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The Perfect Murder

Featuring short stories from e-book bestsellers Paul Finch, Jacqui Rose and Mark Sennen and highly anticipated stories from Luca Veste and Michael Russell, this FREE short story collection will have you up all night. Each short story is followed up by exclusive extracts of each of the authors’ upcoming titles.

Before Noon: A nail-biting story that focuses on the events prior to a safe deposit robbery.

Time’s Up: Set in Liverpool a grisly tale of being lost and seeking redemption.

Him!: The darkest things happen at night … A thriller sure to keep you on the edge of your seat from the #1 bestseller Paul Finch.

Wunderland: A chilling story based at a writer’s retreat in the middle of nowhere.

The Puzzle Behind The Istanbul Puzzle: A feature that looks at Laurence’s fascination with conspiracy theories.

An Act Of Contrition: When Donal Kerrigan is found dead and the man who shot him has admitted the murder, it seems likes a closed case. Yet, all is not as it first appears as Inspector David Gillespie soon discovers.

Jacqui Rose: ‘Gritty and gripping – by a star in the making.’ Kimberley Chambers

Luca Veste: ‘Dark, dangerous and complex, Dead Gone is that rare thing – an intelligent serial killer novel that’s both entertaining and thought-provoking. Nick Quantrill

Paul Finch: ‘Avon’s big star … part edge-of-the-seat, part hide-behind-the-sofa!’ The Bookseller

Mark Sennen: ‘A fast-paced serial-killer chiller.’ Alex Marwood

 Laurence O’Bryan: ‘A brisk plot … which draws the reader into a conspiratorial rapport … He’s come late to fiction, clearly he means to enjoy it.’ The Telegraph

Michael Russell: ‘Russell weaves a beautifully rich tapestry that shows through the taste and texture of his words.’ www.crimesquad.com

To find out more, follow Avon on Twitter@AvonBooksUK and on Facebook@Avon-BooksUK for news, giveaways and exclusive author extras.


A note from Jacqui Rose

Just to tell you about my short story, it’s called, Before Noon. The idea for the title came to me because I’m fascinated with time and the unexpected. The sliding doors of life. How our lives can change in a matter of minutes or hours or even seconds. How only twenty-four hours earlier our lives may have rested on the axle of peace and then we fast-forward a day and things beyond our control have crashed into our lives. Sometimes it truly is a question of expect the unexpected.

Before Noon starts off just before a safe deposit robbery takes place. Simple and straightforward. In and out for Dave Cole, Jay and Mike, but then events take a twist. A turn of the unexpected. A moment in time no one could’ve planned for. I won’t give you any spoilers; I just hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

As always, I’d love to hear from you, so please check out my website www.jacquirose.com and say hi if you’ve got time. Or you can find me on Twitter @JacPereirauk.


Before Noon

A short story by Jacqui Rose

10.32 a.m.

‘I said are you fucking ready?’

Jay’s fingers hesitated on the silver car door handle as the familiar voice shouted at him. Cold sweat dripped from his forehead; trapped under his balaclava. His green eyes were wide open, terrified, his sight blurred by the film of perspiration on his lashes.

 He rubbed his eyes, looking round to the back of the car. One man, known but unrecognisable by his demonic clown mask, sat staring with hostile contempt at him.

 ‘I said, are you ready?’

 Before Jay had time to speak, he felt the cold end of the steel gun under his chin pushing up, snapping his mouth shut and causing him to bite his tongue. He tasted the salty blood and squinted, but his balaclava hid his pain as he trembled.

 ‘Don’t mess this up Jay. There’s a lot riding on it.’

 Jay nodded. A tiny nod. Not wanting to press on the gun any more than he had to.

 ‘I want to hear the words Jay. Say them.’

 The gun was released and Jay’s eyes darted around the dark interior of the car. He attempted to speak but the skin on his lips stuck together. He licked them but his mouth, void of saliva and dry as the long hot summer they were in, gave no relief to his parched lips. It was a hoarse croak that followed. ‘I’m ready.’

 The eyes which stared back at him danced with mocking laughter, but the approval in them was fiercely proud.

 Dave Cole spoke in a whisper, earnest, encouraging words to his son. ‘That’s it. That’s it son. Let’s go and get them motherfuckers.’

 ‘Okay.’

 ‘This is your initiation son. Your granddad would be proud of you. Don’t let him down. God rest his soul.’

 Jay’s reply was as dead as his lifeless eyes as he stared at his father. ‘Yeah.’

 Dave nodded, pulling down his balaclava over his face before giving the signal they were waiting for. The click of the colt .9mm sub-machine guns echoed round the car. An instant later the doors of the blacked-out SUV flung open and all three occupants ran out, adrenaline packed bodies, shouting and yelling. ‘Get down! Get down! Fucking turn your face away! Get down!’

 Jay, last out of the car ran behind, trying desperately to ignore the fear taking hold of his body that was making his knees buckle as he looked round, backing up, pointing his machine gun at the old lady who stared in terror as he headed into the safe deposit bank.

 ‘Shut the doors! Shut the fucking doors!’

 Jay heard his dad calling out the orders as the cool of the air conditioning inside the building hit them.

 About half a dozen people milled round and it took them a moment to realise what was happening, but as soon as they saw the masked gunmen they froze. At first no one breathed and no one dared to move, then a second later, panic broke out. A frantic burst of screaming followed as the customers raced to get out; trying to dash for the exit as they ran for their lives. The old man who’d been filling in a form, staggered backwards, tripping over his own fear as he stared into Jay’s eyes

 ‘Get down on the floor. Nobody move!’ Dave bellowed out the instructions. Most of the people dropped down, automatically putting their hands on their heads; influenced by their years of television watching. A young man ran towards the door but his exit was blocked. Dave growled threateningly.

 ‘Don’t play the hero, mate.’ With that, the gun Dave was holding smashed across the customer’s face, sending him down on the ground; blood splattering across the clothing of the woman next to him.

 Dave turned to the others. ‘Does anyone else want to play superhero? Hey you, get down.’

 The brown haired pregnant woman paused, locking eyes before she slowly lowered herself carefully down to the floor.

 ‘I can’t lie on my front.’ Her voice was quiet but a hint of defiance escaped from it.

 Dave spat his words. ‘Then lie on your side. Anyone else got any fucking requests?’

 Jay ran towards the cashiers’ windows, watching as the steel shutters began to slowly come down. He placed a small explosive device on the window, yelling at the women on the other side of the glass. ‘Put your arms up. Keep them up or your colleague over there will get it. Do not press anything. When I say “duck”, duck.’

 He shouted as he leapt away, running towards the others who stood staring intently, watching for any movement from the terrified men and women lying on the ground.

 ‘Now duck!’

 With Jay’s call, Dave Cole pressed the device in his hand, detonating the explosives. Shards of glass splintered everywhere. A roaring crack of noise sounded as the steel shutters blasted off and out, whizzing across the bank at lethal speed. A fireball of heat and smoke shot out, and greys, yellows and reds flashed in front of Jay’s eyes.

 The blast over, Jay leapt forward, waving his gun around.

 ‘Stay where you are! Stay where you are!’ He ran back to where the bomb blast had been, expertly smashing the remaining glass out of the way, enabling him to jump up over the counter.

 He pointed his gun at the two women who cowered in the corner. He could see one of them had been hurt. Blood poured from the top of her head where a three inch piece of steel was embedded into her skull. He flinched, suddenly aware of the stifling heat. Bile rose up from his stomach as a wave of nausea hit him.

 ‘Move it! Move it!’ Dave yelled at his son from behind as he saw him standing there. ‘Put the money in the bag. Quick!’

 Snapping out of his trance, Jay sprang into action, clearing the drawers of the money as his dad proceeded to speak to the teller.

10.36 a.m.

‘Go to the safe.’ Dave drew up the unharmed woman from the floor with the tip of his gun, leading her towards it. He looked up at the clock, watching the second hand tick around.

 ‘Move it!’

 The woman shakily got to her feet, anxiety showing in her eyes as she looked at her colleague lying in a pool of blood on the floor.

 ‘Keep your eyes straight. Now put the combination in.’

 ‘I … I don’t know it.’

 Dave prodded her in the back with the end of the gun.

 ‘Don’t play the blonde darlin’. Put in the combination. We don’t want your daughter coming home to a body bag.’

 The woman swivelled round, hatred and fear on her face as she looked at Dave.

 ‘I know all about you Sheila. I do my homework babe. So open it for your daughter.’

 Sheila shakily pressed the digits into the safe. The first click sounded out, signalling the opening of the first set of locks. She paused only momentarily but enough for Dave to spot it.

 ‘Don’t even think about it.’ Dave wasn’t stupid. Far from it. He knew exactly what he was doing when it came to bank jobs. And he knew exactly what this woman was thinking. The digit nine, if pressed twice sent an emergency SOS message through to the police, but more to the point, if the digit was pressed twice, it locked down all the safes making it impossible to open them even with the codes.

 ‘What is it with you lot? You work here, it ain’t your money, so stop looking after it as if it was your pussy.’

 ‘You’ll go down for this.’

 Dave gritted his teeth. He grabbed the woman’s hair, only just resisting the temptation to smash her head against the steel door.

 He took a glance to the side to look at his son standing near the old man. He’d doubted Jay, but he seemed to be handling it. Making him proud. He’d always seen his son as a waste of space; wrapped up in cotton wool by his mother until he’d turned into an embarrassment. An embarrassment to the Cole name.

 Jay hadn’t been brought up the way he had. With the belt, with the metal cable; locked in the coal cupboard for hours on end when he’d cried, having to stay there without food until his stomach had burnt with pain. There were no cuddles and kisses, no bedtime stories and no telling each other, I love you. But that was an upbringing, that was how to make a man out of a boy.

 It’d made him who he was today and he thanked his father for it. Thanked him. Not hated him. Not felt his whole body clenched with anger and bitterness when he thought about the dark, cold nights he’d spent alone as a kid when his dad had gone on the lash. No, that’s what his wife had wanted him to do. She’d wanted him to be angry at his father and he almost had been. Almost. But then she’d left with a note simply saying that it had all been too much and she couldn’t be with him. Bitch.

 ‘I said, fucking move it!’ The anger swelled up inside Dave. He turned his attention back to the woman, smashing his fist against the door and showing he meant business.

 ‘Hurry up!’

10.40 a.m.

With one final digit, the door clicked open.

 ‘Now!’ Dave yelled at Jay who hurried to where his dad was standing, bringing three empty bags with him.

 They ran into the safe, pulling open the miniature drawers. Jewellery, money, gold and diamonds. The bags filled up quickly.

 ‘Now let’s get out of here son.’

 Jay and Dave Cole ran out, leaping back across the counter, pulling the over-sized bags with them. They nodded to Mike, the third man in their crew who took a bag, running together to make their exit through the door of the frosted safe deposit bank.

 Hauling the door open, they froze as panic hit the pit of their stomachs. They stared at the row of police cars, blue lights flashing and armed response pointing guns in their direction.

 ‘Get back! Get back! Fuck … Fuck!’ Dave hollered as his cousin, Mike, began firing out bullets from the sub-machine gun under his arm.

 Grabbing hold of Mike, Dave pulled him backwards by his shirt into the bank. He yelled at the top of his voice.

 ‘What the hell are you doing? Did I tell you to fire? Did I fucking tell you to?’

 Mike pushed Dave off him, charged with anger. ‘What are they doing here? You said it’d be fine. You said we had time.’

 ‘Shut up! Shut the fuck up. How do I know what they’re doing here?’

 Dave rubbed his head. ‘Let me think. Let me bleedin’ think.’

 ‘Think! We’re fucked Dave. I ain’t serving no more time.’

 Dave grabbed Mike by his shirt again, all control going out of the window. He screamed as he shook his cousin.

 ‘Are you stupid? Don’t call me by my frigging name in front of anyone! Never, call me by my name! Why don’t you broadcast where I live while you’re at it?’

 He let go, walking across to where most of the customers lay terrified on the floor. He had to think. Think. There were too many police to attempt a shoot-out. Shit. Shit. He wasn’t even going to start to worry about how and why the police had arrived so soon. All he needed to think about was how the hell they were going to get out.

 ‘Give me the plans.’ Dave gestured to Mike who pulled out the detailed map, spreading it out on the side.

The tannoy of the police outside boomed through the bank.

 ‘We are armed. I advise you to put your weapons down and come out. Come out with your hands up.’

 Jay looked at his dad hesitantly. His eyes as afraid as they’d always been, since the day his mother had walked out.

 ‘Maybe …’

 Dave Cole turned on his son, beating him back with his body. ‘Don’t even say it. Don’t fucking say it.’

 Jay’s back crashed into the mid-aisle desk. He caught his breath as the pain exploded through him, but still he continued.

 ‘I mean, maybe it’s better. Before it goes too far.’

 Dave sneered. ‘Go on then son. If that’s what you want, walk.What are you waiting for?’

 Jay looked at his father, then at the door. His heart pounded and for a split-second he almost imagined his father could hear it beating as well. He nodded then turned and slowly walked towards the doors. As Jay reached for the door he froze in terror, hearing the unmistakeable sound of the trigger being drawn behind him.

 He turned around slowly; his eyes first on his dad and then on the sub-machine gun pointing at him. Jay’s eyes brimmed with a shallow pool of tears as anger, hurt and resentment shot through him.

 ‘No one turns their back on me. No one. Least of all my own son. You want to walk; go. But it’ll be the last walk you ever do.’

 Jay breathed heavily, watching his dad walk towards him with the gun still pointing his way. Dave stopped inches away from his son, leaning in and making it hard for the others to hear what he was saying.

 ‘Son or no son, I will shoot you. No one leaves unless I tell them to.’

 Jay spoke, his voice strained with emotion. ‘Then tell me something, Dad. How the hell are we going to get out of here?’

10.48 a.m.

Dave spoke to Mike and Jay. ‘We’ll get out of here. Tomorrow we’ll be drinking fucking pina coladas by the pool. Trust me, when have I ever let you down before?’

 Without waiting for a reply or taking notice of the sidewards glances, Dave scanned the plan of the bank. Pointing his finger, he nodded to himself. Hope and enthusiasm in his voice, he ignored the hostile stare coming from the pretty brown haired pregnant woman on the ground.

 ‘I’ve got it. As we know the safe’s got a back entrance leading down to the vault. The far side wall is double bonded but behind it, is our route out. It leads into the sewers. Once we’re through, if we walk south facing, the bypass sewer will take us underneath the main precinct; from there we can make our way up to ground level following this route here.’

 Dave traced his gloved finger along the plans before continuing authoritively. ‘The route’s used for the underground sewage workers, so access won’t be a problem. So what do you reckon?’

 Mike looked at Dave, his beady eyes staring out of the demonic mask he was wearing. ‘Oh yeah, sounds great … one thing though … how the fuck are we supposed to get through the back wall?’

 ‘With these little beauties.’

 Dave Cole held up a handful of explosives; the same ones that Jay had placed on the teller’s window.

 ‘The back wall sits next to the gas pipe. Place these babies on the wall … boom!’

 ‘You’re fucking crazy. The whole place will go up.’

 ‘I repeat, put your weapons down. Come out with your hands on your head.’

 The police tannoy sounded again, interrupting the conversation. Dave pulled Mike into him. ‘Look, we ain’t got many options, unless of course you’ve got any better ideas. But I for one, am going to get the hell out of here. You can stay here for all I care, but me? I’m already smelling freedom.’

 Dave grabbed his bag and signalled for Jay to follow him. He pointed at the customers.

 ‘Tie them up, but we’ll need to take a couple of them with us, just in case we need some bargaining powers. Take him, her and her. The rest of them, tie them on the desks. Stick a couple of charges on them, might make them think twice about playing the hero.’

 ‘But …’

 Dave’s stare was levelled and cold as he interrupted his son. ‘Don’t talk. Don’t think. Just do it.’

 Jay and Mike bent down, quickly pulling and grabbing the customers. Mike began to separate them, pushing aside the people Dave had chosen. Pointing his gun at their heads, Mike scrambled to get the rope out of the backpack, expertly tying their hands behind their backs and on to the steel legs of the desk.

 ‘Shut up!’ He yelled at the fat woman Sheila, who began to cry; shaking and pleading for her life as he placed the explosive between her legs, strapping it on with silver tape. Next he wrapped the tape across her mouth, gagging her words of fear.

 Jay turned his head away, unable to look. As he did, he caught his father’s stare who gave him a pitiful look. He chewed on the inside of his mouth, trying to ignore the growing anxiety in his stomach and the realisation that his father would stop at nothing to get them out of there.

10.53 a.m.

‘Move. Move!’ Dave echoed Mike’s words as they walked down into the vault. The corridor was quiet and the heat began to creep over Jay; stifling, squeezing the breath out of his lungs. He wanted to take the balaclava off, free himself of the cloying sensation, but he knew it wasn’t an option.

 The corridor, barely wide enough for walking side by side came to an end. In front of them was a vast steel door.

 ‘Now what?’ Mike mumbled through his mask at Dave.

 ‘Now Sheila here puts in the numbers.’

 Dave stared at the cashier, who quaked at the fact her name was being used. Her forehead was veiled in sweat and the usually rosy cheeks were pale and drawn.

 ‘Give me a minute, I have to think.’

 Dave nudged her, angry at the woman who seemed to be playing games with him. ‘You ain’t got a minute darlin’.’

 Her voice shook but her tone was firm. ‘If I don’t remember the numbers, no one’s going anywhere.’

 Dave got out his mobile phone then stuck it in front of Sheila’s face. ‘I think this will help you remember.’

 The picture was of Sheila’s daughter, Laura. She gasped, covering her face with her hands; showing her bitten down nails.

 ‘One of my men is waiting there now. All it will take is one phone call from me.’

 ‘You bastard.’

 Dave grinned. He spoke in a menacing hush. ‘Now, where were we? Oh that’s right, you were remembering numbers.’ Dave prodded Sheila again, only this time harder. She cried out, resulting in the old man who’d remained silent until now, speaking up, his elocuted voice cutting through the strained quiet.

 ‘Leave her alone.’ His grey eyes watered as he stared with derision at Dave.

 ‘What have we got here then?’ Dave walked to where the old man was standing, narrowed his eyes and leant in, a scornful look on his face.

 ‘If I were you old man, I’d keep it shut.’

 The man looked flustered but continued to stare at Dave.

‘My name’s Robert and I’ll do no such thing.’

 ‘Won’t you?’ With a sneer, Dave kicked away the man’s walking stick, sending him sprawling on the floor. Jay ran to help him but his father blocked his way.

 ‘Going somewhere, son?’

 Through his balaclava, Jay looked at his father and then at the old man, holding his wrist on the floor.

 ‘He needs a hand up.’

 Dave stared back, then moved out of the way towards Sheila who was putting in the code of the safe, allowing Jay to help the man.

 ‘Give me your hand.’

 ‘Get off me, I don’t need your help.’

 Jay, surprisingly stung by the man’s reaction, snarled back. ‘I ain’t doing this to help you; I just want to get the fuck out of here.’

 ‘Let him help you.’ The softly-spoken pregnant woman put her hand on the old man’s shoulders as she knelt down. Her brown hair tumbled past her shoulders and her petite freckled face was warm and friendly as she smiled at the man. For the first time Jay looked at her. He froze as a jolt of recognition hit him. His mind began to race and the whole corridor seemed to press in on him. He scrambled to his feet, almost running backwards to where his father was standing, a wealth of emotion gripping his body. He yelled out, stunning both his father and the other people.

 ‘Fucking move it! Now!’

10.55 a.m.

‘Careful son.’ Dave spoke as he watched Jay place the explosives on the far side of the wall. Once it was done, he turned to everyone, gesturing them into the large walk-in safe.

 ‘In here.’

 ‘Are you fucking crazy?’ Mike looked at Dave with disbelief.

 ‘No, but if you speak to me like this again, you’ll be wishing I was.’

 ‘You really don’t expect us to hide in there do you?’

 ‘Listen, the steel safe is blast resistant. There ain’t no safer place than in there. Once the detonators explode the rest of the walls will crumble like a biscuit. And unless you want a concrete block on your head, I’m telling you this is the place to be.’

 Mike looked unsure, but as he watched Dave push everyone else in he decided he didn’t have much choice.

 Inside the massive walk-in safe, Jay looked at the pregnant woman. He walked towards her, breathing hard and feeling his chest tighten. He walked close to where she was holding the old man up. She looked at him and scowled as he spoke to her.

 ‘Are you okay?’ Jay’s voice was low and unsure.

 The pregnant woman turned her head to face Jay. She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. She hadn’t even planned to come into the bank. Christ, she didn’t even have a bank account, only a Post Office account. The only reason she’d come in here was the heat of the day had made her feel dizzy and she’d needed somewhere to sit down. She was only seven months pregnant, but it felt so much more. Wanting to distract herself from thinking about having to go to the toilet, she snapped angrily back. ‘Okay? Do you think any of us are okay?’

 ‘I was only wondering.’

 ‘It’s a bit late to do that, don’t you think?’

 She stared at Jay who turned away to speak to Sheila.

‘Sheila. It’ll be okay.’

 Sheila shook her head in disbelief.

 ‘Maybe it’ll be all right for you, but what about us? You think if we manage to get out of here, we’ll be able to get back to our normal lives? What goes through that head of yours?’

 Jay looked at everyone in the safe, he saw the hostile stares and felt the niggling sensation of shame and the only thing he could do was go back to his default position. ‘Shut the fuck up! All of you. Do you hear me? Shut the hell up.’

 Dave hurried into the safe, hearing Jay shouting. ‘What’s going on here?’

 Jay said nothing, turning his back on his father. Ignoring the atmosphere, Dave spoke to everybody. ‘Okay, listen, I need you all to go to the far end. Get down on the ground and keep yourself tucked up. It’ll sound as if everything’s coming down on us but we’ll be safe in here. When I say “up”, you get up as fast as you can. If you don’t come when I say, well …’ Dave pulled the trigger, letting them know without words exactly what would happen to them if they got out of line.

 Jay held on to his knees, waiting for the explosion to sound. A moment later he felt a tremor which seemed to shake the whole of his insides. Clattering thuds, rumbles and roars. The old man next to him clung on to him, then realising what he was doing let go with an exaggerated movement. Then a hush. Inside the safe, the lights went down with nothing but silence, apart from the tense breathing of all inside. A voice cut through the darkness.

 ‘I’m going to put my torch on but I don’t want any of you to move and no one try to be smart by clicking any lighters or matches. There might be escaping gas and the last thing that I want to do is go up in a cloud of smoke.

 The torch light spotlighted the terrified faces of the hostages as Dave went round them one by one.

 ‘Okay, let’s go.’

11.00 a.m.

The safe door swung inwards, allowing the piled up rubble of bricks to fall. Dave coughed and signalled the others to follow him as the safe filled up with smoke. He began to scramble over the pile of debris, being cautious to avoid going near the sparking wires. He grinned inwardly, seeing the large hole the explosives had made.

 He turned, watching Mike and Jay help the three customers over the rubble.

 ‘Hurry up.’

 ‘You don’t expect us to go in there?’ Sheila, looked in horror as she peered through the dark hole in the wall backing on to a tiny walkway next to which was a small drop before the sewers bubbled and flowed menacingly.

 The stench was overpowering and Jay fought against the desire to be sick. It was almost pitch-black but his father’s torch light showed him all he wanted to see. The walls were slimy with a thick layer of white and grey, so thick he couldn’t even see the brickwork. The drips of watery condensation trickled down from the rounded ceiling and a steam of heat bounced off the stinking sewers.

 Dave snapped, losing patience with Sheila.

 ‘Just move it.’

 ‘It’s best to do what he says.’ Jay spoke to Sheila, trying to reassure her or perhaps it was himself he was trying to reassure.

 Without saying another word, Sheila nodded and began to make her way towards the hole. Dave shone his light enough for everyone to get their foothold.

 ‘Right, I’ll go first, then you.’ Dave pointed to Mike. ‘Then you and you.’ He pointed to the pregnant woman and then to Sheila who nodded nervously. ‘And then you.’ The instruction was to Jay. ‘Oh and old man, you’ll go at the back.’

 ‘I told you, my name is Robert. And I’ve been a customer of this bank for the last forty years and …’

 Dave interrupted the old man’s flow. ‘Why don’t I tell you something, Robert the customer. I don’t give a flying fuck how long you’ve been doing anything. I don’t give a shit. All I care about is not having any coffin dodgers holding us up. Right, now that’s cleared up I want everybody to follow me. Stand by the wall and wait for everyone else.’

 One by one, everybody made their way into the dark passage of the sewer. The pathway was only just wide enough to be able to walk without having to turn to the side, but to everyone it seemed as if they were walking a tightrope as the sewage raced past them only inches in front. They pushed their backs against the wall, immediately feeling the cold wetness of the slimy walls.

 ‘Right, I want everyone to edge forward. Come on. Everyone keep up. It’s probably best if you hold onto the person in front. Old man, you better keep up because no one is going to play nurse maid. Now let’s go.’

 But as Dave Cole edged along the pathway going deep into the passage of the sewers, what he didn’t see were the eyes of the person watching him from the other side.

11.15 a.m.

‘How long now?’ Mike spoke as he walked behind Dave.

 ‘How the hell should I know?’

 ‘Well you’re the one with the map.’

 ‘Then why don’t you just keep it zipped and follow me instead of asking me all these questions?’

 ‘I was …’

 Dave cut Mike off. ‘Then don’t. Just don’t.’

The other man watched them shuffling along the pathway as he placed the strip of grey decaying flesh in the box next to him. His eyes had become accustomed to the darkness after years of living down there. This was his home and now they’d come to visit him.

 He smiled as he watched them. The four men and two women. He could almost imagine the terror in their eyes whilst they screamed out for mercy; begging him to stop. As he lay watching them he started to dig his nails into his leg, drawing blood, letting his mind take him to where he needed to be.

‘I can’t see anything.’ Sheila whined as she snagged her leg on something sharp sticking out of the wall. She yelled out and bent over, resulting in her almost toppling forward.

 ‘Keep walking.’ The unsympathetic growl came from Dave. He wanted to get out of there as much as everyone else did. He hadn’t realised it was such a long way. It seemed so much shorter on the map. By rights they should almost be at the manhole, but the sewer had u-bended them and instead of them coming nearer the access point they seemed further away than ever. With a sigh, Dave continued forward, trying to understand why he felt so ill at ease.

 Jay watched the pregnant woman as he walked behind her. He wanted to talk to her but he didn’t know what words he should use. What he should say. He was desperate to let her know it was him, Jay, but he was also desperate for her never to find out either.

 ‘Did you hear that?’ Sheila turned and spoke to no one in particular. She hated the dark and her leg was beginning to hurt.

 ‘Hear what?’ Jay answered, feeling a cloying sensation on the back of his neck.

 Although Sheila didn’t want to speak to the masked man, she needed to air her fears. She had definitely heard something. What, she didn’t quite know.

 ‘A moan. It sounded like a moan.’

 ‘The only thing which is moaning down here is your frigging voice. Now shut it.’ Dave spoke in place of his son. He didn’t want to hear the hysterics of a woman at the best of times. He was aware of the time and he had a feeling they’d be all right. Hopefully the police would still be on stand-off, waiting outside for them to come out. This was the best chance they had to get to the access, but he was damned if he knew if they were going the right way.

 ‘I’m Robert by the way.’ The old man at the back, wheezed his name to Sheila.

 ‘Yes, I heard, and I’m Sheila.’

 ‘Nice to meet you Sheila, shame it’s not under better circumstances’

 ‘Can we save the niceties till we get out of here?’ Jay whispered to Sheila and Robert who were either side of him. He didn’t necessarily mind them talking, but he did want them to stop because he too thought he’d heard something. Shit. He was being ridiculous. The stress was getting to him and it wasn’t helping that he could only see the world through the slanted holes of his balaclava. He had to concentrate on getting out of there, maybe then his mind would stop wandering, hearing things that weren’t there.

The other man could see it as he watched them. The hunt, the ambush and finally the terror on their faces as they realised that they’d made a fatal mistake in coming to his home. But they were welcome. He would make them feel welcome. He smiled a wide grin, showing off the blackness of his eyes and the pale of his skin. From within the darkness he gazed at the old man at the back.

Robert’s heart raced so quickly he had to lean against the wall, feeling the slime against his skin, penetrating through his shirt. His damn hearing aid was whistling. He wasn’t sure if he could keep up, the torchlight ahead was fading into the distance and the blackness of the sewer was surrounding him. Not that he was afraid of the dark; when he was young he’d worked as a miner in the pits in South Yorkshire, starting when he was fourteen years old and working through until he’d had the accident at thirty. He’d recovered but his eyes had never been the same. No, he wasn’t afraid of the dark, he was used to that; what he was afraid of was the sense of being followed.

 ‘Can you wait? I just need a rest.’ Robert called out.

 ‘I told you old man, fucking keep up or else …’ Dave yelled back, but his voice seemed distant and out of reach. As the flicker of torchlight disappeared, Robert thought he saw a glimpse of something or somebody. He leant against the wall, closing his eyes, anxious to find the strength he needed. Almost straight away he felt warm air on his face, followed by a rancid smell which overpowered the stench of the sewer. He flicked open his eyes and saw nothing. His heart began to race once more as terror took hold of his body.

 Robert knew he had to catch up with the others. He set off at a pace but almost immediately his body let him down; his legs not carrying him as quickly as his mind wanted him to.

 The person. The somebody was still behind him; he could feel it, sense them coming closer. He felt a tap on his back; automatically he turned around. He clasped his throat as the knife cut deeply. The gargle of blood sounded as he tried to call out for help before dropping to the wet floor. A moment later Robert’s body was dragged into the depths of the sewer.

