says.

She matches his pace as they walk through the town centre, past the stallholders still setting up their wares – the hotdog stands, the towering tree with its twinkling silver lights. Someone has hung some sort of garland around the long-legged spaceship that is almost hidden on a side street until you nearly walk into it. The HG Wells legacy, more noticeable from the name of one of the popular chain pubs than the giant steel alien. War of the Worlds? That’s just this town on a Saturday night.

She’s momentarily transfixed by a group of solemn Chinese carol singers, and their sandwich board that reads: John 3:16 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 

If only it was that simple … Besides – is eternal life really such a good thing?

When they arrive at the station building, Eddie disappears, leaving her with a quick nod of his head. As she pauses next to the front desk, taking off her gloves and stuffing them into her pockets, a uniformed constable appears from a door to the side.

‘Ah, perfect timing, Detective Constable Greene,’ he says. ‘You can take the mail up to CID.’ He thrusts a pile into her arms. Brown envelopes. A few white ones that could be Christmas cards – or abuse – they quite often received abuse. And a large square envelope, addressed ‘To A Detective who knows what to do’.


2

CARLY

Carly slides the last pile of boxes off the trolley, flips up the base-plate and pushes the handle back inside. The little fold-up thing was the best online purchase for under twenty quid she’d ever made. Getting the stuff from front door to car and then car to the venue was virtually impossible before, without someone to help. No one ever offers to help now. Well, that’s not true. No one from her family offers to help – the other people at the fairs are generally as useful as they can be, as long as they’ve got their own stuff sorted first.

The problem with these things, like all craft fairs, markets, expos and whatever else they’re calling themselves these days, is that if you don’t get a decent pitch, you might as well forget it. She was naïve in the early days, turning up half an hour before the event was due to open, expecting to still get a reasonable spot. She’d had the worst of the worst, many a time – the table next to the gents toilets, the one next to the draughty back door, the one in the back of the back, with the sellers who were there to pass the time, rather than actually sell anything. Half the time they were asleep, or they’d ask if she could just watch their stall for a minute while they popped off for a cuppa, leaving her with her own stall and theirs, catching the occasional pitying glance from someone who’d walked the length and breadth of each aisle, buying nothing, and who couldn’t be bothered to squeeze past the stall selling pet toys that had spread its way across the already narrow aisle, blocking access to the back row entirely.

She wondered why she bothered.

But then she realised that getting there an hour and a half before doors open was the key. And having the trolley so she could bring most of the stuff from the car at once was the way to do it. People were wily at these things – leave something on your table and go back for the rest, and you’d return to find someone had spread their stuff all over it, dumping your wares on the floor, nothing but a shrug as if to say, ‘Well it wasn’t set up. How was I to know you were coming back?’

All that stuff you think about market stallholders and camaraderie? Fantasy. It’s a cut-throat business, and it’s made even worse when you get the folks turning up with stuff that’s not even handmade – well, not by them anyway. Loads of cheap tat bought in bulk off the Internet, dressed up on the stall with some wafts of incense to make it look authentic. They’re undercutting the real craftsmen and women of these markets. Like Carly, who’s turned her boxroom into a pottery studio and makes everything from bowls and jugs to the most intricately painted ceramic and glass jewellery. People still buy it, of course, and she does enjoy the markets. She just wishes there weren’t so few of them throughout the year. Once a month, she can usually find somewhere to go, but it might be two or three hours’ drive. From late November until Christmas, though, she’s spoilt for choice.

The market at St Mary’s Community Centre is an annual attraction in the town. It’s the biggest church hall in the county. People travel from all around, even the fringes of London, to come to it. More than a hundred stalls, every day, for two weeks. It might even be the biggest Christmas Fair in the South East – the organisers certainly like to tout it as that.

She’s pleased to be here early today, one of the first in. She’s even thought to bring a flask of tea with her, and a slice of yesterday’s banana cake, to save her having to nip out for breakfast. It’s the fifth day of this year’s fair, and every day has been getting gradually busier. There is no quiet time left. People take time off work to go Christmas shopping, and with the church community centre right in the centre of the town, there’s no shortage of footfall.

She peels tape off the top of a box and starts to carefully lift the items out. This one is full of brightly painted bowls. Always some of her top sellers. She glances up at the clock. 8.45. Still a while before it opens. She’s surprised that the woman with the crochet handbags and purses hasn’t turned up yet – she’s been next to her since the first day, and although they hadn’t spent too much time chatting, she’d felt an easy companionship with the other woman. Hilda, her name was. Unusual, Carly thought, having only heard of the name before linked to that old washerwoman from Coronation Street. The actress had died not that long ago. Carly couldn’t remember her real name. Maybe Hilda’s not so unusual in Sweden though. Or was it Norway she was from? Somewhere like that. She pushes the box under her table and opens the next. Vases, only two left. She’s placing one at the far end of the table when she becomes aware of someone standing nearby. She’s been engrossed in her unpacking, her arranging. Hasn’t noticed the young man who wheeled in a set of large, shallow boxes.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘OK if I take this one?’

She wants to protest, doesn’t know why. Hilda is clearly not coming today. Did she mention it yesterday? Maybe she was only doing the weekend.

‘Sure,’ she finds herself saying. She glances at his trolley, the boxes. ‘Maybe not the best space if you’re displaying artwork. Wouldn’t you be better along one of the sides? Maybe one of the ones in front of the black curtain.’ She points, and he follows her gaze, and they both see that all the stalls against the curtain are already taken.

He smiles and shrugs his shoulders. ‘It’s fine. I’ve plenty of stands.’ He unclips the first of his boxes and starts to slide out his work.

Carly rips tape off another of her own boxes. Tries not to look interested, but it’s hard not to, faced with this man. He’s a bit younger than her, she thinks. He’s shrugged off his fur-lined leather coat to reveal strong arms, a wide chest in a plain black T-shirt. He props a painting of a beach at sunset on a small easel he’s placed on the table and stands back. The air shifts, and she can smell him. Something musky, smoky. A whisper of cold air from the crisp morning outside.

‘What do you think?’ he says. ‘It’s Dorset, you know. West Bay? Last summer. I sat for hours on the sand, waiting for the light to be just how I wanted.’

‘Very nice.’ She’s not talking about the painting. ‘But wouldn’t it have been easier just to take a photograph?’ Carly says, with what she hopes is a playful smile.

‘I don’t take photographs any more. Not for pleasure, anyway.’

A flash of something in his eyes, but it disappears as quickly as it erupts. Intriguing. Just how she likes them. She turns away and lets him finish putting his paintings out on display. Hopes he didn’t catch sight of the heat in her cheeks.

She opens the final set of boxes. Displays her jewellery at the front of the table. Tries not to catch the newcomer’s eye.

She doesn’t need this kind of trouble. Not again.
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