11.27 a.m.

‘What was that?’

 ‘Jesus, are you on repeat woman?’ Dave snapped at Sheila.

 ‘I heard something.’

 Dave muttered under his breath. ‘Give me strength.’

 ‘Robert … Robert?’

 ‘Shut it!’

 Just as Sheila was about to speak, a small yell was heard.

 ‘Dani, are you okay?’ Jay’s voice was full of concern as he pushed past Sheila to the pregnant woman.

 ‘Dani! Dan. You okay?’

 The woman turned her head. She whispered to him.

 ‘How did you know my name?’

 ‘I … I …’

 ‘I said, how did you know my name?’

 Stuck for words, Jay abruptly put his hand under Dani’s arm, moving her carefully forward to make sure they still had the light of his father’s torchlight.

 ‘I said …’

 ‘Okay, but let’s walk and talk. I want to get out of here.’

 As Jay helped Dani along, Sheila Gibson found herself alone at the back. She’d felt happier being squashed between the masked gunman and the pregnant woman, and now she was at the back she didn’t like it at all.

 She had no idea where Robert had got to but there was no way she was going to go back to look for him. All that was behind her was a dank black hole full of strange sounds and she was quite certain wherever the old man actually was it wasn’t to the sanctuary of safety.

 She shuddered. The others were getting away in front and the narrowing pathway of the sewer made it difficult to walk along.

 Panting, she tried to pick up her speed; she could just about make out the heads of Jay and that woman he’d gone to talk to, leaving her at the back.

 Sheila froze. Terrified. She was certain she’d heard something. Perhaps it was only the sound of the passing sewers, echoing along the eerie black tunnels, or she hoped it was. She listened again, though she couldn’t hear anything now and as much as she was sure that it was all her imagination, she had a terrible sinking feeling inside her stomach.

The other man glared at the fat woman who was leaning her colossal weight on the wall. He could feel his anger towards her and he smiled as he felt her fear. He heard her anxious breathing. She was only a few feet away, she couldn’t see him, but he could see her and almost touch her.

 ‘Hello Sheila.’

 The sound of the words nearly knocked Sheila Gibson over; made her freeze in horror even though she wanted to run. She needed to move, but there was only one way and the voice was so near. So close.

 Sheila trundled forward, tripping and slipping as she held on to the slimy walls, trying to make her escape; trying to catch up with the others, desperate to get away from whoever was there. In the distance she saw the torchlight. She was going to be okay. She was going to get back to her daughter Laura and this was all just going to be an awful nightmare.

 ‘Where are you going Sheila? Surely you’re not trying to get away are you? You’ve only just arrived.’

 Sheila tried to scream but the sound just seemed to stick in her throat.

 ‘Sheila, I’m talking to you.’

 The voice was getting louder but she couldn’t see anything in the dark.

 ‘I’m over here.’ The voice in the darkness hissed out. She’d never felt terror like it, never felt the overwhelming sense of powerlessness as she did now.

 ‘Please … please. Leave me alone … Help! Help!’

 ‘Welcome to my home.’

 He watched her; watched her looking like she was going to be sick. His black eyes, accustomed to the dark saw her scrambling along the wall, sinking her hand into the slimy walls, but he didn’t need to do anything else. She was going to do it all. He smiled as he saw her tumble forward, smashing her head on the concrete floor. He sighed contentedly the sight of the blood. A moment later he hurried forward, pulling her body into the darkness.

11.31 a.m.

‘What the fuck do you mean they ain’t behind us? I told you to keep an eye on them. Jesus. Do I have to do everything my fucking self? Bunch of muppets.’ Dave Cole snarled at Mike and Jay. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He looked at his watch under the torchlight. They were supposed to have been up above ground by now, but somehow, and he hated to admit this, somehow they were lost.

 He couldn’t hear anything, so he supposed that was a good thing; at least the police weren’t after them. Not yet anyway. By the time they got out of wherever they were it might be a different story.

 ‘They were behind us a minute ago.’

 ‘A minute ago ain’t now is it Mike?’

 ‘Do you want me to go back to look for them?’

 Dave slapped Mike on the chest. ‘And what frigging good will that do? It will slow us down more than we are already. Just let me think for a minute. Shit!’

 ‘Dani needs to rest.’ Jay spoke to his father, a firmness which wasn’t usually there in his voice.

 ‘Excuse me?’

 ‘Dani. She needs to rest.’

 Dave Cole was amazed. Here they were in the depths of God knows where and his son was acting the part of Nanny McPhee.

 ‘This ain’t a frigging health spa.’

 Jay, about to speak again, was interrupted.

 ‘It’s you. Jay? Oh my God it’s you.’ Dani Edwards stared in amazement through the darkness, her voice a mix of shock and anger.

 In the torchlight she walked up to Jay, pulling off his balaclava. She took in his handsome face. His brown floppy hair and his upturned nose. Then the sound of a slap was heard as she hit him, hard across his cheek.

 ‘What the hell was that for?’ Jay held on to his cheek, feeling the sting, but more the humiliation as his father glared at him in the torchlight.

 ‘What do you think it’s for Jay? You have a guess.’

 ‘If it’s about not turning up that day.’

 Dani shook her head incredulously. ‘Maybe try holding up a bank at gunpoint, holding us hostage, making us come down this … this literal shit hole and yes, if you want you can add the fact you didn’t turn up that day to it.’

 ‘Listen, I’m sorry.’

 ‘Sorry? Sorry? Jesus, do you know how pathetic that sounds?’

 Dave bellowed at the top of his voice. ‘Enough! What the fuck is going on here? If it hasn’t escaped your notice we’re trying to get out of here once you two lovebirds have quite finished.’

 ‘I finished with him a long time ago.’ Dani spat out her words at Jay.

 ‘Dani … please.’

 ‘Don’t “please” me Jay, you’ve never done it before so why start now?’

 Dave stood in the middle of them. His mouth was distorted with anger as he prodded his son in his chest.

 ‘You’re ripping the frigging piss out of it son. You can talk all the sweet nothings you want once we get out of here, but until then …’ He leaned in menacingly, as was his habit. ‘I don’t want to hear anything else. Do you understand me?’

 ‘Yeah, okay.’

 Dani tutted and Dave whirled round to her. ‘And that goes for you too darlin’.’ I don’t know the ins and outs about you and my son, but I do know women.’

 Dani curled up her lips. ‘And I suppose that’s why your wife left you is it, because you know women?’

 The moment she’d said it, Dani Edwards regretted it. It wasn’t in her nature to hurt people, and whether she despised Dave Cole or not and the stories she’d heard about his cruelty from Jay, she didn’t feel comfortable watching the flicker of hurt cross over his face.

 ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.’

 Dave shot back venomously. ‘No, you shouldn’t, and maybe my son here don’t believe in hitting women, but I don’t have a problem with it.’

 ‘Leave her alone.’ Jay spoke up.

 Dave looked at his son in scorn. Hatred in his eyes. ‘Is that how it is now, son? A woman’s got you pussy whipped?’

 ‘No, but I want you to leave her alone.’

 Dave laughed nastily. ‘Did you hear that, Mike? Jay wants me to leave his bit of stuff alone. Mike? … Mike?’

 Dave turned to his right. Mike had gone. Gone with the bag of money.

 ‘Shit! Fuck! Now look.’ Dave shouted loudly, kicking the wall. He turned to his son, his eyes blazing.

 ‘You wait here. If I’m not back soon make your own way up. The manhole has to be around here somewhere, we’ve just overrun it.’

 ‘Where are you going?’

 ‘I’m going to go and find that goddamn sonofabitch and teach him a frigging lesson.’

 ‘What about the dark?’

 ‘What about it?’

 ‘You can’t leave us here without light.’

 ‘Try me.’ Dave Cole started to stomp off, pulling back the trigger on his gun.

 ‘Dad … wait!’

 Jay locked eyes with Dave. ‘Be careful.’

11.36 a.m.

Mike edged his way along the tiny passageway. He was certain the access point was this way, but he also had a feeling he’d been this way before. The light on his phone was almost non-existent but it did enable him to see a foot in front of him.

 It was on impulse he’d picked up the bag and slunk off, leaving Dave and the others to squabble. He was sick of being pushed around by Dave and sick of being his gofer. He was taking what was his, what he was owed.

 Mike stopped suddenly, along with his thoughts. He was sure he’d seen something in front of him. He shook his head, he was being stupid. Christ, he was grown man and he was acting like a girl.

The other man watched Mike holding on to the wall, pretending not to be frightened by the dark. Well he would show him exactly what a welcome was.

Mike began to walk backwards. There was something there in front of him. He grabbed hold of his gun, firing shots into the pitch black of the darkness and then stopped firing as quickly as he started. His blood ran cold. He could feel it on his back. Someone, something had hold of him. Mike turned round just as the knife embedded into his head.

Gunshots. Dave Cole hurried along. He could hear gunshots. Shit, he began to turn back. The police had obviously made their way inside and along the sewers. Mike was a frigging idiot, but there was no way he was going to get collared because of him. He began to pick up his pace, hurrying along, back to where he left Jay.

 As Dave forged ahead, he tripped, falling forward; sprawling out on the cold walkway. He turned his head to the side and stared in horror as he realised what he’d stumbled over. Lying face down was the bloodied torso of Sheila. He scrambled up, and span round, holding his torchlight up to the walls. As he did so he held his hand across his mouth. ‘Jesus.’ He backed away slowly, staring at what stuck to the dark, dank walls, feeling as if he was caught up in a nightmare. Putting one foot behind the other, Dave Cole halted as he banged into something behind him.

11.42 a.m.

‘He’s my father, Dani, whether you like it or not. I’m going back for him.’

 ‘He’s probably out already. He’s been gone ages and there’s no way I’m going to stay here in pitch darkness. It creeps me out. Your dad can look after himself. Come on Jay … Come on.’

 ‘I dunno.’

 ‘What don’t you know, Jay? All your life the only person your father’s looked out for is himself. Number one. There’s only one way out of here unless of course he went back to the bank to hand himself in, and both you and I know hell would freeze over before he did that. Face it Jay, he’s left you. Us.’

 Jay hesitated. It was true his father was more than capable of looking after himself, and it was also true his father put himself first. But what if Dani was wrong? What if he hadn’t got out? What if …

 ‘Jay, he’ll be fine. What you’ve told me of your father, he’s probably back at home drinking a six-pack.’

 Jay smiled sadly to himself. She was right, what was he even thinking? It was a sewer for Christ’s sake and as much as he loved his dad, he didn’t want to be serving time for anyone.

 Setting off again they continued down the slippery pathway.

 ‘Did you feel that?’ Dani spoke, her voice layered with fear as she clung on to Jay’s hand.

 ‘What?’

 ‘Like something warm on my face. Like warm air.’

 ‘No. Come on scaredy cat.’

 They continued to walk, pushing their backs against the wall. They had a lot to talk about; a lot. But it was good to see her, especially as he hadn’t thought he’d see her again. Funny how things turned out.

 Jay took careful steps, holding on to the bag and gun in one hand and making sure he held on to Dani tightly. In the darkness he spoke softly. ‘Dan, I’m sorry.’

 ‘Not now, Jay.’

 ‘When?’

 ‘I dunno. Let’s just get out of here.’

 Silence fell again, apart from the running sewer hurtling past them. Jay tried again. ‘The baby. Is it …’

 ‘I said, not now Jay.’

 ‘Look, there!’ Jay shouted, causing Dani to scream in terror. The scream was followed by Jay’s laughter.

 ‘What’s the matter with you?’

 ‘You said, there.’

 ‘I meant the exit. Look, you can see the light. It’s the access. The manhole. Come on.’

As Jay helped Dani climb up the ladder, all Dave Cole could do was take one last look at his son before the knife sliced deep into his wind pipe, draining the life out of him before he was dragged further into the darkness.

Jay had only just manoeuvred himself up out of the man hole when Dani called back to him. ‘Jay, the Police!’

 ‘Shit, what we going to do?’

 Dani’s face was anxious. She scanned around and saw five approaching police cars. Jay began to run, but Dani grabbed hold of his arm. She looked at him, desperate. ‘Go back. Jay, go. It’s your only chance.’

 ‘But …’

 ‘Please Jay. Go.’

 ‘I want to stay with you.’

 ‘And you will, but after they’ve gone. Ain’t no good to this one if his dad’s doing a fifteen year stretch.’

 Dani put her hand on her pregnant stomach and grinned. Jay’s eyes opened wide, a look of excited disbelief on his face. He ran up to Dani and kissed her quickly on her lips.

 ‘Go!’ Dani laughed, pushing him away as the distant sound of sirens as heard.

 Jay ran back to the manhole, almost throwing his body back on the ladder. He paused and stared at Dani.

 ‘I’ll come and find you later. We’ll talk then. Promise. I’ll make it all right.’

 ‘Okay. I’ll be waiting. Now go!’

 Dani Edwards blew a kiss as Jay Cole lowered himself back down into the depths of the sewers. He didn’t see the eyes watching him. Waiting for him. Welcoming him back to his home.

11.55 a.m.
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Laila Khan opened her mouth to scream but the sound of the sharp slap across her face shocked her into silence. A tiny red mark appeared on her cheek, turning quickly into an angry raised welt as her Uncle leaned into her face, spitting with rage. ‘You will do what I say child. The time has come.’ Wide eyed with fear, Laila stared at her Uncle.

The aromatic smells from the Palak chicken and rice on the plate in front of her began to overwhelm her senses. Her body jerked as a wave of nausea hit her. Hurriedly she jumped up from her chair, but her path was blocked by the imposing figure of her angry relative. Unable to stop herself, Laila deposited the contents of her stomach all over her Uncle’s brand-new shoes.

Horrified, Mahmood Khan looked down at his feet before throwing Laila back down on the chair. Gripping hold of her hair, he snarled, hatred shining from his eyes. ‘I have been patient with you. Treated you like my own daughter. I allowed you to go to the funeral of your Aunt today, but now my patience has come to an end.’

Trembling, Laila felt a scratch on the palm of her hand and realised she was still clutching onto the reason for her nausea. It was a photograph. Loosening her grip, Laila allowed herself to look at it once more. It was a picture of a man. A man she’d never seen before yet her Uncle had just informed her that in less than a week, she was to become his wife.

Tariq Khan sat across from his sister at the dinner table, noticing how her eyes were red, blotchy and swollen. Reminding him of a bullfrog he’d seen last year in Pakistan.

He’d come in later than the others from the funeral and had been greeted by screaming. When he’d gone to investigate, he’d seen Laila kneeling on the floor at their Uncle’s feet, begging and pleading with him not to force her to marry.

Tariq had watched as their Uncle had called his sister names. A whore. A slut. Accusing her of being nothing short of a disgrace. Spitting at her in disgust, putrid yellow phlegm sliding down Laila’s face. She’d then turned to him. Pulling at his trouser leg and looking up with her big almond shaped eyes. Begging him to do something to help. But what could he do? How could he have helped her? He’d been powerless. So, unable to see the pain in Laila’s eyes, he’d turned his face away from her, leaving her begging on the floor.

She knew what their Uncle was like. Didn’t she understand everything would be easier for her if she didn’t put up such a fight? Couldn’t she see she was making it harder for herself. She knew she had a duty. A duty to their Uncle. A duty to their family.

What did she think her Uncle was going to let her do? Had she really thought her Uncle would let her run around like the other girls in her class? She was sixteen, almost seventeen. Old enough their Uncle had told her, too old nearly.

Gravely, his Uncle had told him word had got back that Laila had been cosying up with some English boy at school. ‘Flaunting herself, making a fool out of our family name.’

He’d tried to persuade his Uncle that no dramatic course of action was needed but his Uncle had just stared at him with hostility. ‘She has brought this on herself. You cannot feel sorry for her Tariq, you cannot show weakness. This sort of behaviour has to be stopped. To be punished. We have our family name to think of. Your family name.’

And then their Uncle had straight away put what was needed to be done into action.

As Tariq continued to look at Laila, still sobbing, he knew she didn’t know how thankful she should be to be getting married.

Her life wasn’t over; though it would’ve been, if Uncle and the family had had their way.

Their Uncle was from a certain mindset. A small, but dangerous one. A dark sinister part to the otherwise warm, friendly Pakistani community they’d always lived in. His Uncle believed in punishment, not forgiveness; revenge instead of mercy. And according to their Uncle, like the father who’d recently been found guilty of killing his daughter after finding text messages from her boyfriend, bringing dishonour to the family had to be avenged.

Tariq had found himself having to beg with his Uncle and other relatives, pleading for leniency on Laila’s behalf. Trying to make them see the punishment didn’t fit the crime. Eventually they’d backed down, but on one condition; that Laila get married.

‘Is everything in order?’

Tariq’s thoughts were broken as his Uncle spoke to him in a gruff tone. Putting his head down, Tariq muttered in reply, wishing what was about to happen didn’t have to. ‘Yes, everything’s sorted; just like you asked.’

Mahmood Khan looked at his nephew. There was a lot to do before tomorrow. He was feeling tired but he prayed he would be given strength to deal with the next few hours.

He glanced quickly at Laila as he reached for another helping of rice. Girls were a curse. Especially beautiful ones. The more beautiful, the more of a curse.

Quite frankly, he wasn’t sure what wrongs he’d done to deserve to be blighted with three nieces. But then, Mahmood knew he shouldn’t question what he’d been given – only make the best of it, which if he were to be honest, was very hard to do.

Laila had always been spirited. Her two sisters, who were older than her and already married, had been different. They’d been quiet and willing to please. Understanding what it was to be a woman. Neither of them had the brains nor the dazzling beauty of Laila; they’d been blessed with simplicity and plainness.

From the moment Laila was born, Mahmood knew his youngest niece was trouble. As a baby she’d had the cry of a lion, roaring with discontent. When she was little she’d suffered with stomach problems, no doubt caused by the fire of the warrior in her belly fighting to get out. She absorbed knowledge like the Jacaranda tree absorbed water. Her defiance whirling and gliding like a Middle Eastern Sufi dancer.

It was all too much. She was nothing like her mother who’d been a good wife to his brother, although admittedly he’d sometimes needed to show her his word was final. Nevertheless, his sister-in-law was silent and attentive. Two traits a woman should possess, but two traits his niece didn’t come close to holding. Thankfully though, by this time next week, Laila would be someone else’s problem.

It felt to Mahmood that all he’d done for the past few years was battle with his niece to keep her in her place. With each passing year it became more of a struggle as he fought against her unwelcome curiosity of the world. When his brother, their father, had died, the responsibility of looking after them had fallen on his shoulders. Neither Laila or her brother had liked the changes at first but it’d been necessary. His brother had been soft; far too soft for a man who carried the Khan name. Often Mahmood had disapproved at the freedom his brother offered his wife and children, giving them leave to argue, question and educate. He’d often chastised his brother but the admonishment had been wasted, falling onto deaf ears. But then his brother had passed away and everything had changed.

Under Mahmood’s guidance, everyone including Laila and Tariq’s mother had been shown the error of their ways,. And though the changes had come up against long faces and the occasional question, they’d all eventually accepted the way it was going to be under his rule. All except for Laila.

Mahmood looked at his watch. ‘We better go Tariq, time is short.’

Mahmood pushed his chair away and looked once more at Laila. Her face was marked not only from her tears but also from the fresh bruise now forming on her cheek. Tomorrow when they went out, he’d make her wear her burka, to hide it. By next week the bruise would be gone, and then maybe, for the first time in his life he could be proud of her. Proud to give her away.

Laila’s eyes widened as she watched her older brother and Uncle. She was terrified, but she had a rising suspicion something worse was about to happen. Her Uncle rarely ventured out at this time of night, preferring instead to have his friends come to him.

Mustering up some courage, Laila directed her question at her brother. ‘Is everything alright Tariq?’

Before Tariq had a chance to say anything, Mahmood snarled at her, his strong accent punctuating the words.

‘You bring dishonour on this family, then you ask if everything’s alright?’

Laila sat up in her chair, her face reflecting the puzzlement in her tone. ‘Dishonour? Tariq, what’s he talking about? I don’t know what he’s talking about.’

Mahmood banged his fist on the table. ‘Laila, don’t pretend to be the innocent, it’s too late for that … I’ve heard the talk. The whole of the community has. You’ve brought shame on us. On me. Well, it stops right here.’

Laila’s face was drawn and her fear was apparent. It made Tariq feel uneasy and he turned away, not wanting to see the terror in his sister’s eyes.

‘Tariq, please …’

Mahmood’s arm shot out, sweeping the supper dishes off the table, sending Laila’s untouched plate of food to stain the beige carpet rug.

‘Don’t make a fool of me. Do not make me your enemy Laila … I know all about you and the English boy.’

‘English boy?’

Mahmood clenched his fist. His niece was a liar. He’d always known it. He’d seen the slyness in her large almond eyes the moment she’d been delivered into this world. It put him in mind of what his grandmother had always told him when he was a boy; ‘the larger the eyes of a woman, the easier for the devil to dance into them.’ And looking at Laila now, Mahmood knew the wise woman who’d lived in a tiny house on the outskirts of Turbat in Pakistan had been right. Mahmood leant forward, leaning his arms on the table; ignoring the fact he’d just put his hand in a pile of cold rice. ‘Raymond Thompson. Ring any bells Laila?’

Laila Khan swallowed hard. She knew the name. She knew the boy. But not in the way her Uncle was trying to imply.

He sat next to her in class. Yes, she’d talked to him. He made her laugh. They were friends; special friends. She’d even given him a CD of her favourite song, covering the case with pink smiley stickers. But it’d all been innocent.

He hadn’t been at the school long, moving up north from London to come to live with his mother on the south side of Bradford. He was popular and handsome, his cockney twang adding to his appeal, though it wasn’t just the girls who flitted around him and swooned over his six foot frame. The boys wanted to be his friend too. They seemed to respect him, understood he could handle himself. That he wasn’t going to be messed with. Even Mrs Rigby, the sixth form maths teacher, blushed when he went to talk to her.

So she’d been surprised when Raymond had moved his desk next to hers, though quietly pleased. At first she’d ignored him, but slowly she’d started to smile when she’d heard his jokes. Then the smiles had turned into laughter and they’d become friends. Good friends.

Laila didn’t know why he’d chosen to be her friend but she’d cautiously welcomed it. She loved it when he teased her as his blue eyes twinkled back at her. A smile. A laugh. A tease. That’s all it could be. Even she’d wanted to take it further, she couldn’t. She knew that more than anybody. But what they had was still special to them and no-one could take their special away.

There hadn’t really been any physical contact, apart from that one time. That once. The day she’d decided to forget she was Laila Khan; respectful and dutiful daughter of the late Zarin Kahn and niece of the ever-present Mahmood Khan. That day last summer she’d chosen to walk to the bus stop with him instead of with her friends and they’d held each other’s hands.

‘Laila, your Uncle will kill you if he sees you.’

‘He won’t though will he?’

She could hear the conversation now between her and her best friend and she’d been right; her Uncle hadn’t seen them. Nobody had. But she hadn’t needed to be seen had she? All it had taken were words and as Laila sat at the table, trying to ignore her Uncle’s cutting stare, she knew her friend had talked. Not intentionally, but talked all the same. Probably to her sister who in turn had no doubt talked to her mother or an elder before the words had found their way back to her Uncle. And it was this talk which had her Uncle staring at her with so much contempt. ‘Uncle … it was nothing. Nothing happened … I was …’

The look on her Uncle’s face made Laila stop talking. The rage which was already there in his eyes had turned into something else. Hatred. But worse still, when she looked at her brother and saw what looked like disappointment on Tariq’s face, she couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t bear to have her brother, who she loved more than anyone in the world, look like she’d let him down .

She watched as her Uncle nodded his head to her mother – who’d sat silently throughout -gesturing to her to leave the room. Laila could feel her legs trembling as Mahmood walked round the table towards her. He pulled her up as he grabbed her arm, painfully squeezing it as he did so. She saw Tariq step forward, then stop. Her Uncle’s face pressed onto hers as he spoke in a hiss. ‘There is no place in this life for little whores. So understand this; if it wasn’t for your brother pleading your case Laila you might not have had a tomorrow.’

Laila pulled back, terrified by what her Uncle was insinuating. Though it wasn’t an insinuation was it? It was an outright threat. Clear for her to understand. She knew her family respected their cultural teachings, as she did. But this? She knew this wasn’t part of it. Couldn’t they see she hadn’t done anything wrong? She’d tried so hard to be obedient for her Uncle but the harder she tried, the angrier he seemed to get. The more she asked questions about things, the more infuriated he got. She’d heard time and time again about what happened to girls in the community who brought shame and dishonour on their family. But she hadn’t brought shame. She’d walked less than the length of the high street with Raymond. Refusing his requests to go to McDonalds. Refusing his requests for him to walk her all the way home. It’d been innocent.

Mahmood dropped her arm and walked towards the door, deciding not to bother with a jacket. He turned to Laila as Tariq opened the dining room door.

‘You might have been lucky, but your boyfriend’s not going to have such an easy ride.’

Laila ran to her Uncle, grabbing at his sleeve. ‘What are you going to do? … Uncle, please. He’s done nothing wrong.’

‘For someone who’s so innocent you seem to care an awful lot what happens to him? You’re a disgrace.’

‘I don’t care … I mean I do care but not like that, I care because he’s done nothing … Uncle, please, don’t touch him.’

Mahmood grabbed Laila’s hair, pulling her head back. ‘Try stopping me.’

He let go of her hair and started for the front door, but Laila refused to let him walk away. She grasped hold of him, trying to pull him back. She was beside herself with anguish and the tears rolled down her face as she cried. Her Uncle sneered. She was out of control and he was going to enjoy seeing Raymond Thompson squeal. ‘Izzat, Laila. Honour. Doesn’t it mean anything?’

‘It means everything to me Uncle, you know it does. But not like this. It isn’t about this.’

She let go of her Uncle and ran to Tariq, pulling on him and hearing his shirt tearing as he tugged it away from her grip. ‘Tariq … no, stop. You can’t do this, leave him alone.’

The fear in Laila’s heart was mirrored in the look on Tariq’s face. He spoke in an urgent hush to his sister. ‘What do you want me to do Laila? I’ve got no choice.’

‘For me, please Tariq. Do what you want with me but leave him alone.’

Tariq couldn’t listen any more. He didn’t want to hear his sister like this. Couldn’t she see what harm she was doing by acting like this? It was just making their Uncle more determined. More angry. And it made Tariq afraid his Uncle would go back on his word and instead of just marrying Laila off, something worse, something more permanent would happen to her. Pushing Laila to one side, Tariq walked out of the dining room.

‘Tariq, no!’ Laila shouted after her brother. She needed to stop them but she didn’t know how. No one would help her. No one would get involved. This was family business; family honour and most people she knew would either think her Uncle was doing the right thing or be too afraid to say anything.

She didn’t even have Raymond’s telephone number to warn him but she couldn’t let them hurt him. Not because of her. Without thinking, she picked up the phone.

‘Police, please.’

The phone went dead. Laila turned round. The first thing she saw was Mahmood come back into the hallway with the telephone wire he’d pulled out of the socket in his hand. The second thing she saw was his fist coming towards her. A moment later, Laila Khan blacked out.

2

 

Raymond Thompson or ‘Ray-Ray’ as his friends and family called him, looked in the mirror and smiled. He’d been blessed with good genes. His natural sun-kissed blonde hair tumbled onto his forehead, falling short of his dazzling blue eyes. And his big white smile gleamed out cheekily, charming both old and young.

He didn’t have to search far to see where his looks came from. His parents were a handsome couple. In his youth, his father, Freddie, had made Robert Redford look plain. His mother, Tasha, had been a hostess in one of the Soho clubs, persuading the punters to part with their cash for expensive glasses of champagne, whilst keeping their straying hands away. But she’d turned her back on it when she’d fallen in love with his father. And even years later, he knew his parents still turned heads.

Thinking of them made Ray feel sad; taking the edge off his good mood. He sighed heavily. His missed his father. He missed his old life. He wasn’t used to being up north. He was born and bred a Londoner, spending his whole life growing up in Soho. And then ten months ago, everything had changed. His father had been given a stretch and everyone, including the police, had been surprised when he’d actually been sent down.

His father was Freddie Thompson. The biggest face in London. One of the untouchables, or so he was supposed to have been, until the coppers had come knocking.

Almost three million in stolen jewellery had been found in one of the hundreds of lock-ups his father owned. Of course, everyone knew it was a set up. A sting.

It hadn’t mattered that the coppers on the case had been bent, or that the evidence had been tampered with and the jury members been squeezed. The powers that be had just wanted to get him off the streets, and the end result was the same. They had Freddie Thompson. The most dangerous man in London. The biggest villain in the south. But to Ray-Ray Thompson, they had his dad.

The eight-year sentence had been bad enough, though the barrister and his father’s highly paid legal team had put in an appeal based on a technicality, getting his sentence reduced. So at worst they’d said his father would be walking free by Christmas.

That had been the plan and everyone had been happy. A couple more months inside had been do-able. What wasn’t good was what happened after his father’s successful appeal. That was where the real problem lay. And that problem had added a life sentence to his prison term.

Ray-Ray shrugged his shoulders, trying to get rid of the sadness he felt. He didn’t want to think any more. It was summertime, and he refused to let another month go by when all he did was mope around.

Only this morning his mother had told him the best news he’d heard in a long time. They were moving back to Soho. By the end of the summer they’d be back in London amongst their friends and family. They could finally try to start to get some of their life back.

Neither his mother or him had wanted to come up to Bradford, but his father had insisted, and no one argued with Freddie Thompson. Not even when he was sat behind a bulletproof screen in Belmarsh prison. They’d moved to the north for two reasons. Firstly, his Dad hadn’t known exactly who else besides the coppers were behind the set-up, so he’d wanted to get them out of London whilst his men sounded out the danger; if of course there was any. The second, and the reason they’d ended up specifically in Bradford was that one of his father’s friends had moved to the north a few years ago to get his daughter away from the drugs scene and his Dad had asked his friend to keep an eye out for them

Putting on his black Alexander McQueen shirt, Ray-Ray knew he should’ve been more excited about the move back down South than he was. Yes, it was good news, but each time he thought about it, within a few moments the shine had been taken off his excitement. And two small words told him why. Laila Khan.

It was stupid. She hardly even talked to him. It was him who did all the talking. Bunnying away ten to the dozen whilst she just sat and listened. Staring up at him with her beautiful eyes. Ray-Ray felt soft admitting it but she was special. What they had was special even though he didn’t quite know what really they had. Even when he’d walked with her to the bus stop together,. all she’d really done was occasionally glance at him with her huge brown eyes and smile, holding his hand gently but fearfully. But that had bben enough for him. Just being in her presence was enough.

She was shy. He liked that. But more than that, she was different from any of the girls he hung around with in Soho. Instead of legs and tits, blow jobs free and paid for, Laila covered up wearing long skirts and loose tops. She fascinated him. And as his father always said, he knew how to appreciate real beauty. She was stunning and the more she covered up, the more alluring to him she was.

She had long jet-black hair which touched the base of her spine. Big almond eyes pooled with warmth and kindness. To Raymond, Laila was perfect. And as his father used to say about his mother, ‘she was a diamond ring in a muddy football pitch.’

The sound of a car alarm made Ray-Ray look at his platinum Rolex watch; a seventeenth birthday present from his father. He needed to stop thinking about Laila and get a move on. He was supposed to be at the cinema on the other side of town by eight with some of his mates.

He turned to see his mother, Tasha, watching him. She gave him a big smile before gently rearranging his shirt collar.

‘You look a sort babe. Going anywhere nice?’

His mother’s voice was soft and lulling but her cockney accent was clear to hear.

‘No, just going to the cinema. You don’t look too bad yourself.’

‘I’m going to meet your Auntie Linda; she came up for the day.’ Tasha smiled at her son, holding him a little tighter and a little longer than normal. Both of them knew what she’d just said wasn’t true. Her stepsister Linda was no more likely to leave Soho than the Queen would leave the royal family, and Tasha was grateful to her son for playing along with her untruth. She knew he didn’t feel comfortable with what she was doing; of course she hadn’t said anything to him, but he wasn’t stupid. She knew Ray-Ray would feel like he was betraying his father by not saying anything and therefore feel like he was somehow complicit in the whole situation.

But Tasha also knew Ray-Ray would be in no doubt what would happen to her if Freddie ever got even the slightest hint she was seeing someone else. And no one wanted that. Not her, not Ray-Ray and in a way, not even Freddie. So Ray-Ray played along, not wanting to know any more than he’d already guessed and not asking any questions. And as she said to herself in an attempt to make herself feel better; what he didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt him. The last thing Tasha Thompson wanted to do was hurt her precious son.

He was so like his father in many ways, but in the one way that mattered he wasn’t. Ray-Ray was kind. He had a heart. Her husband was the opposite. It always amazed her how, despite this, Ray-Ray doted on his father, and his father on him. They idolised each other and turned a blind eye to the parts they didn’t want to see.

Ray-Ray chose to ignore what his father did, much in the way he chose to ignore what Tasha was doing now. Freddie was notorious; putting the fear into the hardest face. That’s what had attracted her to him all those years ago.

Tasha’s father had been a bully and handy with his fists and her mother had been nowhere to be seen for most of her childhood. The combination of an absent mother and a bully of a father had driven Tasha into Freddie’s arms, seeing him as someone who could protect her from her father. And he had.

Tasha could still remember the day it’d had happened as if it was yesterday. Her father had been sitting on the outside toilet, reading the Racing Post with his kecks round his ankles and no doubt the usual sour look on his face.

After hearing the way her father treated her, Freddie had pulled up outside their house in his Rolls Royce, walked through the house, into the garden, and kicked down the door of the toilet. Her father’s face had been a picture; surprise, then shock, then fear.

Everyone in the East End knew Freddie Thompson and her father hadn’t been any different. The last thing anybody wanted was to be on the wrong side of Freddie, especially with their trousers round their ankles.

Freddie had dragged her father through the kitchen, before kicking him out onto the doorstep. Even now it made Tasha smile to remember her father pleading with Freddie not to hurt him, his trousers still down and his pasty spotty white arse on show for all the neighbours to see.

That day Freddie had packed up her stuff and moved Tasha in with him. And she’d been with him ever since. Within a week she’d realised she was only swapping one controlling man for another, rather than the man of her dreams.

Even though Freddie was just as much of a bully as her father, at least in his own way Freddie loved her. Her father hadn’t even come close to loving her. Freddie had looked out for her and wouldn’t let anyone hurt her, and for that Tasha was grateful. He’d never raised a hand to her, whereas her father constantly had. However, there was one big difference between the two men. If Tasha ever cheated or said she was leaving, even though he’d never laid a finger on her, she knew Freddie Thompson would kill her.

Tasha looked over her son’s shoulder to check herself in the mirror. She looked good. Her blonde highlighted hair tumbled past her shoulders. Her constantly tanned skin glowed and her curvaceous figure hadn’t changed much since she was twenty.

She knew she was taking a risk. A huge risk. But she couldn’t help it. Last month she’d tried to stop it but after a week she’d found it impossible to curtail her feelings. Her sister had told her it was madness. ‘Tash, Freddie ain’t going to be happy with just giving you a hiding. He’ll kill you and what’s more, he’ll probably bleeding kill me ‘an all.’

Tasha didn’t need to be told; she knew. She’d never meant it to happen, but some things in life you just couldn’t help. And love was one of them.

Tasha sighed, watching the frown forming on her forehead in the mirror as doubt started to show on her face and a sudden dread swept over her. She turned away, not wanting to see her own fear reflecting back at her. She didn’t want to think about it anymore. Freddie was banged up, she was in Bradford. Perhaps it would be alright … it had to be.

Standing on her tiptoes to kiss Ray-Ray on his cheek, she purred as she spoke. ‘Okay baby. I’m going.’

Ray-Ray watched his mother as she walked out of the room but before she got to the doorway he grabbed her hand.

‘Mum … be careful … please.’

Tasha smiled; a deep warmth showing in her eyes, before turning to walk away without another word.

Ten minutes later, Ray-Ray rushed down the stairs. He was going to be late. As he got to the bottom of he heard a loud bang then froze as the front door was kicked open and four men he’d never seen in his life forced their way into the hallway.

Instinctively, Ray-Ray ran towards the kitchen and towards the back door, hoping to grab hold of one of the kitchen knives in the wooden block on the side. Fear didn’t rush through him, only survival.

He hadn’t reached the door before he felt a hot pain at the back of his head, then the warmth of his blood trickling down his neck as he continued to run for the door. The kitchen knives were over in the far corner. He hesitated, only for a fraction of a second, trying to decide whether to grab one, but it was enough to cost him the chance.

Ray-Ray felt his arm being pulled, causing him to spin round and face his attackers.

‘Motherfucking pig. You stay away from her,’ Mahmood screamed at Ray-Ray, enjoying the rush of adrenaline. He would make him pay for the dishonour he brought on his family and was going to teach him a lesson he wouldn’t forget.

Holding onto Ray-Ray, Mahmood could feel he wasn’t as strong as him and if he wasn’t careful he’d soon be overpowered. He quickly looked round for Tariq who was standing back doing nothing, with a look of shock on his face.

‘Tariq, what are you doing? Get hold of him.’

After a moment’s hesitation Tariq grabbed hold of one of Ray-Ray’s flailing arms as his cousin, one of the four of the group his Uncle had recruited, held onto the other. Mahmood drew back, clenching his fist before he began to pummel Ray-Ray’s stomach. Over and over again he brought back his hand, until Ray-Ray began to noisily cough up blood, the sound of it drowned out by Mahmood continuing to shout, his eyes wild with rage, ‘You will never see her again. Never.’

Tariq and his cousin let Ray-Ray fall onto the floor. Tariq stepped away towards the door, wanting to go. It’d gone far enough. This isn’t what he’d thought was going to happen. Maybe he’d been naive, but he’d believed his Uncle when they’d told him they were only going to shake him up; scare him a little.

He watched as his Uncle drove his steel heel sideways into Ray-Ray’s nose, crunching the cartilage down as he groaned in agony, splattering the area with blood.

‘Pour it.’ Mahmood gave the order, passing a small bottle to Tariq. ‘I said, pour it Tariq.’

Tariq froze, staring at the bottle, then looked at his Uncle in horror. ‘No, Uncle, I can’t. Not this. Stop it, please.’

Mahmood’s face creased into anger. ‘Do not disobey me and bring shame on me boy.’

Tariq felt the bottle being snatched away from his hands by one of the men who’d come in with him. A man Tariq hadn’t seen before. With a smirk he spoke to Tariq. ‘Give it to me. I’m more than happy to do it.’

The agony and the smell of his own burning flesh was the last thing Ray-Ray Thompson remembered.
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A Note from Luca Veste

Time’s Up began life in 2011. It was only the second short story I’d ever written, weighed in at a ‘hefty’ 600-odd words, and was very different to the finished version you see before you. It was picked up by the awesome website Thrillers, Killers ‘n’ Chillers which showcases short stories from all kinds of writers. The validation I received from having that story chosen led me to not only keep writing, but also influenced the charity anthologies (the Off The Record series) that came after.

Following, much eating of celebratory fudge (one of my many vices), I moved on to write more short stories, before writing the novel Dead Gone … more on which later. Back then, Time, as it was then called, was a little tale, set in one unnamed location, with the central idea being about time counting down before the narrator’s life could return to normal, with the ending revealing what it was that was missing from his life.

When I was asked by Avon to come up with a short story for this collection, Time instantly came to mind.

The reason for this was that around a month or so later, as most writers will attest to happening once an idea has been published, a better way of telling that story came to mind. The idea being, what led that character to that place … what if he had to do some really bad stuff to get there? And, if that was the case, how far could one person be pushed? How far would you go to get your life back? Could you be forced into doing things you wouldn’t normally do, and how would you be able to live with the consequences of those actions? Taking place as the narrator counts down the days, hours and minutes which leads him to the present time, recounting the various, horrific acts he has to carry out, at the behest of an unknown presence, Time’s Up became so much more than its original story … to the point where there’s very little remaining of it! It’s also given me the chance to give a little cameo to a character I hope you will come to enjoy reading much more about when my debut novel Dead Gone is released in 2014.

Set in my beloved city of Liverpool, during a rare summer heatwave (we do get those in the North sometimes!), taking in some of the sights and sounds an outsider may be familiar with, whilst also taking you to places you possibly won’t be, it’s a story of being lost and seeking redemption. Overall however, it’s about hope. About never giving up, no matter what the cost is.

I would love to hear what you thought about the short story, so if you want to get in touch, or if you want to just say hello and send me links for the best places I can buy nice fudge around the country (always happy to accept those), you can reach me on Twitter @LucaVeste, at my website www.lucaveste.com or on Facebook under the same name.

Also, following the short story, there is a little sliver of a taste of my debut novel, out in January 2014. Introducing the character DI David Murphy, Dead Gone is a Liverpool set psychological thriller/police procedural, which sees Murphy on the trail of a serial killer unlike any he’s faced before … one who kills to discover more about life. I hope it piques your interest to pre-order at the book - h​t​t​p​:​/​/​w​w​w​.​a​m​a​z​o​n​.​c​o​.​u​k​/​D​E​A​D​-​G​O​N​E​-​L​u​c​a​-​V​e​s​t​e​/​d​p​/​0​0​0​7​5​2​5​5​7​5​/​r​e​f​=​s​r​_​1​_​1​?​i​e​=​U​T​F8&​q​i​d​=​1​3​6​6​7​1​3​2​87&​s​r​=8-1&​k​e​y​w​o​r​d​s​=​l​u​c​a​+​v​e​s​t​e


Time’s Up

A short story by Luca Veste

Just over twenty-two days I’d waited.

Five hundred and thirty-six hours.

A week since the first email had turned up unannounced.

Now, standing here, a chill creeping up my arms causing the hairs to stand on end, my limbs heavy, all plans for this exact moment dissipated from my thoughts. I was aware but not fully conscious of my feet shifting one to the other, bearing weight down on each side, slowly, side to side. Eyes on mine, watching carefully.

Stood in a warm first-floor flat, above a boarded up shop, in a shitty part of Liverpool. I remember a time when I wouldn’t have been caught dead in a place like this. I was brought up well, good set of morals, a sense of hard work and what was the result of that?

I wasn’t supposed to be here.

How far would you go?

If you were put to the test, exactly how far could you go?

***

It would have been a normal Wednesday morning. Summer in full effect outside, the heatwave we’d been experiencing dragging on into a further week. It should have been a day to enjoy; t-shirt weather, maybe a trip to Formby beach, or even over the water to New Brighton. Amusement arcades, fish and chips and a day on the sand. Pretend we’re abroad for a few hours.

The alarm rang out from the mobile phone on the bedside table. I’d fumbled around to shut off the racket. I rubbed sleep from my eyes, stretched one arm upwards as I yawned myself awake.

I had that glorious moment when everything bad which had come before that day was forgotten. The space between sleep and consciousness when nothing is real or tangible. It’s still dreamlike, ethereal. It lasts seconds, but as reality began to creep in, millisecond by millisecond, I tried desperately to hold on to that feeling.

Everything is normal. Everything is as it should be.

Except it wasn’t.

It was twelve hours since the email had arrived. Twelve hours in which I’d paced the floors of my apartment. Looked out over the River Mersey and watched the final ferry coming across. Drank my third, fifth and seventh bottle of lager. Thrown the empty ninth bottle at the TV, watching it as it bounced off and smashed against the wall. Listened to the groans of the ridiculous couple next door as they had passionless sex in the bedroom which shared my wall. Falling asleep as the sun began to make its way back up.

The email had been simple really. Just a few lines, black text on a white background doesn’t have any power. Sometimes, your mind just projects that on to it. Words mean nothing in isolation. Group them together, create sentences, add context, punctuate, and it all changes.

It was what I had been built for. There was a problem and I had to fix it. To do that, all I had to do was follow a simple set of instructions.

It contained specific details. Information only I would know. That’s how I knew it was serious and not just some crank. I’d been told to expect those. Not this though. Nobody had prepared me for this.

There in the stark text of an email. Impersonal, unknowing.

If you want him back, then there are things I want you to do first. I want you to kill for me.

My first job.

***

536 hours since that first email. Or 16,080 minutes to be more or less precise. 16,080 minutes since the man standing just six feet away from me had led me to places I never wanted to go. To do things I never wanted to do. All his fault. All of it. Blood on his hands as well as mine. All this and more. To lead me to this place, at this moment. In a shit-hole of a flat, fourteen miles from where I call home.

Wallpaper peeling from the grease which crawled over the walls in the small kitchenette opposite. The man who had brought me here stood in front of the cooker, his sweaty palms leaving marks on the counter next to it. A week’s worth of dishes was piled up in the sink, the smell from the dirty remnants of food hardened on the surfaces becoming more suffocating by the second. A stack of used teabags stained the worktop next to a scummy kettle.

The living room to my left-hand side was faring no better. I chanced a look through to it again, having only seconds ago previously pushed my way through there into the kitchen. A pair of what would have been white underpants in another lifetime lay across the head rest of a tired-looking armchair.

The smell. God, the smell of the place was turning my stomach.

A door leading through to the bedroom behind me.

The sounds of outside life, entering through the slightly open kitchen window above the sink, brought my attention back to the kitchen. Just cars passing by. Normality. A few more seconds passed by, the only sound was our breathing. In and out. Mine, controlled. His, laboured.

A few teenagers walking past, talking far louder than necessary, soft laughter as someone became the punchline to a joke delivered in poor taste no doubt. The television was still on in the corner, volume turned low. Flickering images trying to catch my attention.

But I’m focussed again. My blue eyes resting on his. Not willing to give any ground.

***

The first job went well.

Two of them. That’s what he wanted. Which should have been more difficult really. It’s amazing what one person can do when he puts his mind to it.

When I put my mind to it.

I searched for a few hours for what I was looking for. Drove up and down Scottie Road, knowing its reputation. I’d found only boarded up shops, garages with bars across their windows, and lifeless young girls pushing buggies with increasingly hefty children sprawled inside them. More interested in the mobile phones they all carried.

Every now and again I’d spot one or two hopefuls. By the time I doubled back around in my Audi, they’d disappeared.

I drove further into Liverpool. Into the housing estates you wouldn’t believe existed if you walked a few miles up the road to the city centre. The gleaming glass fronts of the shops in Liverpool One. The red bricks of the Albert Dock. Every year it seemed like there was a new glass-fronted building which reached up to the clouds, competing with the Radio City tower for its views. Turned into offices for drones to make more money for those who would never be seen in this city.

Toxteth. Liverpool 8. Home of the riots in’81. The butt of many a joke in the more affluent suburbs I’d grown up in. You didn’t want to end up there, that’s where everyone was on smack or crack, or whatever was the go-to drug of choice for the disenfranchised youth of that decade. It’d been a long time since I’d had to drive through the place, the years in between giving me pause. I wondered if I could still handle myself in a place like that.

You’d think someone driving a’10 plate Audi Q5 would look out of place. I’d thought I would anyway. Turns out the stories where only half right. The place still bore the scars of the eighties, true, but there were many signs of change. I turned off Park Road, going in search of more closely knitted areas. Signs of the council estates I’d been so warned about. Modern new-build houses competing for space amongst the older houses. Post-war, pre-war. No real signs of life.

The afternoon was drawing to a close. I began to think the papers had been lying to me all this time. The streets of the poorer areas weren’t littered with the destitute, the no-marks. They were dull, soulless. Or maybe I wasn’t looking properly.

I carried on further. Dusk turned into evening.

Then I spotted them.

Two of them. Three stripe tracksuit bottoms tucked into black socks, black trainers. Hooded tops. There was my archetypal scally. Uniformed up, one hand down the front of their trackies, as if they were constantly worried someone was going to come along and steal their dick.

I became aware of my hands sliding down the steering wheel as the sweat began. It was suddenly stifling in the car. I’d slowed down, right down, so I looked like I was cruising on Crown Street, looking for a prossy.

I watched as they strolled towards the play area, bereft of young kids and harassed parents now the evening was in full swing. Watched as they sat on a swing each and began sharing what I assumed was a spliff. Passing it between them, taking long drags, before exhaling slowly into the now darkened sky.

I slipped out of the car, parked in a street just around the corner which hadn’t caught up with the rest of the city and so was lacking any working streetlights. A glimmer of light from the main road a few hundred yards away provided a smattering of light so I could find my way into the playground.

The email had been brief, but to the point. Two no-mark scallies. I’d be doing the city a favour, it said. Only proviso was that it had to be at the same time, in the same place.

I shifted the hammer from my left hand to the right. My soft soled shoes made no sound as I crept through the small grassy area which the playground backed on to. The swings were in front of me, low-level sniggering coming from its current occupants.

It was almost as if it was made for me. That moment when everything comes together.

They were too engrossed in getting stoned and putting the world to rights to hear me come within six feet of them.

There’s a trick to fracturing someone’s skull with a blunt, heavy object. A certain sweet spot on the back of the head. Hit it hard enough and splinters of skull will float around in there, doing God knows what damage. Follow that up with a blow to the temple and it’s light’s out.

The sweet, sickly aroma of the weed clawed at my throat.

It was almost too easy. The drugs nullifying their reflexes was part of it. But, it was more than that. If someone had been walking past, they would have been impressed surely, at the speed of it, the grace.

One, blow to the back of the head of the lad to my right. Careful not to use the claw end of the hammer, in case it got stuck in his skull.

Not pausing.

Two, raising my arm in time to the second lad turning just as his mate fell forward off the swing, unconscious before he hit the floor. Catching him as he turned directly above his ear.

Three, still not pausing for breath. As they both lay on the ground, alternating between the two. Making sure the job was done.

Four, checking the area. Not a sound. Not a witness. Walking fast, but not obvious away. The hammer nestling back inside my jacket, blood and skull matter sticking to my jumper.

The whole thing took less than two minutes. Two gone. Hopefully forgotten.

I thought that might have been the end of it. Just the one messy job. As my hands rattled against the steering wheel, bloodied gloves lying in the passenger footwell, a lump the size of Speke airport at the back of my throat, I honestly thought it would be just that one.

That would be it.

But life doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t give two fucks what you want, what you need. People take, take, take. That’s all they do. I was at rock bottom and this was my only chance. The man at the end of the email didn’t care. For him it was a game.

But still. Hope. That’s all I had.

No luck. An email was waiting for me the next morning with details of my next job.

I replied saying I’d done enough. Please, understand. It’s already too much to bear.

Just a short reply came back

It’s over when I say it’s over. If you ever want your life back, then you better do as you’re told. I can end this in a fucking heartbeat.

***

16,080 minutes. How insignificant and short life can be, measured in terms of time. How much of our lives do we spend doing meaningless shit. Every now and again you read things in the paper … three years of your life sitting on a toilet, two months waiting on hold on the phone, twenty years asleep. Those crap little facts that mean nothing on the surface. Meaningless. Just time wasted. A life wasted.

The man standing in front of me, hitching breaths causing his t-shirt to rise exposing a dark, matted hairy stomach.

He’s nothing. At least four inches shorter than me, wearing a tatty old t-shirt full of holes from being worn so often. Faded denim jeans and no shoes. Just socks which, judging by the smell emanating from them, hadn’t been changed in a long time. Greying, thinning hair, sticking up at the crown where he’d slept funny on it. Just some dirty little scrote you probably wouldn’t look at twice in the street, and if you did, the second time would be out of pity.

A computer bleeped from the living room and his eyebrows raised. Like Pavlov’s dog. Geeky little prick.

Yet I can’t find any words to say. I’m struck dumb, unsure what to say to this man. This man who has taken so much of my soul.

Sure, I’ve gone over this moment so many times in my head. Rehearsed over and over as I drove the streets of Liverpool, guided by his unseen hand. Exactly what I’d say to him if I had the chance, just before I snapped his neck.

Yet now it seems pointless. Words would mean nothing to this man. Nothing.

***

The second job was more difficult.

Once he’d convinced me it was in my best interests to keep him happy and continue to do what he said, he’d laid out the next job.

He wanted panic.

He chose the area, but left me to work out the rest of the details.

I stood outside John Lewis in Liverpool One, thirty-six hours after I’d killed two young lads in a playground. The memory of the two bloodied faces, agonised looks frozen on their partially destroyed features, pulled at me. Almost made me sag in defeat.

Not an option.

I hefted the rucksack onto my shoulder, pulled my new black hooded top further over my features and looked for the best place. Inside the doorway would be too risky, cameras pointed at the entrance possibly identifying me. Like it mattered. I looked around for other cameras, knowing in a place like this it would be crawling with them. Best to just put my head down and do what needed to be done. Sunlight crept up above the top level of shops, giving me the perfect cover for the sunglasses I was wearing.

It could have been worse I suppose. He could have asked for a real bomb. The Anarchist’s Cookbook wasn’t exactly on my Amazon wishlist … no, that wouldn’t have ended well. Not my forte.

Shoppers were gathering in numbers. An hour or so after opening and already the daytrippers were arriving. Drawn to the shopping centre, spend their well earned money on bits of shite they’d not think twice about chucking away in a year’s time.

I watched as a man in his late thirties drained the last of his cigarette, his North Face jacket open as the day turned warmer. His face scrunched up as what I assumed was his wife gave him an impatient look as he sighed and made a show of stubbing out his cigarette on top of a bin which was a few yards from the entrance to John Lewis.

I moved away from the side of the escalators I’d been perched against. Walked the few yards towards the bin, tendrils of smoke rapidly decreasing from the poorly discarded cigarette. I took one last look around and then in one swift movement, lifted the rucksack off my shoulder, placed it inside the open bin and walked off in the direction of Paradise Street.

Distance was key. A change in appearance at some point, so I couldn’t be tracked back to my car which was parked some way away. I knew they’d wind the tape back as it were, follow my path in order to track me.

The next step was the phone calls. I’d been provided with a list of numbers to call, things to say. He’d given me the details of a place where he’d left a pay-as-you-go mobile to use. It was now in the front pocket of my black cargo pants, waiting for me to begin.

First, I had to get away so they wouldn’t be able to piece things together.

I walked, constantly checking for CCTV cameras and their possible hiding places. The papers are forever talking about the thousands and thousands of cameras which monitor our every movement. I’d never given it a moment’s thought previously, believing I had nothing to hide and therefore nothing to fear.

Things were different now of course.

I turned left on to Park Lane, continued walking at pace until it turned into Jamaica Street. Various alleys ran off the street, perfect places to hide, change. I still wasn’t happy with the distance though. I carried on, passing the old breweries on the left, leaving the waterfront area and reaching the housing estate at the bottom of Grafton Street. The area changed, less chance of cameras, more chance of inquisitive curtain twitchers.

I found a place off to the side of a house, a small alleyway in relative darkness. I quickened my pace, diverted up into it and within seconds ditched the hoody and slipped off the cargo pants. The grey joggers underneath were clinging to my legs as the heat had begun to take effect, but my sweat hadn’t stained through them thankfully. I looked around and spotted a wheelie bin at the end of the alley. I ditched the discarded clothes inside, pushing past a ripe smelling thin black bin bag to bury them.

I called a taxi, using my own mobile, from the end of Upper Mann Street, leaning against a wall aiming for nonchalant as I waited.

An hour and a half after I’d placed the rucksack in the bin, I made the first phone call. I’d driven to the outskirts of the city after getting the taxi to drop me off near my car. Sitting in my car, imagining I could smell the blood from the hammer which had sat in my passenger footwell for mere minutes hours and hours before, I checked the slip of paper and dialled.

‘Newsdesk, Liverpool Echo.’

‘There are bombs placed inside Liverpool One.’ I said, affecting an accent which was half Irish, half Indian. I wasn’t prepared well enough to try anything special. ‘In thirty minutes it will detonate, taking many lives. One is in a blue rucksack, located directly outside the front entrance. There are five in total. This is not a joke. Praise be to Allah.’ I ended the call, half wondering where I’d got the Allah thing from, before immediately dialling the next number on the list.

Four calls in total. The next was Radio Merseyside, followed by St Anne Street Police Station and then 999 itself. The same message each time. Once I was done, I drove the car along the quiet street I was parked on, towards a grid a few yards ahead. Opened the car door as I reached it, and dropped the phone down it.

I drove, not knowing what else to do. I switched the radio on for Radio City, waiting for an announcement of some sort. Checked my phone every now and again for an email.

When I arrived home a couple of hours later, Sky News was running live updates from the scene. They obviously couldn’t get air traffic clearance for their usual helicopter shots, so had to make do with a reporter on the ground, who appeared to be only as close as Lime Street Train Station.

There’d been panic. Enough to make him happy I hoped. It took twenty-four hours for details to be released, but the discovery of the rucksack in the bin as I’d described had sent the police into overdrive. The evacuation of a shopping centre the size of Liverpool’s had probably been practised, but nothing prepares you for the real thing. People using the escalators had been trampled on, as those from the upper level had seen the police moving people away further up. As the few hundred shoppers attempted to leave, no thought was given to others. Multiple injuries. Someone in intensive care. Apologies already being issued as the hoax became more apparent.

I sunk further. Two would be enough. Surely.

I waited. Finally, that evening, my email pinged again. The third job. No promise of an end.

The old woman would be the hardest to live with.

***

16,080 minutes. Or 382,400 seconds. Ticking by seemingly endlessly as my world came to this moment. The clock on the kitchen wall ticking them off. Tick tock, tick tock. More beeping from the computer in the living room, his little network of scum wondering where he’d gotten to.

That was how we’d found the little bastard. Not that I’d had a lot to do with that part.

I knew now it was all a game to him. He liked action. Specifically, me causing pain on his behalf. A bomb scare in town, a couple of no-mark, no-future, scallies beaten to death near Toxteth … an old woman gassed …

Action. Moving me around a chess board marked with Liverpool landmarks and people, like a pawn. Making me do things he knew I had no choice but to do.

I found my voice. ‘Where is he?’

Warm, mid-summer autumn breeze entered through the open window, causing a few takeaway flyers to flutter to the floor from the worktop. I feel a bead of sweat form on my forehead. We’re standing only inches from each other. I could feel his breath on me, short and rapid. The rotting smell of it making me wrinkle my nose. I move closer and he tries to shrink back. There’s nowhere he can move to though.

‘Tell me.’ I say, my voice low, ‘I promise to make this easy on you.’

***

I guessed he could barely believe I’d carried out his first job. Murder. Plain and simple, those were the facts. No matter how I dressed it up to myself, I’d killed those two lads out of my own selfish needs. The second job, that was just about putting me in more danger I supposed. See if I’d be willing to plan and carry out something of that magnitude, no matter the fact that it was all a ruse.

The third job … there was no doubting his thinking behind that.

I could spend hours justifying the first job. Two scallies, who probably wouldn’t end up contributing anything worthwhile to society, who probably had done unconscionable things themselves … I was doing the world a favour.

Even I didn’t buy it. I was a killer. No matter the justification for it.

The second job. Well, no one really got badly hurt. Yeah, some people panicked and got banged up a bit, and there was that one woman still in hospital, but I was sure she’d be okay eventually. The story had already disappeared from the papers and TV. A few days and they were discussing something else. Just one of those hoaxes that happens every now and again. They’d release the tape of my calls at some point, but I wasn’t unduly worried. No knocks at the door in three days, so I’d begun to breathe a bit easier.

The email came on the fourth day following my Liverpool One jaunt.

I started shaking before I’d even finished the first paragraph. No, no, no. Not this. I couldn’t possibly justify it.

A defenceless old woman. That was how he described his required target. Not just a woman, not just old, defenceless as well. Just to ram the point home to me, exactly what I was being tasked with.

I deliberated for hours, although I knew what I’d do eventually. The only decision I needed to make was how. Choose someone I was already acquainted with, not family of course, but maybe a friend of my mother’s or nan’s.

No. It was going to be hard enough without knowing who she was. No, it had to be random.

That was how I ended up buying a day ticket on the 82 bus from town and travelling to and from Speke for a few hours. Occasionally, I’d spot a possible target and follow her off the bus. Kept my distance and shadowed them home. Twice I was thwarted by an unknown husband, or a unknown feeling of unease.

On the fourth trip, the bus now sweltering as the heatwave outside took full effect, my shirt sticking to the back of my seat, I spotted her. She was almost bent over, her shopping trolley providing support as she leaned forward off her chair as the bus slowly made its way out of town and towards Aigburth. She looked as if a strong wind would knock her over, but the large rings which adorned most of her fingers suggested there was something a little more about her than on the surface. A couple of sovereign’s, a large ruby coloured ring on her middle finger that if not costume, would be worth a fortune.

I followed her as she left the bus near Saint Mary’s Road in Garston. Turned left into a quiet street, terraced houses giving way to smaller bungalows as we walked a few feet apart, slowing every few seconds as she adjusted her handbag which kept slipping down her shoulder, before she gave up and placed it on top of her shopping trolley. I crossed the road as she reached her own small place, the gate creaking behind me as I crossed, and she went into the bungalow.

I watched as carefully as possible, for any signs of other life, but I innately knew she lived alone. The way she carried herself, her age, all adding up to indicate she was on her own.

I went back that night.

The street was even quieter at two in the morning. Not a light shone from any of the houses on either side of hers, the random streetlights providing dull illumination. I gained entry through the back door, an old wooden type which was only locked by the mortice near the handle. Within thirty seconds I was in, hoping the noise from my entry was ignored by the neighbours; somehow knowing it would be. Even a car alarm in the street doesn’t cause concern these days.

My first thought was to this house’s occupant though. Did she hear it, and would she investigate? If she was in deep sleep, I doubted she would have stirred much, but as I moved further into the kitchen which was presented to me upon entry, I stood off to the side of the door which led to the rest of the bungalow, and switched off the torch app on my mobile.

I counted off seconds in my head, quietening my breath as I stood stock still. When I reached 300, I moved.

Leaving the kitchen, and activating the light on my mobile phone again, I immediately heard soft snoring coming from a room next to it. The door was slightly ajar, creaks from the bed springs echoed through the darkness. I switched off the light app again and entered the room.

I stood next to her sleeping form. She looked even older asleep, as light from outside came through the thin curtains. As my eyes adjusted further to the darkness, I could make out the features on her face clearer. She was definitely old and at the moment completely defenceless. I wasn’t about to check to be 100% sure, but she was certainly a woman. Checklist complete.

Her short, grey hair splayed across her pillow as she lay peacefully on her back. One movement was all it would take. Grab the pillow from behind her head and with some force I imagined, place it over her face and hold it there until she stopped moving. I pictured it, how it would be.

I calmed myself. Took three breaths in.

Then, I did it.

That one was tough. But I had no choice. If I wanted my life back, I had to do as he said.

***

‘Where is he?’ I repeat.

He shook his head. ‘Not … not here,’ he whispers.

I can feel the lie as soon as it leaves his lips. An almost imperceptible movement of his eyes over my shoulder to the door behind me compounds my feelings. I lock eyes with him. Blue with shades of grey, filmed with the beginning of tears.

‘Don’t … please. I’m … I’m sorry.’

‘Sit down on the fuckin’ floor, now. Move one inch and I’ll put this blade in your eye.’

He knew who I was. Knew I’d make good on the threat. Which made all of this,what he’d set in motion, all the more unreal. I back away from the man, keeping my eyes on his as he lowers himself to the kitchen floor. The tears were starting to flow, his shoulders hitching up and down.

This was the man who had filled me with so much fear. Who I had destroyed my life in order to please. Pathetic.

It takes me this long to find him and I’m feeling nothing but disappointment. I was expecting something a little more high-tech. Not some poxy little flat above a shop on Smithdown Road. Everything I’d been led to believe was bollocks. My life, my sense of peace, gone in just a few days of madness.

‘He’s all I have.’

I stop at this. Try to maintain control. If he’s not here, I’d need the man alive. I tell myself to ignore his delusions. Anger is swelling up inside me now, much quicker these days than before, but I force myself to count to ten before continuing to move back.

‘No. He’s not.’

I turn to open the bedroom door and hear movement behind me. I pivot on one foot, just as his snarling face comes into view, his arm raised as if he’s about to punch me.

I sidestep him, allowing him to crash into the door. The knife in my hand moves as if by its own volition. Quick, precise.

He’s not dead. I need to see him first.

16,080 minutes. Or 382,400 seconds to be more precise. Leading me here to this moment. I turn the handle on the bedroom door and enter. Close the door behind me softly. I’m greeted by silence. I move to the bed and shake off the dirty old duvet covering it. Nothing. I hear movement and turn to the built-in wardrobe behind me. Walk towards the doors and pull them open.

He’s there.

***

She came to me the night after I’d smothered an old woman, whose name I still don’t know, to death. I was sitting on the leather recliner which was always my designated seat in the living room. It felt empty sitting there alone, just a TV showing some old black and white movie I’m not following, and a glass of Jack Daniel’s and coke. The ice cubes inside now so small from the heat of my hand mixed with the humidity in the apartment.

‘We were supposed to be moving somewhere else soon.’ Her voice came from behind me. ‘A proper home, rather than this place.’

‘I reckon we can still do that.’ I could hear my slurred voice and placed the glass I was holding down.

‘Can we? What would be the point?’

‘It’s not over yet. We still have options.’

‘I know what you’ve been doing.’

I allow the silence following her statement to grow, not knowing what to say in reply.

‘They’re worth less than him.’ That’s all she says, turning and going back to bed.

‘The next day, we find the man’s address. I say find. More, it’s given to us.

***

Huddled into the corner, sitting with his knees up to his chest and his arms around his legs. He lifts his head towards me and squints from the sudden light that has entered as soon as I’d opened the doors he was hiding behind. His face scrunches up, the effect on me instantaneous. Love, pain, grief, hope, all mixed into one bunch of internal feelings.

An expression of confusion passes across his face.

‘Dad?’

Six years old. He’s six years old and away from his parents for 22 days. Or 536 hours. Or 16,080 minutes. Or 382,400 seconds.

I hold my arms out and he scrambles towards me.

‘It’s okay, son’ I say holding him tightly to my chest, afraid if I let go he will disappear again. ‘I found you.’

***

Detective Inspector David Murphy paused as he let the cameras get into position. He shuffled the notes in front of him, took a sip of water from the glass positioned to his right, before receiving a nod from DCI Stephens who was stood away from the throng of reporters, allowing him his moment.

‘Right. Thanks, first of all, for coming. We don’t often get to sit in front of you to relay good news, so I’m delighted to say the search for Joshua is over. This morning, he was reunited with his mother and father, having been missing for over three weeks. I can’t go into many details now, but we are looking for more information on a person of interest.’

Murphy went on to name and describe the man they only knew as ‘Frank’ at that moment, before facing a barrage of questions from the rabble. He took them in his stride, his relations with the media being much better of late. Even the sweltering heat outside made little difference to his mood, his levels of sweat which usually accompanied his media appearances was at a minimum.

It was a good day.

He left the media room, not stopping as DS Laura Rossi fell into step with him.

‘They reckon this heatwave will break tomorrow. Storms all weekend.’ Rossi said, her hand tapping a pen against her thigh as she walked.

Murphy grunted. ‘About time really. Back to the proper Northern weather of rain and clouds.’

‘What do you reckon then?’

Murphy stopped as they reached the vending machine at the end of the corridor. ‘Reckon about what?’

‘I’ll have a Kit-Kat.’ Rossi said ‘D4. Do you think we’ll know the whole story?’

Murphy paused after pressing the D button, before the machine beeped and prompted him to press the 4. ‘Probably not. But the little lad is going home. I guess that’s the best we could have hoped for.’

Murphy didn’t want to say aloud his feelings on the matter, but he knew there was more to it. If he’d gone to his DCI and told them his theory, she’d probably laugh him out of the office. What would two lads being killed in a playground near Toxteth, a bomb scare, and the sad death of an old woman have to do with a child kidnapping?

But Murphy had looked into that father’s eyes and seen something. It wasn’t just joy about being reunited with his son. It was there in the mother’s eyes also. There was sadness there. Loss.

The fact that the father’s car had been spotted on CCTV in two of those different places, albeit the driver never directly seen walking to the scenes the crimes took place, would make little difference. And the best shot of the suspected bomb hoaxer shared some similarities with him, but it wasn’t enough.

He’d asked the father, in a roundabout way about those links, but didn’t get a response. Just an effect of surprise at being asked about the unusual cases. Could be a simple answer, Murphy supposed, but had he detected something lurking behind the facade?

Two scallies, with a charge sheet longer than usual. An seventy-eight year-old woman, mass panic in Liverpool One … was the price high enough?

Murphy didn’t know the answer. He wasn’t sure he’d like one anyway.

‘Come on.’ Murphy said, crouching down and grabbing the few items from the vending machine. ‘Let’s see if we can find the bastard who took him.’

They won’t.

As I left the flat, holding my son, his legs wrapped around my waist crying into my shoulder, I handed him over to his mum. We shared a look over his shoulder. She knew I had to finish it.

It’s amazing what can be lost and found in a city the size of Liverpool.

*****


And here’s an exclusive look at Luca’s debut novel,

Dead Gone.

Life is pleasant. Death is peaceful. It’s the transition that’s troublesome.

Isaac Asimov

We are taught from an early age to fear death. The unknowable force which we are all moving towards through our mere existence. However, this aspect of human life is not one discussed easily. It can be shown, that death is not a topic which is open for debate between many members of the western population. This one aspect that binds us all together, touches us all, irrespective of race, gender, or orientation. It is the one thing we all have in common. Yet, it is often considered a ‘dark’ subject. Talking about one’s own mortality is considered morbid and morose.

One truth remains however. We all die. Every single living organism experiences death. Indeed, according to Dr. Sigmund Freud, ‘It is the aim of all life.’ We live to die. Homo sapiens as a species have shown great technological advances over the past few centuries. Yet one thing we have not, and will arguably never achieve, is to create a way of dealing with death in a uniform manner as a population. We grieve differently, we die differently.

Death touches us all. Should we fear death, try to actively repel it, through attempts to prolong our lives? If technology moved to such a point that death could be avoided, endless life became a possibility, would we ever be able to really live?

 Without being able to investigate death and the repercussions for the deceased, is it possible to study death in any meaningful way, without being able to experience it?

Taken from ‘Life, Death, and Grief.’ Published in Psychological Society Review, 2008, Issue 72.

Experiment Two

 

She wasn’t afraid of the dark.

Not before.

Not before it crept up on her when she wasn’t aware, waited for its moment and then stole her away. The darkness enveloping her like a second skin, becoming a part of her.

She hadn’t been claustrophobic, or scared of things that crawled around her toes. Not afraid to sit alone in a darkened room and wonder if something was touching her face, or if it was just her imagination. To be petrified the walls were closing in around her, and because she couldn’t see them, she’d be crushed to death without knowing they’d even moved.

She was now.

It took time to become afraid of those things, and time was all she had, stretching out in front of her without end.

She blamed herself. Blamed her friends. Blamed him. She shouldn’t be there, and someone was too blame for that.

Had to be.

She’d become a responsible adult. The right thing supposedly. Gone were the days she’d spent going into town two, sometimes three times a week. Karaoke on a Friday, pulling on a Saturday, if there were any decent lads out of course, quiet one on a Sunday. Now, she was always the first one to leave, early on in the night when everyone else was just getting started.

She didn’t like the feeling of being drunk. That feeling of a sense of loss. Loss of control, of sensibility. She’d been hungover too many times, it wasn’t what responsible adults did. Her mum had drummed that into her, one night as she held back her hair as the contents of two bottles of white wine, and who knows how many vodka and lemonades, decided they wanted out.

She’d rather be at home now, watching TV after a day’s work, especially if it meant he him sat close to her. She didn’t even mind that he always had the laptop on playing the stupid football management game. She still enjoyed a drink at the end of a work day, a glass of wine with a meal and the occasional full bottle at the weekend. But the binging had stopped. That was for certain.

So when a glass of Cheeky Vimto cocktail had been forced into her hand by one of the girls who told her she’d love it she didn’t say no. Port and WKD. Who thought of these things? She didn’t care. It tasted bloody great.

One more led to four more, and before she knew it, she was in an eighties themed nightclub, dancing her heart out to Chesney Hawkes’ only hit. Two a.m. hit, and she was saying her goodbyes. She loved them all. Her girls. Always left wondering why they didn’t see her more often.

‘Don’t go yet, we’ll all share a taxi later. Club doesn’t shut for another hour.’

‘It’s alright, I’ll be fine. I’m knackered, want my bed. Need to get back … No, it’s okay I’ll walk up to the tunnel stretch by the museum if I can’t get one.’

Voice going hoarse from shouting over the ear piercing music blaring from unseen speakers. Promises to do it all again soon. To give them a text when she’d arrived home.

Out the club finally, the bouncer helping her down the final step. Fresh air hit her, and so did the realisation she was as drunk as she’d ever been. She began searching through her handbag for her phone, eventually finding it in the same pocket it was always in, wanting to try and call a taxi to pick her up.

 ‘For fucks sake.’

Too loud. Not in the club any longer, but her voice hadn’t caught onto that fact yet. A couple stared as they passed by, as she continued her argument with the stupid battery sucking Smartphone, wishing she’d never upgraded. Half an inch bigger than the last model, which seemed to mean it needed twice the battery power. That’s how they get you. The decision to wear comfortable shoes becoming the best idea she’d ever had. She set off for the taxi ranks at the end of Matthew Street, hoping it wouldn’t be too long a wait. She walked past the old Cavern Club, some shitty band murdering old hits wafted out of the doors as a couple of touristy looking women spilled out onto the street.

She couldn’t find a taxi, queues down the street for one on the main stretch of North John Street. She walked away from the lights of the clubs in the city centre, hoping to get one coming out of the tunnel. When she was younger it had been easier, there was enough of them to be safe getting the night bus home. Now she had money in her pocket, and she wouldn’t have to sit on a full bus, the stink of kebabs and vodka shots seeping into her clothes. The lads who were either squaring up to each other, or trying it on with any girl with a pulse. No thank you, she could pay the eight quid and get home without any of that.

She stood on the corner near the museum, waiting for a hackney with its light on to pass her. She wrapped her arms around herself, the cold January air beginning to bite as she stopped with her back to a small wall, St John’s Gardens behind her, the museum to her right. The entrance and exit to Birkenhead tunnel directly opposite her. Swaying to silent music.

Fifteen minutes went by. She was cold, wishing she’d picked a warmer coat when she’d left the house earlier. She’d picked the right shoes, that was supposed to be enough. She was about to give up and go wait in the queue when a hackney finally came towards her, slowing down before going past.

‘Hey!’

It went up towards Whitechapel town and all its shops in the distance, before doing a u-turn and coming back her way. The light on top switched on as it got closer to her. She stuck her arm out, waving it down.

The cab came to a stop in front of her. She opened the door, barely registering the driver at all, just shouting her address at him, and settling back in the seat. She was glad to be in the warmth of the car.

As they drove through the city centre, she began to feel just a little uncomfortable, the driver looking straight ahead, barely acknowledging her presence. He’d not said a word since she’d entered. Must be one of the new foreign drivers that were coming over from Eastern Europe or wherever. Her mum would know. She should ring her mum tomorrow, she thought. She hadn’t been in touch much lately, and she wanted to catch up.

She was tired, her eyes closed as the cab wound its way out of the city centre towards home.That was her mistake She woke up when the cab came to a stop. She looked up to see the driver getting out of the cab. Through bleary eyes, confused by the sudden lull of movement, she sat fully upright.

‘I’m awake, it’s okay.’ She called out, but he was already walking around the cab, past her door and out of her sight.

Panic didn’t set in straight away. Confusion first.

‘Where are we?’ The windows inside had misted over, and she swiped her hand over the pane. To one side she saw trees lining a gravel driveway. She tried opening the door, but the handle wouldn’t budge. She moved across the seat, and tried that door handle. Same result. She swiped her hand over the window again, seeing a house to the other side. A strange house. Not her house.

‘What’s going on?’ She could hear the man’s shoes crunching through the gravel behind the car and then her window darkened. She jumped in her seat. He was crouched level with the window, his face obscured by a black balaclava.

Not good. Not good at all.

Shit, shit, shit.

Panic started then.

His voice came through the window. Slow, precise.

‘We’re in the middle of nowhere. So if you scream, no one will hear you. More importantly, if you do scream, I’m going to break the fingers on your right hand. Scream again, and I’ll cut them off. You understand me?’ There was no trace of an accent, yet there was something odd about his voice.

She started to move across the back seat to the opposite door. Adrenaline kicked in. The need to get away, to get out of there, out of the cab, out of the situation, overtaking everything else.

He was quicker though, the door opened behind her and a hand grabbed her by the shoulder. He was strong.

Fight back, fight for her life, fight back.

Without screaming.

She used her fists against the window, gripped the door handle, pulling with all her weight, as the man attempted to drag her out.

He got a firm grip of her dress, and placed his arm around her neck turning her around. She kicked out at him, but felt herself being lifted from the car. He dragged her all the way inside, his grip around her throat choking the air out of her lungs. Her eyes drifted downwards and then around. Stone steps with marble pillars to the sides. He dragged her inside, along a darkened corridor. She needed to breathe properly. Watched as one of her “oh so comfortable shoes” slipped off and became lost in the darkness. She kicked at the ground, scratched at his arm, used her fingers to prise her way out of his hands, but nothing worked. She was being dragged along on her heels.

He stopped.

Shifted his grip, so she was now in a headlock. She could breathe in a little. They went through an opening, before she bounced downwards. A staircase, she guessed. She couldn’t tell. It was too dark.

They came to a stop. He took his arm from around her head, and before she had chance to move, he pushed her with two hands. She fell backwards, landing hard on her right side.

She heard, rather than saw a door close. She sprang up, the pain from the fall lost in the midst of heavy breathing and adrenaline.

‘Let me out of here you bastard! Open this door, open it now.’

She was in darkness, she grasped at the door, trying to find a handle or anything. Something she could do to open the door. She used her fists, banging on the door with all her strength. ‘Please, don’t leave me here. Open the door.’

She continued to bang on the door until her hand started to ache. Pain, so painful.

She switched hands.

It came then. A voice through the walls, an audible static over it. She stopped, cocking her head to listen.

 ‘You will be fed. You will have water. There is a hatch opening on the door which can only be opened from the outside, through which this will be provided. On some days your food will have an extra ingredient, in order for me to clean up. You will not know when this is. If you’re good, I won’t have to kill you.’

It went silent then. She stood still, straining to hear any other noise, backing away from the door carefully. She put her hands out in front of her, her eyes trying to adjust.

There was no sound, other than her own breathing, panting in and out. She spread her arms around, jumping a little as her hand brushed against a flat surface.

She took a large breath in, struggling to keep the panic in. She couldn’t see the walls around her, yet she could already feel them. Closing in on her.

She was alone, in the darkness.


Chapter One

Sunday 28th January 2013 – Day
One

Frosty, brisk air swirled around Sefton Park and its surrounding area. Early
morning mist only just beginning to lift above the tree line. Detached houses, set back from the
main road lined the street on the side where flashing lights from multiple vehicles had drawn out
bleary eyed gawkers. Once they housed whole families, now most were converted apartments, selling
for six figure sums. They stood on the pavements shifting on cold feet in the early morning light.
Mostly, they’d never say two words to each other, but the early morning excitement had driven them
out, caused conversation to break out.

It’s not your small, family friendly, swings and slide type of park. Instead,
it’s acres of greenery, beautiful old trees, and enough space to see something new each time you
walk through there.

And the odd dead body turning up unannounced.

It was usually suicides. Tied to a tree or a bunch of pills in the middle of a
field. Hope no one finds them before they go.

Sometimes it was something else.

He saw the lights in the distance. Blue, red, shifting from left to right. The
constant pattern having a hypnotic effect on the surrounding populace. Detective Inspector David
Murphy was sitting in his car, the engine settling as he turned it off. The lights of the marked
cars parked in front of his Citroen, reflected off the dark interior inside, a strobe effect
bouncing off the dashboard.

Murphy shook his seatbelt off and leaned forward, attempting to see past the
lights and people milling around the park. He slumped back in the seat when it became clear he
wouldn’t see anything.

He scratched his beard, the trim he’d performed the previous night giving it a
coiffed edge, which he decided said ‘distinguished’ rather than ‘hiding a double chin’. He stifled a
yawn, and opened the car door and stretched his long legs out, the tight feeling in his calves
telling him he’d maybe overdone it on the cross trainer the previous evening, trying to shift those
last few pounds of weight.

He’d been awake no more than fifteen minutes when his DCI had called. That made
it less than an hour into the day for him, and he was walking towards the body of a dead girl.

Not how he usually liked to start off a day … especially a Sunday. A phone call
from work before he’d even had chance to drink his coffee. Have a slice of toast. Put a fresh suit
on.

Death could be incredibly selfish.

‘Murphy’ he’d answered once he’d finally located the phone hiding in his jeans
pocket on the bedroom floor. Stabbing at the screen, trying to answer the stupid thing.

‘Murphy.’

‘David?’

Murphy’s shoulders slumped. DCI Stephens. Which outside of normal hours,
usually signified nothing good. ‘What’s happened.’

‘A body. Suspicious circumstances. Found in Sefton Park.’

‘Shit. Bad?’

‘Not sure of all the details at the moment.’

‘I’m wanted?’

‘Why else would I be calling you David. I’m not your bloody alarm clock.’

‘It’s been a while that’s all. Was starting to wonder if I’d be stuck on
break-ins for another six months.

‘Well you’ve got something else now.’

‘Who’s with me?’

‘Rossi or Nichol. Your decision.’

‘Great. Not exactly Sophie’s fucking Choice.’

‘Language. Weren’t you taught never to swear in front of a lady? And anyway,
beggars can’t be choosers. How long until you can get down there?’

Murphy crooked his phone between his shoulder and ear. Grabbed his trousers from
where they had been lying next to his jeans. ‘Which end?’

‘Which end of what?’

‘The park.’ Jesus wept.

‘Oh, Aigburth Drive. Just look for the lights. Sounds like half the bloody force
is there.’

Murphy zipped up his trousers and gave the previous day’s shirt a sniff. ‘I’ll
be there in twenty minutes.’ Ended the call and pocketed the phone.

He’d left the house with his cup of coffee still in his hand. Stuck it on the
passenger seat as he got in his car and debated strapping it in. Probably over cautious. Reversed
out the driveway, and onto the road. Decided twenty minutes was probably a little optimistic. It’d
probably be double that this time of the morning, with the traffic through the tunnel. He’d shook
his head and tugged on his bottom lip with his teeth, turned right out the small winding road which
surrounded the small estate, lamenting the fact he was already going to be playing catch up when he
got there.

The commute may have been bad, but at least it gave him a chance to wake up.
Within five minutes he was on the motorway heading for the Wallasey tunnel, which separated the
Wirral and Liverpool proper. The Wirral is a small peninsula, only separated from Liverpool by the
River Mersey, a mile long tunnel underneath the seabed. Traffic wasn’t as bad as it would have been
on a weekday, so he was able to push his luck and cover the distance a bit quicker.

The Wirral wasn’t always home. In fact, he’d only been able to call it that for
the previous few months.

He loved the city of Liverpool. The people, the buildings, the history. He just
didn’t want to live there. Working in it was enough at that moment.

He used his fast tag when he arrived at the tunnel booths, and broke the forty
mile an hour limit going under the River Mersey. But it was still forty minutes after the phone call
by the time he’d pulled the car to a stop.

Into the damp and cold January morning, zipping his coat up as he walked towards
the hastily strung up crime scene tape which lined the path which led into the park from Aigburth
Drive. The wide main road, shadowed by high trees on both sides, masking most of view. A couple of
uniforms were stood guard, a quick flash of his warrant card and he was able to pass through into
the park.

He could see the hive of activity a hundred or so yards up ahead. A stone path
cut through the grass on either side, leading from the entrance into the distance. A grass verge
which went up in to the treeline and took up a few acres of the park was where people were gathered.
Murphy dropped his head as the wind picked up, and began walking towards them.

‘Sir!’ Detective Constable Laura Rossi, second generation Italian. Five and a
half foot tall, dark long hair. Strong looking, from the broad shoulders which made her look stocky,
to the roman nose which on her complimented her features. Most of the single, and quite a few of the
married, lads at the station had tried and failed with her. Murphy wasn’t one of them. Strictly
professional. She came bounding towards Murphy. She brushed her hair away from her face, tucking
strands behind her ear. ‘You all right?’

‘What have we got?’ Murphy said as she reached him.

‘Morning to you too sir.’

Murphy looked down at her, Rossi being at least eight inches smaller, and about
half his weight. ‘Let’s get on with it. And stop calling me sir, how many times do I have to tell
you.’

‘Course. Sorry sir. Young female, found by a corpse sniffer around six a.m.
Fully clothed. Nothing around the body, just laid out beneath a tree.’

Murphy looked around and spotted the man she was referring to, talking to some
uniforms. An older guy, probably in his mid sixties, his dog sitting next to him silent on his
lead.

‘He have anything to say?’ Murphy said.

‘Not much, dog ran off into the trees, he went looking for it and found the
girl.’

‘Is nobhead here?’

Rossi looked confused. ‘Who’s a nobhead?’

Murphy smiled, still finding it amusing that the scouse accent didn’t match the
Mediterranean looks. ‘Nichol. Is he around?’

Rossi attempted to hold back a laugh behind a hand. Murphy noticed her
fingernails, bitten down rather than manicured. ‘Yeah, he’s off on the hunt for clues. His words,
not mine.’

‘Good.’ Murphy replied. ‘Fat bastard could do with some exercise. SOCOs here
yet?’

‘About twenty minutes before you.’

‘Any other witnesses?’

‘Not at the moment.’

‘Okay. You looked at the body yet?’

Rossi shook her head.

‘Well then. Let’s not keep her waiting.’

Murphy snapped on his gloves, extra large, and began walking towards the scene.
He could see the Palm House, a large dome building which was the centrepiece of the park, in the
distance past the trees. The great glass windows which gave it the appearance of huge green house
looked dull and lifeless in the muggy morning light.

 Murphy and Rossi entered the tent which was just about finished being erected
around the body. The treeline was thicker there, the ground still not completely unfrozen from the
previous harsh winter, crunched underneath his feet.

The click and whirr of photographs being taken was the only soundtrack to the
scene. Murphy let his eyes be drawn to the girl. Early twenties he figured. Plain looking, dressed
conservatively in black trousers and a red woollen jumper. One earring, which meant either one was
missing or was now a souvenir.

His money, as always, was on the latter. Always to the morbid thought first. To
be fair, he was usually right.

From the angle he was stood, he could see only a profile of her face, the eyes
closed and an emotionless expression stared away from him. She looked peaceful, no pain etched
across her face as he’d seen on others. Yet, she had the distinctive pallor of the dead; pale,
lifeless.

Murphy side stepped around the edge, carefully avoiding anything that looked
important. He stood at the foot of the body, taking it in. The clothes looked new, unworn, the
creases on the jumper looked like they were from packaging, rather than wear.

She was spread eagled, her arms outstretched in a V, her legs doing the same.
Carefully placed in the position. It looked unnatural, posed, which was probably the intention
Murphy thought.

Dr Stuart Houghton, Stu to his friends, was crouched over the girl. He’d been
the lead pathologist in the city for as long as Murphy had been working. His grey hair was thinning
more, his posture looked less firm as he stood up from his haunches. His short, squat stature only
enhanced by the ever growing paunch he was cultivating around his middle. He turned to look at
Murphy.

‘Dr Houghton, what have we got?’

‘Took your time Dave.’

Murphy mockingly put his hand to his mouth. ‘Calling me Dave when you know I
don’t like it. You never fail to shock. And it was only because I knew you’d be here already. What
can you tell me?’

‘Are you running this one?’ Houghton said.

Murphy gazed lazily at the pathologist and shrugged his shoulders. ‘I just do as
I’m told.’

Houghton pursed his lips at him. ‘Well then, can’t tell you much at the moment.’
He said gesturing towards the young woman. ‘This is how she was found, her arms and legs
outstretched like she’s doing a star jump, only lying down. There’s no evidence around the body as
far as we can tell so far, and she’s been dead around twelve hours. No ID, handbag, purse, nothing.
Other than that you’ll have to wait for the PM for me to tell you more. We’re moving her out
now.’

‘Why suspicious then? Maybe she took a bunch of pills or something.’

Houghton muttered something under his breath before continuing. ‘There’s bruises
around her neck which indicate asphyxiation. First paramedic on the scene noticed them, and, in my
opinion correctly, assumed it was better to call in the big boys.’

Murphy looked closer at the girl’s neck. Large bruises circled her neck, turning
darker as the time moved on. Two marks stood out, directly under her chin indicated where the thumbs
of someone strangling her had been placed.

‘Did she die here?’

‘Not certain yet, but I’m almost positive she wasn’t. No signs of struggle
around the area. The grass is flattened only in the immediate vicinity of the body.’

‘Okay. Any other distinguishing features I need to know about straight away? And
let us know when the post mortem is.’

Houghton nodded, and went back to work.

Murphy left the tent, Rossi trailing behind him. ‘We’ll take a statement from
the witness and then we should try and find out who she is.’

Rossi nodded and set off towards the witness. Murphy began the process of
removing his gloves, looking around the area seeing familiar faces from older crime scenes about the
place. He nodded and exchanged greetings with a few.

No one stopped to talk to him.

He wasn’t surprised. He gave one last look at the finished tent, the uniforms
walking around the area, looking under the bushes and scouring the ground.

Back to it.
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He takes them … then breaks them
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Him!

A short story by Paul Finch

Alex was somewhere between Oxford and Daventry when she met the Traffic cop.

 He should have been a godsend.

 Darkness had fallen an hour ago, and it was two hours since she’d diverted from a log-jammed M40 motorway in an effort to navigate her way north via different routes – and okay, she had her sat-nav so it shouldn’t have been a problem, but sat-nav systems weren’t infallible as hers had since proved. Alex had now turned the useless thing off and dropped it into the passenger footwell; in fact, she’d been tempted to rip it from its socket, smash it face down several times on the steering column, and chuck what remained of it out of the Corsa hatchback’s window. It wasn’t just that the damn thing had issued instructions bearing no relation to geography, but its voice facility was on the blink. So as well as trying to steer her way along looping, twisting country lanes, she’d also had to keep glancing at the tiny glowing screen. None of this made it any easier to play back the last couple of meetings she’d recorded that afternoon on her Smartpen, or add the occasional afterthought or footnote as she’d been planning to on the journey home. The Smartpen at least was operating properly, but Alex was barely paying attention to it because she no longer had a clue where she was. This area could hardly be classified as wilderness, but all she was seeing at present were hedgerows, woods and farmland that seemed to run on forever. So, at roughly nine-thirty, the sight of a spinning blue beacon in her rear-view mirror ought to have been a blessing. But then she noticed her speedgauge, which said that she was pushing close to fifty – when stressed at the wheel, Alex had the habit of putting her foot down (back home, Joe went mad about it) – and when the pursuing Traffic car flashed its headlights at her with more than a hint of belligerence, she realised that a shitty evening had just turned a lot shittier.

 She pulled up in a lay-by, powered down her window and waited. Soles crunched on gravel as an indistinct figure approached from the Battenburg-patterned car that had cruised in behind her. He shone his torch directly into her face. It was a rude thing to do, but Alex understood why he did it – she could have been any kind of maniac. In addition, it might help her. Alex had just turned forty, but with her natural blonde hair – a little wild and shaggy at present, though that in itself could be fetching – and her bright blue eyes, always rimmed with mascara, she was the sort of woman blokes tended to do favours for.

 ‘Any idea how fast you were going back there, miss?’ He was a tall man – she could make that much out behind his bright light. It gave him a stern aura.

 ‘Yes … I’m sorry. Look, I know it’s not an excuse, but I’m lost and I’m late.’ This was always the bit where the wheel might come off. As a sales manager who needed every break she could get, Alex never had a problem with exploiting her looks. But she was well aware that outside Merseyside her Liverpool accent could be a disadvantage. As a rule she tried to play it down, but she doubted she’d be able to play it down sufficiently to impress an irritable police officer. So she added quickly, ‘And all these dark roads, with no signposts anywhere … to be honest, I was getting a bit jumpy.’

 ‘What name is it?’

 ‘Alexa Goddard.’

 ‘And where are you from, Alexa … as if I didn’t know?’

 That irked her, but she kept it polite. ‘Liverpool.’

 ‘You’re a long way from home.’

 ‘Tell me about it. I’ve been at Life Science 2013 in Oxford. I sell pharmaceuticals. It finished at six o’clock. I should have been home ages ago, but there’s a big smash north of Bicester and I was trying to make my way to the M1.’

 ‘Have you had a drink this evening?’

 ‘No … like I say, I’ve been working.’

 ‘Got any ID with you?’

 ‘Only my driving license. I can present my insurance and MOT certificate at a police station up north … is that okay?’

 ‘You’re no stranger to this procedure, I see.’

 That irked her again. She tried to visualise him properly behind his light, glimpsing a white Traffic Division hat and a white shirt under a black stab-jacket, with a radio affixed to one shoulder. She could discern short, dark hair and a firm jaw. His accent was neutral, with a slight Midlands lilt.

 ‘The license will do for the moment,’ he said.

 She reached into the passenger seat footwell to fumble in her handbag, now aware that he’d dipped his torch slightly, his eyes roving over her.

 She found her purse, took out her license with attached paperwork and handed it through the window. He examined it for what seemed like several minutes.

 ‘I see you’ve already collected six points for speeding offences this year,’ he said.

 She gave a contrite smile. ‘I’m on the road an awful lot.’

 ‘So you drive for a living. You should know better than the average motorist.’

 ‘It’s the speedcameras. You can’t go anywhere without one of them clocking you.’

 He handed the license back. ‘The speedcameras are there for a reason. I’ve followed you for over four miles, and all the way you were doing nearly fifty along thirtymilesperhour roads. If you’d knocked someone down at that speed, you wouldn’t be looking at a fine right now … you’d be looking at prison. So in some ways I’m doing you a favour, aren’t I?’

 This was probably true, Alex reflected, feeling a tad guiltier than she had.

 He paused. Though the beam of torchlight was angled into her face, Alex again had the distinct and rather creepy feeling that he was looking down at her thighs, which her knee-length skirt had exposed a little.

 ‘f I issue you with a fixed penalty notice now,’ he said, ‘that’ll be another three points on your license. That means you’ll have nine. One more strike after that and you’re disqualified.’

 ‘I know …’

 ‘That means every trip you take, not just on work time, but every time you go for a ride with your husband and kids, you’ll be on a kind of probation. You’ll be scared to death in case you get pulled over again. Be constantly worried about losing your job.’

 Alex was well aware of this, but she couldn’t help wishing he’d get on with it. Okay, she’d crossed the line and would now have to pay the consequences, but she could have done without a lecture from someone who, by the sounds of him, wasn’t yet thirty.

 ‘Course, there’s one other possibility,’ he added.

 ‘There is?’ She tried not to sound too hopeful.

 ‘There are ways to pay your dues without having to cough up cash or speed points.’

 ‘I see …’ Alex’s heart sank. She immediately knew what he was implying. Somehow she could tell it from his body language, the way he was suddenly leaning towards her. She realised she ought to be outraged, but frankly she was just too weary. ‘And I wonder what those might be?’ she said.

 ‘No you don’t.’ His tone had softened, though there was still a degree of firmness there. ‘Worldly woman like you. Been here, there, everywhere. Who’s done it all … and probably more.’

 She looked up at him, glimpsing a pale sickle of grinning teeth behind the torchlight. ‘Quite a charmer on the side, aren’t you?’

 He shrugged. ‘I meet so many ladies in need of company. My heart bleeds for them. I just can’t help it … I always want to give them a second chance. Of course, some of them are too dumb even to take that. But it’s your choice.’ He reverted to ‘business mode’ with indecent speed. ‘The alternative is you go it your own way … and pay the price.’

 ‘And just out of interest,’ she said, ‘where were you planning to give me this second chance?’

 He shone his torch past her into the back of the Corsa, but its rear seat was cluttered with boxes spilling leaflets, not to mention her suit jacket and the patent high heel shoes she’d worn for three toe-throbbing days on the conference stand. ‘Not much room back there.’ He grinned all the more. ‘Fortunately, there’s plenty in my car.’

 ‘So let’s get this absolutely clear,’ she said. ‘I mean, let’s not beat around the bush … though I suppose that’s what you’re planning to do?’

 ‘Well yeah, sort of.’ He chuckled, perhaps pleased to find that she was every bit the knowing lass he’d hoped for.

 ‘Just to be absolutely sure what kind of deal we’re making here … I get into that police car with you and let you have sex with me, and in return you don’t issue me with a speeding ticket? In fact, you forget this whole thing ever happened?’

 ‘That’s usually the plan.’

 ‘Usually? I see … so you make a habit of this?’

 ‘Helps pass the long, boring shifts.’

 ‘Okay … hmmm …’

 ‘One stipulation.’ He chuckled again; a hard, humourless sound. ‘You have to wear the high heels in the back there. I’m not interested if you’ve got those passion-killers on.’ He speared torchlight at her feet, which were currently clad in the tatty white sneakers she always wore for long-distance drives.

 ‘Well we can’t have you uninterested …’

 ‘And just in case you’re having trouble making your mind up …’ For the first time he shone the torch on to himself, revealing dark brows, a sharp, aquiline nose, green eyes, a lean, wolfish smile; no matinee idol, but somehow it worked. ‘This is what you’ll be getting.’

 ‘Cool,’ Alex replied. ‘And just so you know what you’ll be getting …’ She held up her Smartpen, the red light on the end of which revealed that it was on ‘record’. His grin collapsed like melting jelly; that alone was worth all the inconvenience he’d so far put her to. ‘Every single word of the conversation we’ve just had now exists for posterity!’

 It was almost comical the way his mouth had sagged open, the way his eyes had half-glazed. He’d gone from man to goldfish in the space of a second.

 ‘So let’s me and you now make a new deal,’ Alex said, reverting to full on ‘Liverpool 8’. ‘You cocky little shit! You walk back to that fucking police car of yours. You don’t even look at me again, never mind say another word to me. And you drive away from here, and you keep on fucking driving for the rest of the night, and you never mention to anyone else, for any reason, that you caught me speeding. And maybe … maybe, I won’t feel the need to send a copy of this conversation to your superiors. PC …?’ She checked his epaulette. ‘PC 3841. So what do you say, eh?’

 He mumbled something inarticulate.

 ‘I can’t fucking hear you!’

 He mumbled something again. But now his expression was changing. A little of his youthful truculence was returning; but he was still pale-cheeked with shock, and that might not be a good thing. Not wanting him to do anything impulsive, Alex didn’t wait for his response. She switched on her ignition and threw the car into gear.

 As she spun back out onto the blacktop, she glanced into her rear-view mirror. He was standing by the roadside, gazing after her, not – to her relief – dashing to his car to give pursuit, or putting his radio to his mouth to send a message ahead. It was difficult to imagine that any arrogant young pup like that, cop or otherwise, could be taught a lesson so easily. But she had him by the short and curlies – by Christ she did. She glanced again into her rear-view mirror. He was still on the roadside, now with hands on hips – still not following.

 Did that mean she’d won?

 Of course you’ve bloody won! What else would you call it?

 A sense of exhilaration flooded through her. She laughed, but more with relief than glee. Despite the tough ‘Scouse girl’ persona, Alex’s heart had been thumping back there. She again glanced in the mirror. Thanks to a sweeping curve in the road, the cop and his car were no longer in sight. Meanwhile the country lane spooled out ahead, briefly straightening so that she could see at least as far along it as her headlights penetrated. It was early September, so everything was still in leaf. Bugs flitted across her path, bright blobs in the glare of her lights.

 But where exactly was she going?

 She still didn’t know. With her sat-nav on the blink, she realized that the only road map she had was lying in crumpled, oil-smeared tatters somewhere in the loaded boot.

 She eased her foot off the gas, wondering if she’d been too hasty in her flight.

 That cheeky bastard had been asking to get his nose pushed out. But instead of running like a frightened rabbit once she’d got him to back off, she should have asked him for directions; demanded to know where she was and which was the quickest way out. Instead, she was driving blind again, along tangled roads which seemed to exist without rhyme or reason, still a hundred miles from home, and – she glanced at her clock – it was now almost ten.

 Alex swore under her breath.

 She filched the mobile phone from the side pocket in the door – but calling Joe would serve no real purpose. He couldn’t consult a map on her behalf, or even go online and try to pull off an AA road guide, because she had no reference points to give him: she’d seen occasional huddles of farm buildings, but there’d been no lights in their windows and no village signs. The net result of calling home now would be to set Joe pacing the house – and with his blood pressure that wouldn’t be good.

 She slowed the Corsa and pulled in against the side of the road, before flicking on the interior light. She felt incredibly isolated, her car a glowing capsule in a sea of empty darkness. She checked the sat-nav again, but dropping it into the footwell hadn’t helped. Its screen had cracked, and now she couldn’t even activate the power switch.

 The way she saw it, she had two choices: she could carry on ploughing through the night, hoping to see something that might guide her. Or she could go back and ask the Traffic cop for directions.

 She didn’t like the latter option, but increasingly, it looked like her only choice . No doubt he’d be stewing in his own juice by now, getting angrier and angrier about being bested by her. But what was he going to do? Confiscate the Smartpen? In effect rob her? He might fancy himself a Lothario, but she’d seen no sign that he was violent. If anything, when she’d first turned the tables on him he’d looked like a scared little lad. But just in case. she slid the Smartpen under her seat; he wouldn’t be able to put his hands on it even if he tried. Jesus, he might be glad to see her return, might be grateful for a chance to negotiate. Either way, she’d brazened it out with the officious little wanker once, so she could easily do it again.

 Unhappily, she put the car back in gear and swung it around in a three-point turn.

 By her reckoning she’d come about a mile since leaving him. He might not be there now, of course – she’d told him to piss off. But after driving nervously for several minutes, the road ahead curved to the right and she recognised several clumps of trees. This was the spot. As she rounded the bend, his vehicle came back into view in the lay-by. His interior light was on, but he was standing alongside his driver’s door – or at least somebody was. Alex was about forty yards away and approaching fast when she realised that the cop was actually in the driving seat. Whoever was standing on the road conversing with him through his window must have arrived since she’d left, because now she could see the sleek outline of another vehicle parked about ten yards behind his.

 Good! In fact, ideal! He won’t try anything with someone else here.

 Three bright flashes inside the police car suddenly distracted her.

 Alex didn’t realise what they were until she heard the belated trio of gunshots. And even then she at first dismissed the idea, or tried to. Numbness seeped through her as she drove forward. For the next few seconds she viewed events in staccato fashion, seeing the world as a procession of blurred freeze-frames:

 The Traffic car and the standing figure approached on her right.

 The figure was clad head-to-toe in black.

 Its left arm was poked through the Traffic car’s window.

 There was now no sign of the cop – had he slumped down?

 The inside of his windscreen was filmed with crimson spatters …

 Alex unconsciously decelerated, almost slowing to a halt as she glided incredulously past. The figure pivoted slowly around to watch her. Perhaps he hadn’t heard her approach because of the full head rapist mask he was wearing, complete with narrow slots for his eyes and a zipper where his mouth should be.

 Then he was behind her, falling steadily away again.

 Alex’s heart juddered in her chest. Her hands were like claws on the wheel.

 They were playacting – they had to be. It was a game, some kind of rehearsal.

 There was another flash and a loud report, and a massive impact on her rear window, one whole side of which spider-webbed. Even this failed to jerk Alex from her daze. She yelped and ducked, but it was pure instinct. Only when a second report followed, her right wing mirror exploding in shards and splinters, did she scream aloud and slam her foot down. The Corsa lurched forward as she worked up through the gears. At the same time she fumbled for her mobile, but her hand was slick with sweat.And as she caught a swirl of movement in the rear-view mirror, a long, sleek vehicle spraying gravel as it swung around on to the blacktop, the phone slipped from her grasp, bounced off the handbrake and landed somewhere in the darkened recess behind.

 Alex screamed again, panic-stricken.

 It was amazing how it concentrated your mind, knowing that one tiny slip could end your life. For all her fast driving at home, Alex had never taken hairpin bends at ultra high speed. But that was what she did now, tyres shrieking as she fishtailed around corners, a stench of burnt rubber filling her nostrils.

 Her pursuer’s headlamps, like two luminous eyes, constantly swung into view behind her.

 ‘He killed that cop! Just walked up and shot him!’

 It was absurd, but even saying those words aloud didn’t make it seem real.

 WHUUUMP! Another blow struck the rear of her vehicle, swaying it on its shocks.

 Good God, the bastard’s shot at me again!

 The road straightened out ahead, and she floored the pedal. Darkened hedgerows rocketed by on either side. There had to be someone around here whose front drive she could park on, whose front door she could hammer down. But perhaps even that wouldn’t save her. She goggled at the rear-view mirror; he was tailgating her by only a few feet, a distance he soon closed to a few inches. His engine revved insanely; he was so close that she could see his anthracite outline hunched behind the steering wheel. He’d kept his mask on. Of course he had, because he was going to need it when he was standing over her, to create a final instant of horror as he trained his gun on her face, the zippered mouth curved in a jack-o’-lantern smile, his leather-gloved finger crooking on the trigger …

 No … dear Christ, no! Don’t think like that. You’re going to get out of this! You have to! Joe’s waiting at home for you!

 Her normal life would go on. This was nothing; a nightmare, a nasty interlude …

 With a thundering impact, he rammed her rear end.

 Alex screamed as she swerved. A glance at her speedo showed that she was doing nearly ninety. If she lost control now, she’d roll the Corsa for hundreds of yards.

 CRAAASH!

 He struck her again – he was definitely trying to force her off the road, and his vehicle was clearly more powerful than hers.

 ‘Bastard!’ she sobbed. ‘You sodding maniac bastard!’

 A T-junction loomed ahead, a road-sign nestling beneath a single streetlamp. But Alex had no time to read it; she spun to the right at heart-stopping speed, her nearside wheels bouncing over the kerb, thrashing through undergrowth. The chasing vehicle copied the manoeuvre, but fell behind a little, allowing her a proper glimpse of it in the fleeting yellow light. She thought it might be an Audi Saloon, possibly black, but she didn’t waste time trying to be sure. The road arrowed on and on through her headlights. She got her foot down again, as hard as she could, and at the same time groped behind her seat with one hand to see if she could locate her mobile, but nothing came to hand.

 The road swung left; she flung the Corsa around it, the rubbery reek again assailing her. Then it veered right, sharply, terrifyingly. Alex ducked as branches and twigs rattled along her bodywork, as the passenger side window imploded against a particularly heavy bough. The car hit a manhole and leapt like a bronco, throwing her hard against her seatbelt. She gripped the wheel for dear life, gagging with pain – only to land upright again and continue headlong, trees and bushes flickering past like speeded-up movie footage.

 And then she spotted something: a break in the hedgerow coming up on the right.

 It looked like the entrance to a drive because it was framed by stone pillars.

 A farmhouse maybe? A pub or restaurant?

 She wrenched her wheel around, the Corsa jackknifing through the narrow gap, rending and crumpling its offside flank in the process; her lovely Corsa with its handsome, metallic-green finish – it was already virtually wrecked.

 She jolted along a rugged, unmade road, hemmed in on either side by tall barbed wire fences. In the bouncing glow of her headlights, she saw a dirt surface. fringed down the centre with tussocky grass; so much for this being the entrance to an inn or restaurant. She glanced at her rear-view mirror. The gateway receded behind her, but though her pursuer’s headlamps were visible there, they were stationary, falling behind, vanishing into the dark. Did that mean the bastard knew this was somewhere she’d find help? Or was he unsure and weighing up his options? Either way it was a chance Alex couldn’t miss. She got her foot down, speeding on along the rough, narrow trail – for an entire fifty yards or so before it ended abruptly. She hit her brakes hard, the Corsa skidding forward, its tyres scarcely able to grip the broken surface.

 A closed farm gate blocked her way, chained and padlocked. Her headlamps cast stripes of light through its timber bars, showing nothing beyond but a field. A pillared gateway like that, like the entrance to some country estate – and it led to this? She craned her neck around. The track behind still lay in darkness. Sweat stood on her brow as she released her seatbelt, kicked the driver door open and clambered out. The internal light came on, but it hardly mattered – she still couldn’t see her mobile. She lugged the back door open and frantically searched the footwells, groping with both hands under the seats. It had to be here somewhere, but all she encountered were paperclips, dusty pens and scrunched toffee wrappers.

 Light fell over her.

 She jumped up, ramrod straight. The sweat chilled on her cheeks as she watched a far-off glow coalesce into two distinct but fast-approaching headlights.

 What do you expect?–For all he knows, you saw his registration number!

 She scrambled out and flattened herself against the car for shelter, even though she knew that wouldn’t save her any more than it would if she hit the deck and slid underneath. He would check down there too; he couldn’t risk not checking. Good God, she was going to die here … she was really going to die. A desperate thought came to mind: could she get away on foot? She glanced at the fences to either side. They were six feet high at least, and Alex was only five-five, plus they were made from barbed wire.

 What about the farm gate?

 It was padlocked, as she’d seen, and as high as the surrounding fences, but its bars were simple timber struts and there was no wire. The headlights grew larger at her rear. There was no option. Alex hiked her skirt to her waist and climbed. Breathless, she landed on the other side and started across the field, which was evidently a pasture because it was rutted and comprised thick tufts of grass, making her trip and stumble. She blundered ahead, gasping as exertion took hold of her. After about fifty yards, the pasture sloped downward, which helped a little. But glancing back, she now saw that the Audi had parked up behind her own. Was he wondering which way she’d gone? She prayed that he was. Perhaps this was the end of the pursuit? She might have run off in any direction. But when she looked again she saw something that iced her blood. A powerful cone of light, extending for dozens of yards, penetrated outward from the farm gate, sweeping across the field like a searchlight. It would swing in her direction imminently, and with her blonde hair and white blouse she’d be a sitting target.

 It blazed past, catching her briefly. She hurled herself full-length to the ground, tasting dirt and damp grass. The light passed on, only to flirt backward, catching her again. Alex attempted to roll away. There were two loud booms, and a couple of smoking divots were torn up where she’d just been lying. Whimpering, she scrambled to her feet and ran on, attempting to zigzag. A third boom sounded as the light briefly lost her; something whined past her ear like a wasp. Unintentionally, she went to ground again; the field had dipped steeply, and she found herself rolling down a gradient, winded and bruised, but realising in the same instant that she was suddenly out of his eye line. She came to rest on her back, and saw the searchlight beam slashing back and forth overhead.

 Panting, she threw herself on to all fours and crawled to her left. The hillside steepened steadily. He’d have to jump over the fence and follow her; that was his only solution, and he’d have to do it soon. The angle of the field now blotted out the searchlight completely; the ridge behind her was a dark shoulder smudged against the stars. She got to her feet and hurried forward, still trying to keep low but risking further backward glances.

 The cone of light reappeared, but far to her left. It was narrowing, which meant that he’d come over the fence and was advancing. She stumbled on, lungs burning, heart knocking against her ribs. Ahead, the terrain flattened out and then rose towards a second ridge. She was sure she could get over it; she was running on pure adrenaline – until she got close and saw that it was actually a dyke; a steep, man-made embankment. Its apex was maybe fifteen feet above her, and crowned by another tall fence.

 Alex’s whimpers became subdued wails as she gazed breathlessly up. She could probably climb it at a push, but how close was he? She looked round again – and was shocked to see that demonic orb of light jolting its way towards her. He was some distance away, but clearly he’d picked up her trail because he was running.

 How the fuck had he located her so quickly?

 She followed the dyke rather than attempting to scale over it, and almost immediately a tunnel came into sight, leading through to the other side. Scarcely able to believe her good fortune, Alex skidded to a halt. It was a black passage, cylindrical, rimmed with brick. She could just about distinguish a circular blot of grey at the far end. She went through at speed, stumbling on stones, sliding in what presumably was cattle-dung, turning her right ankle but battling through the pain. Emerging at the far end, her eyes adjusted more quickly to the starlight, and she saw that she was in a second field, though this was smaller – more of a paddock. About fifty yards away there was another fence, and beyond that a belt of trees. Even better, a gap in the trees revealed what looked like a track winding uphill towards the straight-edged outline of a building.

 With new strength, Alex ran forward. All the time she glanced back, focusing on the black mouth of the tunnel but seeing no light pour out of it. Had he given up? If he knew there was an occupied building near here he might well have done.

 She reached the track. This too was muddy, stony and deeply rutted – probably by the passage of tractors and other farm machinery. All to the good. She hurried on, trees enclosing her from either side, but with the building firmly in her sights.

 “HELP!” she screamed. “HELP ME, PLEASE! PLEASE HELP!”

 It was a risk – if he’d lost her trail, she’d now draw him right to her, but letting the occupants of the house know in advance that she was coming would give them more chance to call the police.

 Except that it wasn’t a house.

 It was a barn.

 She realised this just as she reached it, the rough wooden boards with which it had been constructed emerging like phantoms through the gloom. Her first reaction was to hammer furiously on its nearest wall, crying out in despair. But then it occurred to her that it might only be one of a clutch of farm buildings. She stumbled along the side of the barn, her legs like jelly now that the adrenaline rush was flagging. The palm of her left hand stung fiercely. She glanced down and saw a gash crossing it diagonally. The whole hand was dark and sticky; fresh blood squelched between her fingers. She’d probably done it climbing over the farm gate. It would likely need stitching and a few shots, but there was hardly time to worry about that now.

 Wheezing for breath, she reached the other side of the barn, only to find no additional outbuildings save a couple of cowsheds and a gherkin-shaped silage tower. Another track led away from this, again cutting through the encircling woodland. But how far would it go on? How much more running did she have to do? Alex hadn’t done much exercise in recent years and she was now bone-weary, her body damp, cold and stiffening.

 She continued probing along the side of the barn, hoping against hope that she’d find something – a tractor, a quad bike, maybe even a tethered horse – anything she could use to affect a getaway. But all she found were two slightly open doors.

 She hesitated, peering at the darkness inside with heart pounding. She didn’t like the idea of hiding and possibly trapping herself, but running was getting her nowhere and at least if she was hiding she could rest. She sidled into a dank interior, which, though she couldn’t see it, she could sense was enormous. There was an eye-watering stink of manure, but if she poked around in here there had to be somewhere she could conceal herself. It didn’t need to be the best hiding place on Earth. This guy was surely running out of time; that cop would be missed at some point.

 She might even be able to lie low until dawn; though how far off was that? Alex wasn’t sure she could tolerate the stench in here for six minutes. Grimacing, she lurched forward, arms outstretched. Even so, she managed to miss a solid wooden stanchion, which she walked into face first. It caught her right on the nose and brought fresh, hot tears to eyes already swollen with weeping.

 Irritably, she wiped them away and glanced back. The entrance was defined by a narrow slice of darkness vaguely paler than the darkness around it. She listened, but there was no sound from outside. Satisfied, she scrabbled leftward of the stanchion, and found an upright ladder. It was firm, secured in place. Without really thinking, she began to climb. No doubt it would lead to a hayloft; there’d be no escape from up there if she was cornered. But at least she’d be looking down on him,which would give her an advantage of sorts. That said, she climbed much higher than she would have been happy with. Eventually, about sixteen feet up, she ascended through a square aperture, and clambered from the ladder onto a straw-covered shelf, though in the pitch dark she couldn’t see how far it extended.

 There were other things she couldn’t see.

 As she crawled away from the ladder, she put her hand on a small shape covered in rancid fur, which squealed and scuttled, a long, thin tail whipping her face. Alex almost choked on her efforts not to shriek. She backed away, only to find herself on the very edge of the loft. There was no barrier, just a lip over which she could easily fall. Teeth clenched, she eased herself around before glancing down, fixing on the dim oblong of the barn entrance. Again she wondered if he’d cut his losses and run. Increasingly this possibility made sense, regardless of what he thought she knew about him – he simply couldn’t afford to stick around.

 Her breathing lessened, her heartbeat slowed. She peered around the interior as her eyes gradually attuned to the darkness. It was a barn and nothing more. Yes, she could lie low here for six hours, if that was what it took. So long as it meant that he was far, far away.

 Glaring light sprang into view below.

 Banging the barn doors open, he entered, blasting his intense beam into every corner.

 At first, Alex was too frozen with shock to withdraw from view. She saw trampled mulch on the barn floor, deep corners crammed with heaps of rotted straw. Then the light flashed towards the hayloft. She catapulted herself backward, falling flat, lying as still as she could. Glimmering shafts speared through the gaps in the planking. Cluttered shadows rolled across the sloped ceiling some six feet overhead. Briefly, everything was illuminated up there, albeit in flowing, kaleidoscopic fashion. The square aperture with the ladder jammed through it; a pile of bulging bags of feed on the other side; a pair of closed double-doors some twenty feet to her right – a window with shutters, she realised. She even saw the rat again, scampering across the top of a beam bridging the interior.

 Gunfire bellowed – a chunk of wood was kicked from the beam, and the rat was blown apart, shattered into a bloody pulp of meat and fur.

 A second shot followed, a third, a fourth, pumped seemingly at random into the underside of the loft. Alex almost fainted as she lay there; on all sides fist-sized holes were punched up through the floor, splinters and straw flying, stiff rods of torchlight penetrating through. A fifth and sixth followed before he stopped.

 Beads of sweat dotted her face like ice cubes. Had he heard her moving up here, had he spotted her when he came in, or was he just trying his luck?

 There was a rapid metallic clicking, and she realised that he was reloading. Silence followed, during which she hardly dared breathe. She could picture him down there, waiting tensely, wondering if the sole witness to his crime was close at hand. A light footfall sounded, followed by another and another – and then by a hollow thud. His foot on the ladder! A second thud followed, and a third, and the ladder began creaking. She watched the top of it, fascinated to see it juddering in the torchlight …

 The torchlight!

 She sat bolt-upright, bathed in fresh sweat but thinking quickly. He was directing the torch above him, which meant that he couldn’t be pointing his gun as well. He had to use at least one hand to climb, so the gun was in his pocket or his belt.

 She jerked into motion, clattering across the loft on her knees, clutching one of the feed sacks by two of its corners. God it was heavy – so heavy that at first she could barely move it. But he’d heard her. The thudding on the ladder became frantic. Digging her heels into the planks, she levered herself upright, her back agonised as she swung the sack around towards the aperture, releasing it at just the right second. It flew clean into the square gap and dropped. There was an immediate impact; the sound of breath gushing from a pummeled body. Another impact followed, a double one as the killer and the feed sack fell to earth together. With a crunch of glass, the light went out.

 Alex’s hair stood on end as she realised the ploy had worked.

 She scrambled to the aperture. She could see nothing down there but darkness, though she heard fumbling movement. There was a tinkle of broken glass. He was checking to see if the torch was still serviceable, and by the sounds of it, it wasn’t. That was some kind of result at least. Hope surged in her breast. Surely he’d run now? Surely? But then she heard another loud metallic snap – he’d cocked his gun. He could just keep firing, of course. Now that he knew she was up here. He could pepper the underside of the loft, blowing holes through every part of it. At some point, through sheer luck, he’d hit her.

 This, it seemed, was a night of no options.

 She toppled away from the aperture, heading to where she thought the shuttered window had been, praying that it wasn’t locked. It wasn’t – both shutters opened to her touch and she almost pitched through. She teetered on the brink, embraced by cooler, fresher air. She could vaguely distinguish the ground; but even hanging by her arms, it would be a terrible distance to drop. She might break a leg or ankle. She couldn’t believe she was contemplating such a risk, when she suddenly realised there was a rope dangling about five feet in front of her, fastened by a pulley to a projecting beam overhead. She couldn’t quite reach it. But behind her, feet again slammed on the ladder.

 He was taking no chances.

 So neither could she.

 She dived outward, catching the rope in both hands, though the laceration on her left palm was torn wide open, burning with white-hot intensity. She hung there, wincing, biting on her lip to avoid howling, before managing to hook her legs around the rope and starting to slide downward. There was a frenzied scuffling from the hayloft. Had he just seen her? Was he approaching the window to try and get a shot off? She increased her rate of descent, dropping hand over hand, her left palm smarting terribly, finally landing with such force that the breath was knocked out of her.

 She tottered around in a circle. The barn doors were about three yards to her right, standing wide open; from inside she heard his feet descend the ladder at speed, alight with a thump, and come hammering across the interior towards the entrance. Alex ran at it too. She was the closer; her shoulder connected first, swinging the left-hand door closed – only for a masked form to loom from within at the last moment and be struck full on. He staggered with the force, but the door rebounded. Alex ran at it again, hitting it with her entire body, putting everything she had into it. It crashed against him a second time, even harder, and he flew backward, allowing her to slam the door completely, grab the other one and heave that into place as well. Two steel grips, one fixed on either door, had now aligned; from the one on the right hung a chain with a clip on the end. She strung it across and snapped the clip in place.

 It wouldn’t hold him long, but it ought to delay him. As she belted down the hillside towards the first line of trees, she heard him shooting again – bullets ripping through steel and woodwork. She entered the foliage, thrusting herself forward with abandon, unconcerned by the loud thrashing of twigs and leaves. Somewhere behind, the shooting abruptly ceased – no doubt he’d already severed the chain – but would he really risk coming into the wood without his torch? Would he be able to find her trail in the dark?

 She was hurt repeatedly as she forged on, branches striking her face, briars tangling her legs, ripping her tights and slashing her flesh, but the adrenaline was pumping and pain was a vague, indistinct sensation. All that mattered now was getting away and gaining distance. At last she halted and dropped to a crouch – not because she was fatigued, even though she was, but because she knew she had to get her bearings. She’d penetrated the wood to a depth of three hundred yards at least, and was enclosed by luxuriant vegetation. A fallen limb lay close by. She grabbed it, raising it like a club.

 Seconds passed as she held her breath.There was no immediate sound of pursuit, just a rustle of wind in the overhead canopy. Gradually though, Alex heard other things. Was that a stick snapping somewhere to her right? A crackle of undergrowth to her left?

 She refused to panic though; her imagination was likely to be playing tricks, and wildwood like this could be filled with all kinds of natural noise, even late at night. Nevertheless, her nerves tingled and strong, salty sweat dripped from her brow. The temptation was to stagger on regardless, but common sense bade her wait and listen.

 Always know your enemy – if not who he is, where he is, what he’s up to, what he’s planning.

 So she waited and she listened. The darkness slowly revealed its secrets. Inch by inch, fathomless depths of woodland materialised around her; layer upon layer of interwoven boughs and leafage, diminishing rows of tree trunks, pale beams of starlight filtering through them in a spectral lattice.

 Alex remained alert, squatted like a frog and pivoting around, scanning for the slightest oddity. Had a shape just flitted across that patch of dappled light? Did that rattle of twigs denote circling movement? Something was going on out there – and it had to involve him: she’d led him in a merry dance, but he’d never been more than a few yards behind her. She’d hit him with that heavy sack, locked him into a barn, but he’d kept on coming. It was almost unnatural. Despite this, logic dictated that she must hold her ground. If he was somewhere close by, as soon as she got up and ran she’d reveal her exact position. He couldn’t know where she was yet, or he’d open fire straight away.

 Leaves crackled somewhere to her left. She darted around, and approximately forty yards away spotted a figure at the end of an avenue formed between trees. His black-clad head and shoulders were clearly defined, though the rest of him was lost in murk – but why was he standing out in the open like that, unmoving?

 Because he’s got the gun and you haven’t, you idiot!

 Was it her location he was focused on? Could he even now be taking aim?

 The tired muscles in Alex’s legs bunched as she rose from a squat to a crouch, ready to bolt – only to realise that she wasn’t looking at a man at all. The slightest alteration of her position, and the ‘figure’ had resolved itself into a confluence of gaps between branches.

 Christ, girl, you’re going loopy …

 She stood up, rubbing a hand across her eyes, trying to shake off a sudden torpor, which might be contributing to these near-hallucinations – and something touched her.

 Touched her other hand as it hung limply by her side.

 Touched it from behind.

 Something moist and fleshy and cold.

 Alex went stiff. She tried to swallow but her throat was too dry. She couldn’t move – not at first. It was the low, animalistic grunt that proved the catalyst. Screaming, she twirled around, club raised on high.

 It was a pig.

 She had only a pall of gloom by which to identify it, but how could she mistake that humped hair torso, flat-nosed face, and large, flap-like ears? It looked up at her with only mild curiosity, gave another grunt and continued nosing around near her feet.

 Alex didn’t know whether to scream again, cry, or burst out laughing.

 There was further motion to her right. She turned that way and saw more pigs rooting through the undergrowth. She could have hugged every one of the ugly brutes. They didn’t make her safe, but they were the first sign of friendly life she’d seen since this horror had commenced, and were a timely reminder that human civilisation was close at hand. Straight afterwards she received another such reminder, and this one dragged a yelp of joy from her: it was the low, swishing rumble of a passing motor vehicle.

 A road … you’re near a road!

 Frantically, she shoved her way through the grunting beasts, and spotted a twinkle of sodium yellow streetlight. Throwing her club away, she lumbered towards it, crashing through bushes – dangerous maybe, but if that scream hadn’t caught his attention, why would this? She’d been hiding back there for an hour at least, maybe longer. Possibly he’d done a runner by now? Sobbing for breath, she left the trees, climbed a dry stone wall and found herself on the verge of a country lane. It was very late now and she was still on her own, but where one car had passed another might follow. With new energy, though feeling unbelievably battered and bruised – her ankle was agony as well as her hand – she hobbled along. Some forty yards further on, she spied a house, though actually it was much more than that, more than she could possibly have hoped for. At first glimpse it was a pleasant cottage set behind a rose garden, but the vehicle parked on its drive was a police Range Rover. What was more, Alex spotted a notice board alongside its gate. ‘Wanted’ or ‘missing persons’ posters were fixed on this. One sheet was titled ‘Police Surgeries’, and it bore a list of dates and times. Above them all was the logo:

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE CONSTABULARY

 She glanced at the cottage. There were no lights on inside and the curtains upstairs were drawn, but she saw that at ground level on the right-hand side was a flat-roofed concrete annex with a Venetian blind across its main window.

 It had to be one of those police station-houses that she’d heard about in rural areas. They were a strange kind of arrangement: regular houses but with police offices attached. Usually some country bobby would live there, along with his wife and kids, and literally work from home. She stumbled up the path and banged on the front door’s glass panel.

 Light came spilling down a central staircase. Alex peered through the glass as a figure descended. It was a woman – quite young and slim, maybe only in her twenties. She was barefoot, wore a bathrobe, and was currently toweling her short, dark hair. She approached the door, a quizzical look on her face flicking a switch en route. A light came on outside, illuminating Alex in full.

 The woman took one look through the glass, and immediately began drawing bolts and releasing catches. Alex’s shoulders sagged. The relief was overpowering, not to mention the emotion. As the door opened, she almost fell into the woman’s arms.

 ‘Please … please,” she said, fresh tears flowing. “I’ve been attacked …’

 ‘I can see that,” the woman replied, helping her through a side door and hitting another light switch. “Here, let me get you a seat.’

 ‘I … I need the police …’

 ‘I am the police. PC Holloway. What’s your name, darling?’

 ‘Alexa … Alexa Goddard.’ Alex looked distractedly around as she was assisted across a small office; there were posters on the walls and racks of leaflets. A row of blue plastic chairs sat to one side and a central desk was covered with computer equipment.

 ‘Are you okay to sit, Alexa?’ PC Holloway asked.

 ‘Erm … what?’ At first Alex didn’t know what was being asked of her, but then realised. ‘Oh, yeah … I’m not hurt down there. He never got hold of me.’

 ‘Okay.” She lowered Alex into one of the chairs, before moving to close the blind on the window. “So … who attacked you?’

 Alex shook her head. ‘This bloke in a mask … but it wasn’t just me. He shot one of your colleagues. Killed him stone dead.’

 ‘Excuse me?’

 ‘There was this … this Traffic cop …’ Alex couldn’t believe how querulous her own voice sounded; how feverishly she was shaking. Up until arriving here she’d felt more together than this. But now that she was going to live, the dam had basically broken – it all came pouring out, semi-incomprehensibly. ‘He was parked up. He’d pulled me over.’ Unable to help herself, she gave a fluting giggle. ‘He … he had a go as well, tried to blackmail me into having sex …’

 PC Holloway’s shocked expression altered a little; suddenly there was a hint of skepticism there. ‘Two men attacked you, one of them a police officer?’

 ‘I know it sounds crazy … look, the point is he’s dead.’

 ‘The masked man or the police officer?’

 ‘The police officer, I’ve just told you! Oh God, I’m sorry … I’m so sorry.’ Alex wiped her tears away. ‘I think you can see I’ve been through a bit of an ordeal …’

 ‘Just take your time. Tell me exactly what happened.’

 ‘I can’t take my time!’ Alex was panicking again, turning shrill. ‘What if he’s still following me? Are you on your own here, because he’ll be coming, I’m telling you. Someone else knocks on this door tonight, and it’ll be him!’

 PC Holloway’s expression changed again; became more understanding. Clearly she was well-used to dealing with victims. Even so, she moved out into the reception area and Alex heard the front door closing and various of its locks being reapplied. ‘I am on my own here, but you’re perfectly safe,’ Holloway said, re-entering. She wasn’t just young, she was pretty – schoolgirl pretty – but there was also a stern efficiency about her. ‘I guarantee that. Now, you say this masked man shot a police officer?’

 ‘One of your Traffic cops. He just walked up to the car, put a gun through the window and fired … three times at least.’

 ‘You saw this?’

 ‘Yes. Then he realised I’d seen it, and he came after me.’

 ‘Okay.’ Holloway nodded; perhaps the story now seemed more plausible. ‘Roughly when did this happen?’

 ‘I dunno.” Alex shook her head. “I don’t even know what time it is now.’

 ‘Just before one.’

 ‘Christ. In that case a good four hours ago.’

 ‘And have you reported this to anyone else?’

 ‘I haven’t seen anyone else. Look, aren’t you going to do something?’

 ‘I need to understand precisely what happened, Alexa. I’m still a bit confused.’

 ‘Try sitting here!’

 ‘Whereabouts was all this?’

 Alex struggled with that one, but described as best she could the stretch of road and the lay-by where the crime had occurred, and the farmland over which she’d escaped. Holloway produced a pen and pocketbook and scribbled down some details, at the same time lifting a telephone handset from the wall and hooking it under her chin. ‘Keep talking,’ she said, tapping in a number. ‘I’m listening.’

 ‘Well … that’s it,’ Alex concluded, shivering. ‘Lord, I still can’t believe it …’

 Holloway nodded, clearly waiting for someone to answer at the other end. After a moment, she replaced the handset.

 ‘What’s the matter?’ Alex felt a new tickle of unease. ‘Can’t you get through?’

 ‘Not to Northants Traffic at Towcester. But that’s not unusual. They’re probably all out and about.’

 ‘Use the radio.’

 ‘Radio communications out here in the sticks aren’t all they could be.’

 Alex’s unease became a stab of fear. ‘You’re not telling me we’re cut off here?’

 ‘No, I’m not.’ Holloway made a calming gesture, before taking the phone from its cradle again and tapping in another number.

 ‘Who are you ringing?’

 ‘The CAD suite at Wootton Hall. That’s our Force HQ.’ This call was answered immediately. ‘Sergeant Adamson … it’s Vicki Holloway at Litchborough. Yeah … hi. Sarge, have Traffic reported any unusual activity on the South tonight?’

 ‘“Unusual activity”?’ Alex mouthed, but Holloway motioned her to be quiet.

 ‘Okay … as far as you’re aware. You couldn’t check, could you? All of them. Probably worth checking all mobiles, actually. Well, a lady has just arrived here in a very distressed state. Says she thinks there’s been a shooting …’

 ‘“Thinks”?” Alex echoed. ‘I saw it!’

 Holloway ignored the outburst. ‘She says that a Traffic officer – she’s unable to identify which one – was shot while seated in his car. She claims the assailant, a masked male, then pursued her over rough country until she got here. Claims he shot at her repeatedly.’ Holloway paused briefly. ‘Well … I’ve got a rape kit here, but the lady insists she wasn’t physically assaulted … oh, I see. So all present and correct? Okay, well that’s good.’ Holloway paused again. ‘Well …’ she lowered her voice, ‘she’s in a bit of a state. There’s no doubt something’s gone on. Could be an RTA, I’m not sure.’

 ‘Listen love,’ Alex said loudly, standing. ‘I’m an ex-nurse, so I know that by RTA you mean ‘road traffic accident’, and I assure you that isn’t what’s just happened. I’m not in shock, I’m not delirious, and I’m not on drugs before you start with that one …’

 ‘Yes, she’s a bit het-up,’ Holloway added, shielding one ear. ‘Yeah, I’d appreciate it if you would … yeah, I’m about to do that now.’ She hung up.

 ‘What’s happening?’ Alex demanded.

 The policewoman gave her a long, measured stare, as if she didn’t know quite what to make of her. ‘All our Traffic units have reported in safely. Same goes for our divisional patrols too. No one’s dropped off the register all night. And that’s force-wide.’

 “I told you I got lost. I might have crossed a jurisdictional line, or something.”

 ‘That’s possible,’ Holloway conceded, though she didn’t look as if she believed it. ‘So we’re checking with neighbouring force areas.’

 ‘And how long’s that going to take?’

 ‘As long as necessary. You want them to be thorough, don’t you?’

 ‘And in the meantime we just sit here?’

 ‘No, in the meantime I take you to hospital.’

 ‘Why?’ Alex asked suspiciously.

 ‘To get that seen to for a start.’ Holloway indicated her left hand.

 Alex glanced down at its palm. In full light she saw that the wound was much deeper and dirtier than she’d thought, and was still seeping. The entire hand and much of her lower left arm were caked in its sticky crimson residue. In addition, there was almost nothing left of her tights, and her blouse hung in dingy, blood-stained rags. Her legs and arms were scratched all over, and she was covered in filth; thorns and bits of leaf were tangled in her hair.

 ‘It’s about ten miles away,’ Holloway said. “Do you think you’re okay to make such a journey?’

 ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Alex replied. Fresh tears of shock brimmed from her eyes. ‘Take me, please. Anywhere … where he can’t reach me.’

 ‘Don’t worry.’ The officer handed her a box of tissues before moving to the door. ‘The biggest problem we have is that he – whoever he is – is probably miles away by now. I’m going upstairs to change. I’ll not be a minute.’

 Alex nodded, wondering distractedly. If she glanced past the Venetian blind, would she see an empty road, or a figure darting out of sight amid the trees opposite?

 She also wondered about calling home. Joe would be beside himself, but PC Holloway was already out of earshot on her way upstairs. Alex glanced guiltily at the phone. Would anyone mind? She simply had to contact Joe. She moved wearily across the room, not sure how she could tell him what had happened without risking giving him a heart attack. But when she put it to her ear, there was no dial-tone. She looked at it curiously, wondering what she needed to do to get an outside line, but there was no indication – it looked like an ordinary telephone, an old-fashioned one at that, but it had seemed to be working okay when PC Holloway used it. She shook it; things rattled inside. Then she saw that there was no power cable attached; a few dusty wires poked from a hole in the phone’s base. It had been disconnected some time ago.

 Alex stepped away from it, baffled. A fizz of radio static caught her attention. It came from beyond a door at the rear of the office. She opened it and peeked through into another part of the annex; a smaller, narrower room occupied by a large radio set on a desk. Alex entered, even more baffled. She didn’t know anything about the mechanics of these things, but she could tell that this was state-of-the-art gear. Even as she watched, lights flashed and messages crackled back and forth between various police patrols. There was a telephone in here as well – a modern one, with a screen and a speed-dial facility. When she put this one to her ear, it was working perfectly, though prodding at it solved nothing – it was too complex; she would need PC Holloway to show her how to operate it, though speaking to PC Holloway now seemed the very last thing she ought to be doing. Why had the woman lied about the radio communications here? They looked to be working fine. Why had she pretended to speak to someone on the other phone?

 From overhead, there was a slow, purposeful movement of feet.

 Alex gazed pale-faced at the ceiling, her matted hair prickling again. Another light came on up there; Alex saw it through the annex rear window, reflected on the lawn. She looked outside properly – and almost collapsed with shock.

 Despite everything else that had happened that night, despite the murder she’d witnessed and the bullet she’d felt drone past her face, what she was now looking at seemed the most surreal thing of all.

 The door beside the window was locked, but a key was inserted; all she needed to do was turn it and then she was outside – in the cool night air. Slowly, as though drunk, she crossed the lawn to the far side of the station-house, where an open garage sat at the end of the drive. As she’d seen from inside the annex, a police Range Rover was parked there, but when the light had come on upstairs it had illuminated a second vehicle parked behind this. It was half in and half out of the garage, so Alex may never have spotted that it was a familiar metallic green colour. Neither would she have noticed that it wasn’t actually parked, in fact that its fender was still linked to the tow-bar of the Range Rover.

 Before she sidled her way around the police vehicle, the bonnet of which was warm, she knew the Corsa hatchback in the garage was hers. There were telltale gashes along its front nearside; the passenger window was broken; tufts of leafage protruded from its radiator grille.

 She glanced back towards the house, frightened but furious as well.

 It scarcely seemed feasible that she could walk into the lion’s den twice in one night. But she’d now learned that simply bemoaning her fate was no solution. Nor screaming, nor crying, nor running. So she did none of these things. She held her ground, watching the house carefully. It all made sense now, albeit in a crazy, unlikely fashion: the super-powerful torch with which ‘he’ had chased her; the ease with which ‘he’ had been knocked back by the barn door.

 A female shadow moved behind one of the upstairs curtains, putting clothes on.

 ‘Okay,’ Alex said. ‘That buys us a little time at least.’

 She slid past the busted bodywork of her vehicle into the dimness of the garage, where she was able to open the rear nearside door sufficiently to slot herself through and grope in the footwells again. Her mobile phone was here somewhere, but even with the interior light on, it proved elusive; it was all shadow down there. While fumbling beneath the driver’s seat, she found her Smartpen. Fresh sweat stippled her brow as she examined the high-tech gadget. She tucked it into her waistband and continued searching, even going through the two or three boxes on the backseat – until it suddenly occurred to her that maybe, when the phone had jerked out of her hand, it had bounced over the backseat into the actual boot.

 She clambered out of the car. This was an unpleasant possibility. While some of her junk from the conference occupied the backseat, most of it was stowed in the boot. So the phone could have slipped into any one of a number of niches. Finding it here was made even more difficult by the immediate proximity of a vehicle that had already been parked in the garage when the Corsa was reversed in. She gazed at the Audi from the lay-by. It was no surprise to see it; in fact in some ways this was a good thing. If she could get in touch with someone now, everything she needed to prove her story was right here.

 She lifted the hatchback lid. A clutter of boxes, bags and scattered spare clothing greeted her. She rummaged through it, discarding one item after another. One container in particular should not even be open, she realised, chiding herself. It was filled with sales samples: prescribed meds, treatment room utensils. It had been sealed for the journey down, but she hadn’t got around to resealing it for the return trip. Not that she could worry about that now.

 And then another thought occurred to her – an exciting thought, but dangerous.

 She pondered the array of restricted products, wondering if she dared take such action. She had to be mad even to contemplate it, but of course she wasn’t the only mad one out and about tonight. Slowly, patiently, she began opening cartons, ripping sterile packets, flipping lids. It was a delicate process and she had to be careful, but though she’d been ten years out of nursing, she’d spent the ten before that on the wards – and she knew what she was doing.

 ‘I can easily believe Rod Henderson tried to coerce you into sex,’ said a voice.

 Alex jerked upright, almost dropping everything she was holding.

 PC Holloway was standing in the garage entrance, on the same side of the cars as Alex. She was silhouetted against the lights of the house, so her expression was indistinguishable, but her tone was cold, businesslike. She was wearing familiar black clothes, now identifiable as police waterproofs with the insignia removed. They gleamed wetly; she’d been in the process of washing them when Alex had first arrived.

 ‘Do you know why I believe?’ Holloway said. ‘Because he was that kind of guy.’ She held something up – it was the zipper-mouthed rapist mask. ‘This was his, not mine. He had a whole box of fancy dress like this. Not to mention a few toys as well. Cheeky bastard kept them here … for whenever he happened to call. Which was increasingly rarely these last few months. He sees us as toys too. Women, I mean. You and me, Alexa … in some ways we’re quite alike.’

 ‘Listen,’ Alex said, trying to slide across the back of the Corsa to its offside, though there was insufficient space between the Corsa and the Audi to allow this.

 ‘Stay where you are!’ Holloway’s voice wasn’t exactly a whip-crack, but there was great authority there. It also helped that she’d produced a pistol; a chunky, snub-nosed revolver, which she pointed across the Corsa’s roof. ‘And lower the boot lid, so I can see you properly.’

 Alex did as instructed, though it was difficult with both hands full. ‘Look … you don’t have to do this,’ she said slowly.

 ‘Unfortunately I do.’ Holloway’s voice remained steady; it was almost unnatural, a monotone. In the dimness, the eyes in her milk-pale face were blots of tar. ‘You see, it’s bad enough being loved and left, if you could call it ‘loving’, by a five-timing toe-rag like Rod Henderson. Especially when I was just feeling good about myself … but then you come along as well. At just the right time, typically. With your blonde hair, and your baby blues, and your better body than mine even though you must be fifty at least.’

 Cheeky bitch …

 Holloway shook her head. ‘But I’ve worked too hard at my career to see it all taken away by a pair of clichés like you and Rod …’

 ‘You said we were all victims together,’ Alex pleaded. ‘You said we were ‘toys’.’

 ‘Some of us lend ourselves more easily to that metaphor than others. But at the end of the day, Alexa, this is about necessity, not jealousy …’

 ‘PC Holloway, this won’t save you! Think about it. You’ve been shooting that gun all over the countryside. You’ve left evidence everywhere.’

 ‘And you’re an expert on that stuff, are you?’

 ‘I’m no expert, but your colleagues will be.’

 Holloway half-smiled. ‘I know them better than you and, sadly, I beg to differ.’

 Alex swallowed saliva. She knew the conversation was coming to an end. Her shoulders tensed as she thumbed the Smartpen’s buttons. ‘You … you just won’t get away with this.’

 ‘Says who?’

 ‘Says him!’ Alex shouted, pointing, and at the same time dropping the Smartpen and kicking it under the car into the far corner of the garage.

 ‘I meet so many ladies in need of company,’ came Rod Henderson’s slimy voice. Holloway spun around, eyes goggling, weapon trained on empty shadow. ‘My heart bleeds for them. I just can’t help it …’

 She never saw Alex rush past the car towards her, five uncapped syringes clutched above her head. At the last second she whirled back, but it was too late. Alex drove the needles down, ramming them full length into the gun-arm, hitting all five plungers at the same time, expelling two hundred and fifty millilitres of insulin into the policewoman’s bloodstream.

 ‘I always want to give them a second chance,’ Henderson’s voice intoned. ‘Of course, some of them are too dumb even to take that.’

 Holloway clutched at Alex’s blouse as she sank to her knees, eyes bulging, froth bubbling between clamped lips.

 ‘But it’s your choice,’ he added. ‘The alternative is you go it your own way … and pay the price.’

 Alex stood there, eyes closed, fighting down nausea for what seemed like minutes, as the policewoman’s grip slowly weakened, the twitching hand sliding down her body by increments. At last, still unwilling to look, Alex stepped over the shuddering, prostrate form and walked forward, veering off the drive and into the middle of the lawn, where she dropped to her knees and was violently sick. When she’d emptied her stomach, she dry-heaved a couple of times just for good measure, before finally, exhaustedly, falling on her face.

 Behind her, she could hear her own voice cutting Rod Henderson down to size. That ‘Scouse gob’ running wild again. Only this time it had saved her; if she’d been in the car with him, in the backseat …? It didn’t bear thinking about.

 She rolled over onto her back, though she had so little energy left that it took a monumental effort, and regarded the infinite pattern of stars. It was so light up there compared to the darkness down here. She could sense its celestial power, could feel it imbuing her body. She wasn’t cold anymore, she wasn’t stiff; she wasn’t even hurting. She’d just killed someone, but for the moment at least she didn’t care. All she wanted to do now was rest, sleep maybe. She’d earned it, hadn’t she?

 Don’t get too comfy, girl. You’ll have a lot of explaining to do.

 It was true. Two coppers were dead. And she was the only witness. Maybe they’d accuse her, arrest her, interrogate the crap out of her. But o what?

 She was alive.
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Chapter 1

The whole of Holbeck should be bombed.

That was Alan Ernshaw’s view. Okay, he was a relatively new police officer – just ten months in the job – so if anyone overheard him make such a politically incorrect statement and complained, he’d have an excuse. But the gaffers still wouldn’t be impressed. Holbeck, the old ware­house district located just south of Leeds city centre, might well consist mainly of buildings that were now empty shells, its Victorian terraced housing might now mostly be derelict, the few parts of it that were inhabited reduced to grotty concrete cul-de-sacs strewn with litter and covered in graffiti, but policemen didn’t take these sorts of things personally anymore. Or at least, they weren’t supposed to.

Ernshaw yawned and scratched the dried razor-cut on his otherwise smoothly shaven jaw. Radio static crackled. ‘1762 from Three?’

Ernshaw yawned again. ‘Go ahead.’

‘What are you and Keith doing, over?’

‘Well we’re not sitting down for a turkey dinner, put it that way.’

 ‘Join the club. Listen, if you’ve nothing else on, can you get over to Kemp’s Mill on Franklyn Road?’

Ernshaw, who was from Harrogate, some fifteen miles to the north, and still didn’t completely know his way around West Yorkshire’s sprawling capital city, glanced to his right, where PC Keith Rodwell slouched behind the steering wheel.

Rodwell, a heavy-jowled veteran of twenty years, nodded. ‘ETA … three.’

‘Yeah, three minutes, over,’ Ernshaw said into his radio.

‘Thanks for that.’

‘What’s the job?’

‘It’s a bit of an odd one actually. Anonymous phone call says we’ll find something interesting there.’

Rodwell didn’t comment, just swung the van into a three-point turn. ‘Nothing more?’ Ernshaw asked, puzzled.

‘Like I say, it’s an odd one. Came from a call-box in the city centre. No names, no further details.’

‘Sounds like a ball-acher, but hey, we’ve nothing else to do this Christmas morning.’

‘Much appreciated, over.’

It wasn’t just Christmas morning; it was a snowy Christmas morning. Even Holbeck looked picture-postcard perfect as they cruised along its narrow, silent streets. The rotted facades and rusted hulks of abandoned vehicles lay half-buried under deep, creamy pillows. Spears of ice hung glinting over gaping windows and bashed-in doors. The fresh layer muffling the roads and pavements was pristine, only occasionally marked by the grooves of tyres. There was almost no traffic and even fewer pedestrians, but it wasn’t eight o’clock yet, and at that time on December 25 only fools like Ernshaw and Rodwell were likely to be up and about.

Or so they’d assumed.

‘Something interesting …’ Ernshaw mused. ‘What do you think?’

Rodwell shrugged. He spoke in monosyllables at the best of times, and as he was now deep in thought there wasn’t much chance even of that.

‘Bunch of druggies or something?’ Ernshaw added. ‘Squatting? If that’s it they’ll all be dead by now. Must’ve been minus-ten last night, easily.’

Again, Rodwell shrugged.

Kemp’s was a former flax-spinning mill, but it had been closed now for nearly two decades and was a forlorn reminder of prosperous times past. Its tall octagonal chimney was still intact, the square windows arrayed in uniform rows across its dingy frontage were largely unbroken, and most of its ground-floor entrances were supposedly chained shut, but, like so many of the derelict buildings around here, it wouldn’t be difficult for determined intruders to force entry.

Snow crunched under their tyres as they slid to a halt on the mill’s southward-facing lot. The gaunt structure loomed over them against the white winter sky. The red bricks with which it had been constructed were hidden beneath soot so thick it had become scabrous. Those pipes and gutterings that hadn’t already collapsed sagged beneath alpine over­hangs of snow. At first glance there was no sign of life, but the place was enormous; not just a central block, which itself might have housed a thousand workers, but also all kinds of annexes and outbuildings. As the van eased forward at a snail’s pace, it dawned on Ernshaw how long it might take them to locate ‘something interesting’ here.

He put his radio to his mouth. ‘1762 to Three?’

‘Go ahead, Alan.’

‘We’re at Franklyn Road now. Everything looks okay so far. Any further on the complainant, over?’

‘That’s negative, Alan. Could be some prat with nothing better to do, but probably best to check it out, over.’

‘Received,’ he said, adding under his breath: ‘Might take a while, mind.’

They drove in a wide circle around the aged edifice, their tyres sliding as they hit patches of sheet-ice. Ernshaw wound his window down. It was bitterly cold outside – the snow was still dry and crisp as powder – but even if they didn’t see anything untoward, it was possible they might hear it.

That they didn’t was vaguely disconcerting.

Christmas morning ought to be deeply quiet, restful, hushed by the freshly fallen snow, yet the silence around Kemp’s Mill was somehow uncanny; it had a brittle edge, as if it could shatter at any moment.

They rounded corner after corner, gazing up sheer faces of windows and bricks, networks of ancient piping, and hanging, rusted fire-escapes. The van’s wheels constantly skidded, dirty slush flying out behind. They trundled through an access-passage connecting with a row of empty garages, the corrugated plastic roof of which had fallen through after years of decay. On the other side of this they spotted an entrance.

Rodwell applied the brakes gently, but the van still skated several yards before coming to rest.

What looked like a service doorway was set into a recess at the top of three wide steps. There was no sign of the door itself – possibly it lay under the snow, but from the state of the doorjamb, which had perished to soggy splinters, this entry had been forced a long time ago. A pitch-black interior lay beyond it.

‘2376 to Three?’ Rodwell told his radio.

‘Go ahead, Keith.’

‘Yeah, we’re still at Kemp’s Mill. Evidence of a break, over.’

‘Do you want some help?’

‘That’s negative at present. Looks like an old one.’

They climbed out, gloving up and zipping their padded anoraks. Ernshaw adjusted his hat while Rodwell locked the vehicle. They ventured up the steps, the blackness inside retreating under the intense beams of their torches. At the top, Ernshaw thought he heard something – laughter maybe, but it was very distant and very brief. He glanced at Rodwell, whose dour, pitted face registered that he’d heard nothing. Ernshaw was so unsure himself that he declined to mention it. He glanced behind them. This particular section of the property was enclosed by a high wall. The van was parked close alongside it, the entrance to the garage-passage just at its rear. Aside from the tracks the vehicle itself had made on entering the yard, the snowfall lay unbroken. Of course, flakes had been falling heavily until about two hours ago, so this didn’t necessarily mean that no one had been here during the night.

They entered side-by-side, torchlight spearing ahead, and were immediately faced by three options: directly in front, a switchback stair ascended into opaque blackness; on the right, a passage led off down a long gallery zebra-striped by smudges of light intruding through the ground level windows; on the left lay a wide open area, presumably one of the old workshops. They ventured this way first, their torch-beams crisscrossing, revealing bare brick walls and a high plaster ceiling, much of which had rotted, exposing bone-like girders. Shredded cables hung like jungle creeper. The asphalt floor was scattered with planks and fragments of tiles. Here and there, the corroded stubs of machine fittings jutted danger­ously upward. Despite the intense cold, there was a sour taint to the air, like mildew. The scuffling of their feet echoed through the vast building’s distant reaches.

They halted to listen, hearing nothing.

‘This is a wild goose chase,’ Ernshaw finally said, his words smoking. ‘You realise that, don’t you?’

‘Probably,’ Rodwell replied, shining his torch into every corner. From the moment they’d received the call, Rodwell had seemed a little graver of purpose than usual, which was intriguing to Ernshaw. Keith Rodwell had been a copper for so long that he generally sized situations up instinctually. The way he was behaving now suggested that he genuinely believed something untoward was going on here.

‘Okay, I give up,’ Ernshaw said. ‘What do you think we’re going to find?’

‘Keep it down. Even if this is someone taking the piss, let’s catch’em at it.’

‘Keith … it’s Christmas morning. Why would someone …’

‘Shhh!’

But Ernshaw had also just heard the long, low creak from overhead. They regarded each other in the gloom, ears pricked.

‘Take the front stair,’ Rodwell said quietly, edging across the workshop. ‘I’ll go around the back … see if I can find another way up.’

Ernshaw retreated to the door they’d come in through. He glanced at the van out in the yard; as before, there was no sign of movement. He started to ascend, attempting to do it stealthily though his footsteps rang up the stairwell ahead of him. The first floor he came to comprised another huge workshop. Not all the windows up here were boarded, though their glass was so grimy that only a paltry winter light filtered through. Even so, it was enough to hint at an immense hangar-like space ranging far across the building, filled with stacked crates and workbenches, forested by steel pillars.

Ernshaw hesitated, gripping the hilt of his baton. This time last year he’d been an innocent young student at the University of Hull, so he had no trouble admitting to himself that, while it was bad enough being made to work on Christmas Day – only the older, married guys tended to be spared that pain-in-the-arse duty – it was even worse having to spend it trawling through the guts of an eerie, frozen ruin like this.

A loud crackle from his radio made him jump.

The voice of Comms boomed out as it dispatched messages to patrols elsewhere on the subdivision. Irritated, he turned the volume down.

Ernshaw advanced as his eyes adjusted to the half-light. Directly ahead, about forty yards away, a doorway opened into what looked like an antechamber. For some reason, the rear brick wall of that chamber was lit by a greenish glow.

Green?

A coloured candle, maybe? A paper lantern?

Ernshaw halted as a figure flitted past the doorway on the other side.

‘Hey,’ he said under his breath. Then louder: ‘Hey!’

He dashed forward, with baton drawn and angled across his shoulder.

When he entered the chamber, nobody was there, but he saw that the odd-coloured light had been caused by a sheet of mouldy green canvas fastened over a window. A stairway – an indoor fire-escape, all rust and riveted steel – dropped down through a trapdoor; while a secondary stair rose up to the next level, though this was very narrow, scarcely broad enough for an average-sized man to climb it without turning sideways. He peered up, spying a ray of feeble daylight at the top. When he listened, he heard nothing, though it wasn’t difficult to imagine that someone was lurking up there, listening back.

‘Alan?’ someone asked.

Half-shouting, Ernshaw spun around.

Rodwell gazed at him from the trapdoor, in particular at his drawn baton.

‘Have you …?’ Ernshaw glanced back up the stair, listening intently. ‘Have you been up here once? I mean, have you been up already and gone back down for any reason?’ Rodwell shook his head as he rose fully into view. ‘Thought I saw someone, but …’ The more Ernshaw considered it, the less substantial that ‘figure’ seemed. A shadow maybe, cast by his torch? ‘Could’ve been mistaken, I suppose …’

Rodwell also glanced up the next stair. Without speaking, he ascended it, just about able to slide his big body between its encroaching walls.

Ernshaw followed, discomforted by the tightness of the passage. The floor at the top of this had been partitioned into small rooms and connecting corridors. Even fewer of the windows on this level were boarded, but there were less of them, so a sepulchral gloom pervaded.

Before they commenced exploring, Rodwell lifted a dust-caked Venetian blind and peered down into the yard below. It had occurred to them both, somewhat belatedly, that if this was some daft but elaborate ruse to create a diversion by which to steal a police vehicle, they’d be left with an omelette-sized egg on their faces. However, the van sat unmolested; the snow around it unmarked. From this height, they could see further afield into adjacent streets, or what remained of them. Most of the rows of terraced housing on the south side of Kemp’s Mill had been demolished, but even with the recent snowfall, the parallel outlines of their old foundations were still visible.

There was no sign of anyone around. The nearest habitations were two blocks of 1970s flats about three-hundred yards away, beyond a mountain of snow-covered scrap; only one or two lights – the garish neon of Christmas decorations – twinkled from their windows.

‘2376 from Three?’ the voice of Comms crackled from Rodwell’s radio.

‘Go ahead,’ he said, dropping the blind back into place.

‘Anything from Franklyn Road yet?’

‘No offences revealed at this stage. Still searching, over.’

‘Message from Sergeant Roebuck, Keith. Don’t waste too much time there. If it’s just some kids messing around, leave it. There are other jobs piling up.’

‘Roger, received.’

‘That it, then?’ Ernshaw asked hopefully.

‘No,’ Rodwell replied.

They ventured along a central passage, peeking around the first door they came to, seeing what had presumably once been an office. In the middle of it, weak daylight illu­minated a single filing-cabinet from which a ton of paperwork had overflowed. Ernshaw entered, scooping up some of the documents: work rosters yellowed by age; dog-eared time-and-motion sheets. He tossed them away, moving through the next doorway into another identical office. Sometime in the past, vandals had scribbled slogans all over the walls in this one.

‘Kids have been in here, alright,’ he said. ‘Dirty little buggers too. Seen this … “My little sister gave me my first blowjob. She’ll do you too for a fiver”. There’s even a fucking phone number. “Every day I wank into my mum’s knickers – now she’s pregnant again. Oh shit”.’ Getting no response, he turned.

Rodwell had not come into the room with him.

Ernshaw went back to the door and glanced into the office with the filing cabinet; Rodwell wasn’t in there either.

‘Keith?’ he said.

A footfall sounded behind him. He whirled around – to find that he was still alone. But on the far side of the room another door stood ajar.

Hadn’t it been closed previously?

Ernshaw approached it, suddenly suspecting that someone was in the next room. Baton drawn again, he yanked the door open – entering yet another deserted corridor, the contents of more gutted offices spilling into it from adjoining doorways.

‘Keith?’

Still there was no reply.

Ernshaw proceeded forward. At the extreme end there was another stairway, but when he reached this, it was only short and led up to a closed door, beyond which a crack of bright daylight was visible.

‘Keith? You up there, mate?’

Again, nothing.

He ascended slowly, body half-turned so that he could watch both in front and behind. At the top, the door swung open easily and Ernshaw entered the most spacious office he’d seen to date – a good forty foot by thirty – the sort of palatial residence an MD might once have inhabited. It possessed several large windows, all intact, none covered by planking or sheets of green canvas. The walls were even papered, though the floor contained loose boards, several of which had warped and sprung. It contained no furniture; just a scattering of broken bricks and, in one corner, rather curiously, a wheelbarrow rimmed with hardened cement, a pick and sledge-hammer standing against it.

But none of this captured Ernshaw’s attention as much as the strange object on the farthest side of the room.

He walked forward.

It appeared to be a section of new wall; a seven-foot wide rectangle rising almost floor to ceiling. The paper and plaster had recently been torn away, and the ancient stonework beneath demolished; new, yellowish bricks had been mortared into the resulting cavity. But what really caught his eye hung in the middle of this: a sheet of white paper with a message emblazoned on it in startling crimson. The paper was fresh and new; when Ernshaw took it from the wall it had been fixed there with Blu-Tack, which proved to be soft and obvi­ously new as well.

The message had been printed by a modern desk-jet of some sort. It read:

Ho Ho Ho

Ernshaw’s short-cropped hair prickled. This sign could easily be more empty-headed idiocy from the local scrotes. But there was something about it – probably the fact that it was clearly a recent addition to this neglected pile – that made him think it might be significant. He stepped backward, examining the wall again. It had definitely been constructed more recently than the rest of the building. At its base, two lumps of tapered black wood protruded through a tiny gap under the bricks; some builder’s device, no doubt, to keep the whole thing level.

A hand tapped his shoulder.

Ernshaw spun around like a dervish. ‘Fuck me!’ he hissed.

‘What’s this?’ Rodwell asked.

‘Will you stop sneaking up on people!’ Ernshaw handed him the notice. ‘Dunno. Found it pinned to the wall.’

Rodwell stared at the wall first. ‘This brickwork’s new.’

‘That’s what I thought. Well … they’ll have done all sorts of jobs over the years, to keep the place serviceable, won’t they?’

‘Not in the last twenty.’ Rodwell glanced at the notice, then back at the wall again. ‘This is a chimney breast. Or it was. Probably connected to one of the outer flues.’

‘Okay, it’s a chimney,’ Ernshaw said. ‘Bricking up an old chimney isn’t much of a criminal offence these days, is it?’

Rodwell read the notice a second time.

Ho Ho Ho

‘Jesus … Christ,’ he breathed slowly. ‘Jesus Christ almighty!’

Moving faster than Ernshaw had ever seen him, Rodwell threw the paper aside and dropped to one knee to examine the two wooden stubs protruding below the brickwork. Ernshaw leaned down to look as well – and suddenly realised what he was actually seeing; the scuffed toes of a pair of boots.

Rodwell grabbed the pick and Ernshaw the hammer.

They went at the new wall as hard as they could, and at first it resisted their efforts – but they pounded fiercely, Rodwell stopping only to call for supervision and an ambu­lance, Ernshaw to unzip his anorak and throw off his hat. After several minutes grunting and sweating, mortar was bursting out with every impact – then they were loosening bricks, extricating them with their fingers, guarding their eyes against flying chips. Piece by piece, the wall came down, gradually exposing what stood behind it – though the aroma hit them first.

Ernshaw gagged, clamping a hand to his nose and mouth. Rodwell worked all the harder, smashing away the last vestiges of brickwork.

They stood back panting, wafting at the dust, retching at the stink.

‘Good God!’ Rodwell said as he focused on what they’d uncovered.

Though it stood upright, this was only because it had been suspended by the wrists from two manacles fixed above its head. It had reached that stage of early putrefaction where it could either have been a shrivelled corpse or a wax dummy, its complexion somewhere between sickly yellow and maggoty green. It had once been an elderly man – that much was evident from the scraggly white beard on its skullish jaw, plus it was bone-thin, an impression only enhanced by its baggy, extremely dirty garb. This consisted of a red tunic hanging in foul-smelling folds, trimmed with dirt-grey fur, and red panta­loons, the front of them thick with frozen urine, their cuffs tucked into a pair of oversized wellingtons.

It was not an unusual experience, even for relatively new bobbies like Ernshaw, to discover corpses in a state of corrup­tion. Not everyone handled it well, though Ernshaw usually had – until now.

He laughed. Bizarrely. It was almost a cackle.

‘S-Santa,’ he stuttered.

Rodwell glanced at him, distracted.

‘Fucking Santa!’ Ernshaw continued to cackle, though his glazed expression contained no mirth. ‘Looks like there was no one nice waiting for him at the bottom of this chimney. Only naughty …’

Rodwell glanced back at the corpse as he recalled the words on the sign – Ho Ho Ho. He noticed that a red hood with a filthy fur trim had been pulled up over the wizened, hairless cranium.

‘Christ save us,’ he whispered. The corpse wore a tortured expression, its eyes bugging like marbles in a face twisted into a rigid, grimacing death-mask. ‘This poor bastard was walled up in here alive.’



 

 

Chapter 2

M1 MANIAC

LATEST

–

POLICE ADMIT

FEW LEADS

If it was possible for a newsagent billboard to shriek, this one did.

Detective Sergeant Mark ‘Heck’ Heckenburg observed it through the driver’s window of his Fiat while he waited at a traffic light. Homeward-bound commuters darted across the road in front of him, muffled against the February evening. Much of the heavy winter snow had cleared, but dirty, frozen lumps of it lingered in the gutters.

Heck eased his Fiat forward, glancing continually at his sat-nav. Milton Keynes was a big place; it comprised about two hundred thousand citizens, and like most of the so-called ‘new towns’ – purpose-built conurbation designed to accom­modate the overspill population after World War II left so many British cities in smoking rubble – its suburbs seemed to drag on interminably. After half an hour, the entrance to Wilberforce Drive appeared on his left. He rounded its corner and cruised along a quiet, middle-class street – though all streets were quiet after nightfall, particularly in towns like Milton Keynes, which were close to the M1 motorway.

The houses were semi-detached, nestling behind low brick walls or privet fences. All had front gardens and neatly paved driveways. In the majority of cases, cars were already parked there, curtains drawn. When he reached number eighteen, Heck halted on the opposite side of the road and turned his engine off.

Then he waited. It would soon get cold, so he zipped up his leather jacket and pulled on his gloves. Eighteen, Wilberforce Drive seemed almost impossibly innocent. A snug pink light issued through its downstairs window. A child’s skateboard was propped against its garage door. There was even the relic of a snowman on its front lawn.

Heck took his notes from the glove-box and checked through them. Yes – eighteen, Wilberforce Drive, the home of Jordan Savage, thirty-three years old, a married man who managed the local garden centre for a living. The homely environs made it altogether less menacing a scene than Heck had expected. It would be easier than usual to walk up the path and rap on the door here – this wasn’t the sort of place where cops normally got their teeth knocked out. But Heck was still nervous that he might be on the wrong track.

Not that he would ever know sitting behind his steering wheel. But before he could open the car door, another door opened – the front door to number eighteen. The man who stepped out could only be Jordan Savage: his solid build and six-foot-two inches made him unmistakable; likewise his shock of red, spiky hair. No doubt, up close, those penetrating blue eyes of his would be another give-away.

Savage was wearing jeans, a sweater and a heavy waxed jacket. As Heck watched, he moved the skateboard aside, took a key from his pocket and opened the garage door. There was a vehicle inside; a green Mondeo Sport. The Vehicle Registration Mark checked out as well. It was the same car the Traffic patrol had become suspicious of and had stopped that dank October night. The Mondeo’s engine rumbled to life, its headlights snapped on and Savage eased it down the drive. If he noticed Heck seated in the car opposite, he gave no indication, but turned right along Wilberforce Drive, heading for the junction with the main road. When Savage was a hundred yards ahead, Heck switched his own engine on and followed.

Tailing a suspect was never easy, especially when you were doing it unofficially – but Heck had performed this task dozens of times. Once they were on the main road, he stayed about three cars behind – not too close to attract attention, but close enough to keep a careful eye on his target. Even so, after two and a half miles, when the Mondeo suddenly veered left onto what looked like another housing estate, he was taken by surprise.

This neighbourhood was less salubrious than the previous one. Its houses were council stock, some terraced with communal passages between them, some with front gates hanging from broken hinges. But its central artery was called Boroughbridge Avenue, and that rang a bell of familiarity. Heck didn’t need to rifle through his notes this time to know that this was where Jason Savage, Jordan’s twin brother, lived.

The Mondeo stopped outside a two-flat maisonette. Jordan Savage didn’t get out, but sat there, his exhaust pumping winter fog. Heck slowed to a halt as well – just as a glint of light revealed that a door to the upstairs flat had opened and closed. A figure trotted down a narrow flight of cement steps.

Even from fifty yards away, the similarities between the two men were startling. Jason Savage, who was a mechanic by trade, wore an old donkey jacket over what looked like black coveralls, but he too was about six-foot-two and had a thatch of bristly red hair. He climbed into the Mondeo’s front passenger seat, and it drew away from the kerb. Heck remained where he was, wondering if they were about to make a three-point turn, though apparently there was another exit from this estate – the Mondeo drove on ahead until it rounded a bend and vanished.

Heck nosed forward. This was better than he’d hoped for, but it could also mean nothing. It wouldn’t be the first time that two brothers had spent an evening playing darts together. That said, when he swung around the bend and found himself at a deserted T-junction, he briefly panicked.

Trusting to luck, he swung his car right and got his foot down. Leafless trees closed from either side as he passed through public woodland – this didn’t look promising, but then it gave way to the high fencing of an industrial park, and about fifty yards ahead a red traffic light was showing, a lone vehicle waiting there. Heck accelerated and, to his relief, recognised the Mondeo. He’d be directly behind them now, but he couldn’t afford to worry about that. His police instinct – the ‘hunch’ honed through so many criminal inves­tigations (or alternatively, ‘his imagination’, as Detective Superintendent Gemma Piper called it), told him he was onto something.

The light turned to green as he pulled up behind the Mondeo, and it swung left. Heck followed, but decelerated a little. They were on another main road, with houses to either side, followed by shops and pubs. More and more vehicles joined the traffic flow. Heck slowed down further to allow a couple to push in front of him. Jordan Savage worked his way across the centre of Milton Keynes, negoti­ating roundabouts and one-way systems as if he could do it blindfolded. Heck, who wasn’t a local and in fact had never even been to Milton Keynes until he’d arrived here as part of the enquiry team some six months earlier, found it more difficult, though thankfully that ultimate bugbear of the covert tail – a traffic light or stop-sign separating him from his target – never occurred. It almost did as they approached a bustling intersection, but Jordan Savage halted at the white line even though, if he’d floored his pedal, he could probably have made it through the break in traffic.

Heck was only one car behind Savage at this stage. He too slowed and stopped, by chance underneath a large Crimestoppers notice-board. As well as various telephone numbers, including the hotline to the Main Incident Room at Milton Keynes Central, it carried a massive e-fit of the so-called ‘M1 Maniac’, a frightful figure with hunched, gorilla-like shoulders, wearing a black hood pulled down almost to his eyes, which in turn were half-covered by a fringe of lank hair, and a collar zipped up to his nose. It was impossible to tell in the yellowish glow of the streetlamps, but in normal daylight those eyes would be a startling blue and that fringe a vivid red. To emphasise this, the artist who’d constructed the e-fit had only colourised those sections; the rest of it was in black and white.

Heck followed as the Mondeo advanced through the inter­section. The vehicles between them peeled off left, but the Mondeo headed straight on, taking a narrow street between industrial units surrounded by high walls. Past these lay shabby apartment blocks: broken glass strewed their fore­courts, ramshackle cars cluttered the parking bays. Heck slowed to a crawl, but still managed to keep the Mondeo in sight. It was about a hundred yards ahead when it turned right, appearing to descend a ramp.

He cruised forward another fifty yards, then pulled up and stopped. He grabbed the radio from his dashboard, switched its volume down and shoved it under his jacket, before climbing out and walking the rest of the way.

The ramp swerved down beneath a monolithic tower block, which, from a rusted nameplate, was called Fairwood House. As Heck ventured down, he kept close to the wall on his right. When he reached the bottom, he halted, waiting until his eyes adjusted. A labyrinthine underground car park swam slowly into view. Unlit alleyways wound between concrete stanchions, or led off along narrow alleys between rows of padlocked timber doors. There was no immediate sign of the Mondeo.

Heck walked back up the ramp and climbed into his Fiat, releasing the handbrake. It was tempting to freewheel down there with his headlights off, but if he did encounter the Savage brothers, that would look suspicious in the extreme. Instead, he behaved as normally as possible, switching the engine on and driving down as if he was just looking for a parking space. Once below, he casually prowled, turning corner after corner. There were other exits, he noticed – some were caged off, others stood wide open. It occurred to him that his targets might have exited the place altogether; perhaps they’d sensed they were being followed and had used this car park as a diversion. But then, as he cruised another gallery between rows of padlocked garage doors, he saw orange, flickering light ahead.

Firelight?

He proceeded for forty yards, before parking and creeping the rest of the distance on foot. The firelight was reflecting on a wall beyond the next T-junction. When he edged forward the last few feet and peeked around to the right, he spied a parking bay in which a couple of ragged, elderly men were burning rubbish in an oil-drum. They were bearded and grizzled; one glanced around – his face was weasel-thin, his mouth a toothless maw.

Heck swore.

He went doggedly back to his Fiat. Somehow or other the bastards had eluded him. He slotted his key into the ignition – and bright illumination fell over him. In his rear-view mirror, two powerful headlamps approached from behind.

Heck sank down so low that he couldn’t see the vehicle as it passed him slowly by. But when he peered after it, it was the Mondeo. It reached the end of the drag, turning left. Heck jumped out, running back to the T-junction. The Mondeo was now making a second left-hand turn. He chased after it, sweat stippling his brow. From the next corner he saw that it had stopped some thirty yards ahead, alongside another row of lock-ups. The Savage brothers climbed out, conversing quietly.

Heck flattened himself against the concrete wall to listen. He fancied he heard them use the word ‘van’, at which his hand unconsciously stole to his radio, though he managed to restrain himself from grabbing it. He risked another peek. Jason Savage clambered into the Mondeo’s driving seat, switching its engine back on. Meanwhile, Jordan Savage approached the nearest lock-up, produced a key and, opening its narrow side-panel, stepped through into darkness.

Heck felt a massive tremor of anticipation.

It was several minutes before Jordan Savage reappeared, but when he did he had changed into black waterproof trousers and a black hooded anorak. He handed something to his brother through the window of the Mondeo – it looked like a pistol. Heck couldn’t quite identify it, but a Ruger Mark II had been used in all eight killings to date.

Jordan Savage stepped back inside the lock-up and closed the side-panel behind him, while the Mondeo pulled forward about twenty yards. The lock-up’s main door was then lifted laboriously from within. Headlamp beams shot out as a second vehicle emerged. Heck clutched the concrete corner with such force that it almost drew blood from his fingernails. When a white transit van rolled into view, he jerked backwards, retreating quickly and fishing his radio from his jacket.

‘DS Heckenburg on Taskforce, to Sierra Six … over?’

‘DS Heckenburg?’ came a chirpy response.

‘Urgent message. Immediate support required. Under-ground car park at Fairwood House. Send as many units as possible, block off all exits … but silent approach. I also want a Trojan unit, over.’

‘Could you repeat the latter, sarge?’

Heck tried to keep his voice low. ‘Get me a Trojan unit pronto! And get me supervision … DI Hunter and Chief Superintendent Humphreys. I’m sitting on two targets I believe to be the M1 murderers, so I need that back-up ASAP, over and out!’

He turned the volume down again as the message went rapid-fire across the airwaves. Lurching back to his car, he unlocked the steering, knocked the handbrake off and pushed the vehicle forward. As he reached the end of the drag, he yanked the handbrake on and crept to the corner, where he risked another glance at the cars.

The white van sat behind the Mondeo, both chugging fumes, while the two twins talked. Jason Savage had removed his donkey jacket and put on a similar black hooded anorak to his brother.

If they would just keep the conflab going until firearms support arrived …

‘Any change today, sur?’ someone asked loudly.

Heck twirled. One of the tramps had come stumbling around the corner and was standing out in the open with hand cupped. Grey locks hung in matted strands over his semi-glazed eyes.

Heck glanced back towards the Savage brothers, who were suddenly staring in his direction. A piercing light sprang forward as one of them switched on a torch. Heck jumped back around the corner, but the tramp didn’t move, except to shield his eyes.

No doubt the Savage boys knew there were human dere­licts down here and had discerned there was no threat from them. But it was plainly obvious to anyone that this particular tramp was interacting with someone else.

‘Just a little change, sur,’ he said in fluting Irish, sticking an empty hand under Heck’s nose. ‘A couple of pounds wouldn’t go amiss …’

Heck chanced another glance. One of the two brothers had opened the driver’s door to the van and looked set to climb into it. The other was still frozen in place, still peering along the passage.

‘Get down, you damn fool!’ Heck hissed. ‘Get on the floor now!’

‘Just a little change, sur. An entry fee, if you loike. The price of visiting our little parlour …’

Heck lunged, grabbing the skeletal figure by the lapel of his coat and dragging him out of the torchlight, hurling him to the floor. At the same time he bellowed: ‘Armed police! You’re completely surrounded! Drop your weapons and get on the ground with your arms outspread!’

The response was two thundering gunshots, the first kicking a first-sized chunk from the concrete corner in front of Heck, the second whining past. There was an echo of slamming doors.

Heck slid forward to look. The transit van was already haring away down the passage, its tail-lights receding. The Mondeo sat unattended. Heck raced back to his Fiat, step­ping around the groaning tramp.

‘’Tis a cruel thing to manhandle a fella so,’ came a feeble voice.

Heck leapt behind the wheel, slammed his key into the ignition and hit the gas. The tramp, only just back on his feet, gave a V-sign to the windscreen, only to be blinded by Heck’s headlights. He toppled backwards as Heck wove the car around him, accelerating past the lock-ups, tyres screeching. Far ahead, the transit van rounded a corner at such speed that its bodywork drew sparks from the opposing wall. Heck took the corner tightly as well. The van was still far ahead; at the end of the next drag, it ascended another ramp into the sodium-yellow glow of the streets.

Heck thumbed the volume control on his radio and shouted at the top of his voice. ‘DS Heckenburg chasing! Two suspects for M1 murders travelling in a white Ford van, leaving Fairwood House car park by what I believe is the east exit … no registration as yet! Urgent warning! At least one of the suspects is armed; shots already fired … no casualties, over!’

There was nothing more dangerous, nor more discouraged in the modern police, than high speed pursuit of suspects through built-up areas, yet Heck knew he had no choice. For so many months they’d had nothing – no forensics, no CCTV footage, no crime-scenes, no survivors (bar one, who was severely injured), no likely suspects at all – and now, suddenly, they had everything … just in front of him by a skinny fifty yards, yet moving at seventy miles per hour through a busy town centre.

Horns blared and pedestrians scattered, shrieking, as the white van mounted pavements to cut across junctions. Other vehicles swerved and skidded into shop-fronts, lampposts, or each other; panes of glass imploded, splinters of metal flew. Heck weaved frantically through the chaos. Reaching out of his offside window, he managed to throw his detach­able beacon onto the roof of his Fiat. He shouted again into his radio, updating the Comms suite as best he could. By the approaching wail of sirens, other units were close by, but it still seemed likely that the target vehicle would escape. He lost sight of it completely when it sped through a stop-zone on red, other vehicles slewing sideways, one crunching head­long into the traffic light, buckling its pole and bringing the signal head down in a mass of dancing sparks. The cars in front of Heck shunted together, while others turned sharply to avoid the pile-up. Instinctively, Heck shot down a right-hand alleyway, trying to evade the snarled-up junction, only to see the van zip past the end of the alley, now headed in the opposite direction.

‘DS Heckenburg to Sierra Six!’ he bawled, swerving into pursuit. ‘Target vehicle doubling back on itself, headed west along …’ He scanned the buildings flicking by, trying to catch a street name. ‘Heading west along Avebury Boulevard. The suspects are Jordan and Jason Savage, and they live at eighteen, Wilberforce Drive and fourteen, Boroughbridge Avenue respectively. I repeat they are armed and highly dangerous!’

Ahead, the van mounted a pedestrianised precinct, sending benches cartwheeling. Heck mounted the precinct as well, but the van slid to a halt about forty yards in front, smearing rubber as it pulled a handbrake turn. Heck only realised at the last second that he’d been lured into a side-on approach. He ducked as a gun-muzzle flashed from the driver’s window, the projectile punching the top corner of his windscreen, spider-webbing it.

‘Where’s that firearms support!’ he shouted, backhanding the Fiat into reverse, crashing through heaps of boxes.

A local police patrol, a Vauxhall Astra in yellow and blue Battenberg, came hurtling onto the precinct from the opposite end, sirens whooping. The van lurched forward again, bolting down a side-street and veering left onto another main road. The patrol car made immediate pursuit, litter swirling from its wheels. Heck went next, still shouting into his radio.

‘Target headed north along Saxon Gate! Seventy-five plus!’

The van was all over the road as it hit speeds it had never been designed for, sideswiping a litter-bin through a shop window. The Astra kept pace from behind, only for the van’s back doors to burst open and one of the Savage brothers to crouch there and take aim with his pistol. Over the howling engines, Heck barely heard the detonations, but the three rapid gun-flashes were clear enough. With windscreen peppered, the Astra crashed over the outer-wall of a civic building with such explosive force, the footings tore out its front undercarriage, so that it finished standing on its nose in an ornamental pond.

‘Police RTA on the entrance to Portway!’ Heck shouted. ‘Ambulance required!’

He wasn’t sure that his instructions were even being heard. The airwaves were alive with frantic messages. In front, the van’s rear doors slammed open and closed as it juddered from side to side. The gunman knelt just inside, slotting another magazine into place.

‘Heading east along Portway!’ Heck shouted. ‘These guys are fucking packed! Get me that Trojan now!’

Sirens could now be heard from all directions. A Thames Valley motorcyclist overtook Heck in a swirl of blues and twos. It tried to overtake the van as well, but the van swung right, sending the bike hurtling onto the pavement and glancing along a wrought-iron fence, from which it caromed back onto the blacktop, managing to right itself again – only to flip end-over-end when it struck the kerb of a traffic island, its rider somersaulting through the air.

Heck glimpsed this in his rear-view mirror as he blistered past. ‘DS Heckenburg to Sierra Six! We now have two police RTAs … one on Saxon Gate, one on Portway! At least two officers injured! Ambulances essential! Still pursuing!’

Ahead, flashing blue lights were clustered across a bridge. He hoped this meant that a stinger unit had been deployed underneath, but the white van rocketed through unhindered. Two more police vehicles, a Vectra and a Vivaro, came surging down the slip road; not soon enough to intercept the target, though they managed to block Heck’s progress. He shouted and swore as he took evasive action.

The gunman opened fire again, concentrating first on the Vectra. Two holes the size of hubcaps were torn in its bonnet. A third slug missed, and ricocheted from the road surface, blasting Heck’s offside mirror to shards.

The Vectra lost speed, pouring black smoke. Heck acceler­ated into the gap, he and the Vivaro running neck and neck. On an open, empty road there were manoeuvres they could attempt, boxing the van in, bringing it to a forced halt. But too many members of the public were around. A Royal Mail vehicle spun out of control as the target rear-ended it, trying to ram it out of the way. Heck swerved again to avoid a body-crumpling collision. The Vivaro wasn’t so lucky: it slid across the opposing carriageway, hitting a row of bollards, jerking around on impact, steam boiling from its mangled radiator. The van accelerated again as it found open space, the gunman in the back falling left to right, unable to get a shot off at his one remaining pursuer, Heck.

The two vehicles tail-gated each other as they blazed across a flyover, beyond which signposts gave directions to the M1 motorway.

Heck swore volubly – there would be many, many more road-users on the motorway – and these guys had shown no interest in preserving innocent life.

Before they reached it they hit another roundabout. Here, more police patrols – Traffic unit Range Rovers – were waiting at the turn-offs. They seemed more interested in holding back the public than in attempting to intercept the target, allowing it to roar away unimpeded, spewing black fumes. Possibly, Milton Keynes Comms were issuing orders for officers to stand off. But Heck had received no such instruction, so he continued the chase, bulleting along the slip road and down the access ramp.

The M1 southbound was busy at the best of times. Now, at the tail-end of rush hour, it was heaving. The average speed was still about sixty miles per hour, but it was a fast moving log-jam. Despite this, the van forged ruthlessly ahead, ramming and shunting, ignoring the honking horns and shaking fists. Heck hit his own horn repeatedly, but had to swerve and skid as vehicles were sideswiped into his path.

The bastards were trying to cause a pile-up, he realised. Their plan was to create a barricade of car-wrecks. And on top of that, they were still armed. He glimpsed more flickering blue lights in his rear-view mirror, but they were far behind and nobody in the control room seemed to be answering his messages – at which point his quarry suddenly attempted the craziest manoeuvre Heck had ever seen.

There was a double-sided crash barrier down the motor­way’s central reservation. A fleeting gap appeared – and the van jack-knifed into it, attempting a U-turn.

A U-turn! At sixty miles an hour! On the motorway!

By instinct rather than logic, Heck did the same. The next junction was a good fifteen miles away, and he couldn’t take the chance that the felons might escape.

But even though Heck jammed his brakes on as he turned, he lost control crossing the northbound carriageway, skidding on two wheels and slamming side-on into the grass embank­ment with such bone-shuddering force that his Fiat rolled uphill … before rolling back down again and landing on its roof, its chassis groaning, glass fragments tinkling over him. The white van had also lost control, but whereas Heck had lost it at thirty, the Savage brothers had lost it at sixty. Their vehicle didn’t even manage to turn into the skid, but ploughed headlong across the carriageway – straight into the concrete buttress of a motorway bridge. The resulting impact boomed in Heck’s ears.

That sound echoed for what seemed like seconds as Heck lay groggily on his side.

At length, in a daze akin to the worst hangover in history, he began to probe at his body with his fingertips. Everything seemed to be intact, though his neck and shoulders ached, suggesting whiplash. His left wrist was also hurting, though he had full movement in the joint. With an agonised grunt, Heck released the catch of his seatbelt, crawled gingerly across the ceiling of his car and tried to open the passenger door, only to find that it was buckled in its frame and immov­able. For a second he was too stupoured to work this out; then slowly, painfully, he shifted himself around and clam­bered feet-first through the shattered window.

When he finally stood up, he found himself gazing across the underside of his Fiat, which was gashed and dented and thick with tufts of grass and soil. Clouds of steam hissed from his busted radiator. Passing vehicles slowed down, the faces of drivers blurring white as they gawked at him. Multiple sirens approached from the near-distance.

Clamping a hand to his throbbing neck, he had to turn his entire body to gaze along the debris-strewn hard-shoulder. Thirty yards away, the smouldering hulk of the white van was crushed against the concrete buttress, reduced to about a third of its original length. Heck hobbled towards it, but when he got within ten yards the stench of fuel and rubber and twisted, melted metal was enough to make him sick.

So was the sight of the Savage brothers.

Whichever one of them had fired the shots from out of the back had been catapulted clean across the van’s interior, bursting through its windscreen, his head striking the buttress of the bridge and splurging several feet up the concrete in a deluge of blood, brain and bone splinters. The driver had been flung onto the steering wheel, and now lay across it like a bundle of limp rags. From the crimson rivers gurgling out underneath him, the central column had torn through his breastbone and punctured his cardiovascular system.

Heck tottered queasily away from the wreck.

Other police vehicles were now drawing in behind his Fiat. The first of their drivers, a young Motorway Division officer in a bright orange slicker, came running up. ‘Is that him?’ he asked. ‘The Maniac?’

Heck slumped backwards onto the grass. ‘Let’s hope so,’ he muttered. ‘Bloody hell … let’s hope so.’
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A Note From Mark Sennen

The inspiration for Wunderland came from a couple of abandoned farms on Dartmoor. I wondered who might have lived in these remote, inaccessible places. The first, Teignhead Farm (50.6428N, 3.9316W for those interested in locating the ruin on Google or in real life), lies just to the west of Fernworthy Forest, and back when it was farmed it would have been one of the most remote habitations on the moor.

The second abandoned farm, which is not derelict and gives a better idea of what life out in the wilds might have been like, is on the west side of the moor. Ditsworthy Warren House (50.4791N, 3.9970W), is as isolated as Teignhead, but the house is intact and complete with outbuildings and a walled-in paddock. The house is worth a visit, not least because it is now world-famous thanks to a certain Mr Steven Spielberg. Part of War Horse was filmed at Ditsworthy, which stood in for the fictional Narracott Farm. Duel, the film briefly referred to in Wunderland, was directed by Spielberg when he was in his mid-twenties.

While checking out Spielberg on Wikipedia, I discovered, in an unnerving coincidence similar to the one which befalls the writer in Wunderland, that shortly after Duel he filmed a TV film pilot called Savage …

Which leads me on to this: you might like to check out the two books in my police series - Touch and Bad Blood. They too are set in Devon and feature Plymouth detective DI Charlotte Savage. There’s an extract from Bad Blood after the short story.

I always like to hear from readers and you can contact me via my website www.MarkSennen.com or on Twitter @MarkSennen.


Wunderland

A short story by Mark Sennen

One

 

South Devon Coast. Present Day.

Jane Keynes enjoyed walking her dog on the beach when the weather was rough. Today the conditions were exactly that and the wind howled over the sand from the south-west, bringing rain and spume in at an almost horizontal angle. Beyond the froth at the tideline, breakers rolled landward, smashing themselves to oblivion as they hit the beach.

Fantastic.

Benny barked and then headed off across the open expanse of sand in pursuit of a piece of flotsam. Jane could see something of the wolf about the dog when the weather was extreme. His instincts became sharpened as he realised this was the ideal situation for hunting. The noise from the wind and the surf covered up the scrape of his paws on the ground, and if he approached from the right direction prey would have no chance of catching his scent.

Not that Benny was used to chasing anything much apart from his toys or the odd stick or the plastic bottle he was savaging at the moment.

Jane shouted at him to leave the bottle, and used the long plastic thrower to launch Benny’s tennis ball way down the beach. The dog yapped in delight and raced off after the ball as it bounced across the sand. Jane pulled the hood of her coat up and trotted after the dog, thinking already about the sticky cinnamon swirl she’d bought earlier from the village bakery. With a strong black coffee to accompany it the combination of sugar and caffeine would get her day off to a flying start. And to be honest she could do with a kick up the backside this morning since the deadline on the story she was working on was fast approaching and she needed to finish the piece by the end of the week.

She shouted against the gale at Benny and turned for home. Now the wind was full in her face and she pulled the hood of the waterproof tight to cover everything but her eyes. She staggered on for a few steps until she realised Benny wasn’t following. She stopped and looked round to see him sniffing something in amongst the foam. He jumped aside as a wave surged up the beach, but once the water had subsided he went back to the object. A mass of seaweed lay wrapped around something, the fronds allowing only a glimpse of whatever was hidden within.

‘Come away, Benny!’

Benny scampered off a few metres, sniffing the air and then barking. For a moment Jane wondered if the thing was a dolphin. There’d been several found around Cornish beaches and current gossip was of French trawlermen trapping them in their nets, only to throw the carcasses back into the sea. The story sounded like typical anti-EU rubbish to Jane, but then what did she know?

What she did know, now she was closer, was that this was no dolphin.

She yelled at Benny and this time he heard the anxiety in her voice. He came to heel and she clipped him to his lead. She looked down the beach where a wave had sucked the seaweed back into the surf, the mass floating brown in the white foam.

For a second she thought about just going home and having that coffee. Her privacy was important to her and getting involved wasn’t something she liked to do. But, thinking off on a strange tangent, she figured if she did just go home, the cinnamon swirl wouldn’t taste very nice and the rest of the day would be wasted as she sat in front of the computer brooding.

Her mobile was safe and dry back on her desk so the only option was one of the beach-side houses or the lifeboat station. She tugged at Benny’s lead and set off at a jog towards the village, pausing after a few strides to look back to where brown had now given way to pink and grey. Wrinkled, puffy and very definitely not belonging to a dolphin.

*

Fifteen minutes later and she was guiding two of the local lifeboat crew back across the beach to where she’d seen the body. The taller of the two, Edie Garfield’s lad, Liam, looked into the surf and then back at her.

‘You sure it was here?’

‘Yes.’ Jane pointed a little way up the beach to where Benny had left the plastic bottle. ‘My dog was playing with that.’

‘Right …’ He turned around to his mate. ‘Launch the boat and take a look out there?’

‘Tide’s ebbing, Garf, but I’d be surprised if it had gone very far.’

‘Bloody rough though. At the limits for the IRB.’

IRB. The inshore rescue boat. Jane had watched the lifeboat crew practising in it the other day. They’d zipped back and forth in the orange craft, bouncing over the waves, trying out all sorts of manoeuvres. But then the sea had been much calmer last week.

The other man seemed to accept Garfield’s verdict and shrugged his shoulders. Jane could understand their reluctance. A launch would mean pulling half a dozen people from their jobs, would cost money and that was without considering the dangerous conditions and the possibility of damaging the boat or risking the lives of the crew.

‘And this was definitely a body you say?’ Garfield said. ‘Not alive? A human?’

‘A human,’ Jane said, thinking of the state of the corpse. ‘Definitely. And dead too.’

‘Well then, Garf,’ the other man said. ‘Not worth a shout, is it?’

‘Thing is, we can’t just —’

‘There!’ Jane thrust her arm out, pointing at a patch of seaweed rising on a wave crest fifty metres from the shore.

‘That’s just a …’ Garfield leant forwards, squinting to block out the spray. ‘Bloody hell, you’re right.’

The seaweed parted and a pair of legs flailed in the surf as the body tumbled over on the wave. The two lifeboat men ran into the shallows, wading up to their thighs, but the body had disappeared and anyway, the place where it had surfaced was much too far out for them to wade to.

Garfield reached for the radio he had clipped to the lapel of his waterproof, muttered something into it, and then began to run across the beach towards the lifeboat station.

*

After Garfield had run off, the other crew member told Jane to go home. Nothing she could do, he said. Glad that she didn’t have to hang around to see the body pulled from the sea, she returned to her little cottage which sat on the east side of the village overlooking the harbour and beach. After divesting herself of her waterproofs and giving Benny a rub down with an old towel she put the kettle on.

A few minutes later she was sitting at the desk in her attic room. In front of her a blank screen awaited some sort of input, but at the moment inspiration wasn’t coming. The sight of the body had upset her, but to be honest that was just an excuse; she hadn’t been making much progress even before she’d gone for the walk. The problem was she wasn’t relishing the task ahead of her. She’d been arm-twisted into writing a story for the Devon Artists and Writers fortieth anniversary yearbook. The chair of the association had assumed that Jane, as a successful author, would find it a simple matter to dream up a piece which they could include. Her name on the cover would get the yearbook noticed and help shift hundreds, maybe thousands, of copies.

Jane sighed, thinking not for the first time that DAW had made a mistake. She usually wrote hard-edged crime novels which took place in inner-city Plymouth or the badlands of Torbay or amongst warring heroin dealers in Exeter. DAW wanted something about Dartmoor and the brief was to set it in the early seventies so as to commemorate the founding of the association. Jane thought it likely that no one in DAW had actually read any of her books; they’d just seen her picture in one of the Sunday supplements and concluded the rather mousey fifty-something woman smiling out at them could write a nice little story featuring flower gardens, cream teas and a missing cat. There’d need to be a twee village and a pretty young thing too; certainly nothing scandalous or shocking.

Jane reached for the cinnamon swirl, she took a bite and then drank some coffee. Too hot. She pushed back her chair, stood and turned to the window. She picked up her mug, held it near her lips and blew, the steam billowing from the liquid and for a moment condensing on the window. When the mist cleared she saw the orange of the rescue boat out in the bay, patrolling back and forth, Garfield and his crew searching for the body.

She hadn’t been mistaken, she was sure of that. Someone had died and she’d seen the result. She shivered. Horrible. Death was never nice, never twee.

Sod it. She was going to write something about Dartmoor alright — and set the story in the seventies too — but there’d be nothing about cream teas and no bloody cat either. She sat back at the computer and began to type:

Wunderland. 1st Draft.

Dartmoor, Devon. June 29th, 1972.

As he did first thing every morning …

*

As he did first thing every morning, Sam Tolly stood in front of the mirror in the hall and uttered his number one favourite line from his number one favourite movie.

‘You’re a big man, but you’re in bad shape. With me it’s a full-time job. Now behave yourself.’

Tolly shadow-boxed and made a couple of ‘bam, bam’ noises. The Michael Caine voice was spot on but the effect was spoilt by the reflection smiling back at him: the figure in the mirror didn’t have quite the boyish good looks of the young Mr Caine.

Tolly sighed; Caine was all the rage at the moment, Get Carter having been released only a few months ago. But Tolly wasn’t Jack Carter, Charlie Croker or Harry Palmer, and he certainly wasn’t Alfie. Having been born with neither Caine’s brains or beauty, Tolly’s experiences were limited. Especially with women. There’d been the occasional fumble in a hay barn back when he was in his early teens and, later on as a young man, a misunderstanding at a party.

A misunderstanding.

At least that’s what he’d thought it was at the time.

He’d been twenty and still a virgin. The girl was sixteen and oh-so-pretty. Nice. Name of Helen. She’d danced with him. Smiled. Laughed. Tolly had so much wanted to be friends and he’d thought the girl felt the same way. At first. Later, things had gone wrong. The misunderstanding. He’d said sorry but it hadn’t helped. The incident had resulted in rape charges to which he’d admitted and pleaded guilty. His solicitor had put forward the defence that Tolly wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box. He had no qualifications and a low IQ. There were mitigating circumstances since Tolly was, according to the man in the sharp suit, quite simply ‘backwards’. The court should be lenient.

The judge had disagreed and Tolly went to prison for six years.

Back out under the big skies of Dartmoor he reckoned he’d paid his dues. Inside he’d been bullied, picked on. Stuff in the showers too. Turned out he hadn’t paid enough though. People didn’t forgive or forget. In the little village where he’d been born and raised he was now known as a pervert. In the moorland town of Chagford, where he did his shopping, people spat on the pavement in front of him. Parents warned their children about the man who lived up on the moor behind Fernworthy Forest and told them tales to make sure they behaved themselves.

No matter. Out on the moor on his little farm there was no one to taunt him. His nearest neighbour was three miles away and the steading was accessible only along a winding track. Day-to-day he saw no one. Every now and then there’d be a walker who’d strayed from the path, but they were tourists from out of the area. Tolly would chat for a little and then show them the way back to the main road.

He was lonely, yes, but there were always his friends at the cinema; the girls up on the screen. Then there were the women in the magazines he kept by his bed. Both sets were unobtainable, yes, but no less so than the living, walking, breathing specimens in Chagford. Company of any sort was out of reach, a penance for the sin he’d committed. If the church would’ve had him, he’d have joined. But when he’d once tried to speak to the local priest, Father Ryan, the man had shouted at him.

‘Away, boy, away,’ he’d said. ‘God’s got no time for the likes of you.’

Tolly wasn’t sure if the man meant thickos or perverts. Perhaps he meant both. Either way, Tolly felt saddened. As a child he’d gone to church with his mother and father. The music had been uplifting and he’d enjoyed the free biscuits you got afterwards. Back then the priest had been friendly too.

Father Ryan was different though. There was something in the man’s eyes. Cold and dark, knowing secrets. Perhaps, Tolly thought, it was all those sins the man had to hear in the confessional. Wouldn’t countless sordid stories of masturbation and infidelity, lust and envy affect you?

Tolly took a final glance in the mirror and then went to the kitchen. He stood next to the sink where a speckle of black mould ran up the yellow wall like a leopard’s spots. The mould stopped at a shelf which held a tumbler containing a toothbrush, a soap dish, a shaving brush, his razor and a container of pills. He unscrewed the lid on the container and tipped out a pill. He popped the pill in his mouth and dry-swallowed it.

‘Good boy,’ he said, turning the cold tap on, bending to the stream of water and taking a gulp. ‘A healthy body leads to a healthy mind.’

The pills were from the doctor and he’d been taking them for years.

‘One a day,’ the man had said. ‘They’ll keep you on the straight and narrow. These little beauties will dampen things down, get my drift? Stop you having all those fantasies. Girls and such.’

They had. So far. They’d dulled down everything so the only place where there was any true colour was in the cinema with Mr Caine. Tolly thought of the vivid hues up on the screen as Caine’s character in the Italian Job, Charlie Croker, watched a white van explode into orange and yellows and a plume of black smoke.Boom!

‘You’re only supposed to blow the bloody doors off.’

Nice one!

Tolly grinned to himself and began to lather up with the soap and brush before shaving. It was a shame he didn’t have anybody to share his love of film with, but since the misunderstanding and prison he’d lived out on the moor with only his dog and a few hundred sheep for friends. If the way of life was an additional punishment for his crime, then the sentence wasn’t so bad. True, his tumbledown house had no electricity, an outside toilet, and the water came from a single tap in the kitchen. Luxury was the tin bath full of hot water drawn from the range or his weekly trip down the long track to the road and then the walk to Chagford. When he could afford the diesel he’d take the little grey Ferguson, fill the transport box with his home-grown veg, and drive along the lanes to Okehampton. Nobody knew him there and he could sell the veg at the market. After buying any essentials from the farm store, he’d sneak in to the Carlton and watch a matinee.

Last week the film had been by some young American director called Spielberg. It had been about a man in a car being chased through California by a mysterious tanker truck which seemed to be out to get him. The dry, dusty California desert, with a hot sun beating down, had seemed a very long way from soggy Dartmoor. Tolly had driven home pretending he was in the movie, his tractor weaving through the lanes, Tolly bouncing in the seat all the way back.

‘Get the wheels in line!’

Wrong film, but Caine always had to have the last word, as Tolly turned on to his track, aligning the little Fergie’s tyres with the deep ruts.

After shaving, Tolly made himself breakfast and then got ready to check the sheep. The steading had a few hundred acres around it and Tolly rented the land and the house from the Duchy of Cornwall. The rent was peppercorn and if Tolly looked after the fences and Devon hedges, kept the footpaths open and ensured the place was tidy, he was left alone. Whether the Duchy knew about his conviction he wasn’t sure. It had never come up at the annual visit of the land agent so Tolly had never volunteered the information.

Outside, Tolly’s first job of the morning was to see to the ewes and lambs in the little paddock out the back of the house. The half-acre of ground was encompassed by a dry stone wall which provided protection from the wind. Several sheep had lambed late and Tolly had brought them back to the safety and shelter of the field so he could keep an eye on them. In the warm sun the lambs sprang up and down off a large rock, Tolly’s dog, Jess, watching from a distance. Tolly forked out some extra hay for the ewes and then whistled for the dog. She scampered across to him, ready for work.

Half an hour later and Tolly was near the top of the anonymous tor which marked the northern boundary of the farm and was also its highest point. In good weather it was a daily ritual of his to climb the tor so he could survey his land. Today he could see his sheep had spread out across the grassy field down near the stream which ran past the house. The early summer grass was lush down there and the ewes and lambs were working their way across the field, rumps towards the stiff breeze.

Everything looked fine so Tolly scrambled up on to the very top of the tor, working his way over the big chunks of granite until he stood tall. He braced his feet apart to steady himself. Jess jumped up too, the fur on her face flattened by the wind. She gave a little yap and Tolly reached down and patted her on the head, glad she was with him, glad she was enjoying the morning as much as he was. She yapped again and turned her head into the breeze, raising her nose and sniffing the air. Tolly’s eyes followed in the direction of her nose, thinking he’d be unlikely to be able to see the rabbit or other creature she had caught the scent of. As he scanned the boulder field which fell away from the tor to the east, he caught sight of something down near the gully at the bottom of the valley, something black, but tinged with white.

Tolly held his hand up to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun. Now he could see the thing was a man. He was prone on the ground and from this distance Tolly couldn’t tell if he was moving or not.

Bugger, Tolly said to himself. A walker had tripped and sprained their ankle. Unable to move far they’d died in the gully. He thought for a moment about leaving them down there. The body was on open moorland, really nothing to do with him. If he got involved with this he’d have to go into Chagford and report it and that might well bring trouble. Just a few months ago a couple of policemen had made the long walk from the road to his place.

‘Sergeant Hanning and Constable Finn,’ the taller one had said. There’s a girl missing and we reckon you might be up for it. All things considered. Mind if we have a look around?’

The two of them had pushed past Tolly without waiting for an answer. They searched the house from top to bottom.

‘What about the sheds?’ Hanning had said.

Tolly had shrugged and shown them the outside buildings. They’d looked into each one and then taken a cursory tour of the land.

‘We’re watching you, you fucking pervert,’ had been their parting words. But a few weeks later Tolly’s chips came wrapped in the local paper. ‘Girl Found Safe’ had been the headline and the police hadn’t been back since.

He stared down at the body again, thinking it was strange that the crows hadn’t arrived yet. Which could only mean …

‘Come on, Jess,’ he said, sliding down off the rock. ‘Otherwise I’ll not sleep tonight.’

The dog yapped and bounced at his feet as he began to weave his way down through the boulder field towards the ravine at the bottom of the hill.

Two

 

The cinnamon swirl had long gone and a rumble in Jane’s stomach told her it was late morning. She glanced down at the clock in the corner of the screen. Goodness! A couple of hours had gone by. She’d been so absorbed that she’d forgotten everything else. She stretched and then stood, moving across to the window so she could see the beach. The tide had ebbed and an expanse of sand now lay where she’d seen the body. A blue and yellow Coastguard Landrover was parked facing the sea and a team of volunteers had spread out across the beach. A few hundred metres offshore, beyond the point where the waves had started to break, Jane could see the rescue boat. From what she’d seen of the body, ‘rescue’ was a redundant term, but the crew of IRB were still there, still looking.

For a second she almost wanted to weep. Not only for the unknown corpse but for the bravery, commitment and selflessness of the people out there on the beach. If you were in trouble, they’d help. There was no background check, no payment, no expectation of anything other than a ‘thank you’. As she sat at the computer again she reflected that her own profession was quite the opposite: introverted, selfish and profuse with the most appalling vanity.

*

As Tolly descended, he lost sight of the body as the bracken in the ravine came up around him. In some places the foliage was almost shoulder high and he had to push through as he attempted to head in the right direction. Jess still bounded around like the whole affair was some kind of game, but when they reached the open moor again and the body was not much more than a hundred yards away, the dog sensed the tension.

‘Down, Jess,’ Tolly said, waving the dog into a lying position. He didn’t want her running up and disturbing anything, especially if the body turned out to be in some state of decay.

Jess lay down and whimpered. Tolly moved away from her and towards the body. He could see now it lay not in the gully itself, but to one side on an area of soft grass. As he got closer he was for a moment confused. The man was wearing some kind of dress made of black, heavy material. Twenty paces away now and Tolly could see it wasn’t a dress, it was a cassock. The man was Father Ryan. Face down in the grass. And he wasn’t dead, far from it. His hips were pumping back and forth as he screwed the young girl lying beneath him. The white dress she was wearing was ripped open at the front, the lower part lifted above her waist. For a moment Tolly grinned to himself. Who’d have guessed it? Father Ryan was as sinful as all the rest. Tolly was about to step away and leave them to their business when a flash of red in the girl’s blonde hair caught his eye.

Blood.

For a moment Tolly didn’t understand, but then he spotted a piece of granite a couple of yards to one side of the priest. Liquid glistened on the dark surface.

There was a groan from the girl, but she wasn’t struggling because she was barely conscious. Tolly raised his hands to his head and covered his eyes for a second, but when he removed his hands the horror was still there. He walked across to the piece of granite and picked it up.

‘Father Ryan?’ he said.

The priest made a guttural sound and rolled off the girl. His cassock was open at the front and Tolly turned away for a second. The abomination of the priest with his lust for the girl all-too-plain to see was too much to bear.

Father Ryan was on his knees, scrabbling to get up. Then he was standing in front of Tolly.

‘Sam,’ he said as he fumbled with the buttons on the front of his cassock. ‘The little harlot attacked me. I was trying to help her and there was a … um …’

‘Misunderstanding?’

‘She tried to seduce me. There’s a devil within her. It needs exorcising.’

‘Looks like you’ve done a pretty good job already, Father.’

The priest turned and looked back at the prone form on the ground. He walked over to the girl and knelt and pulled the dress down, covering her nakedness. There was a whisper from the girl’s mouth, but her eyes remained closed.

Father Ryan glanced up at Tolly. ‘We don’t need to say anything about this, Sam. Our secret. You, me and God. Okay?’

Tolly closed his eyes. He’d never been one for praying but if there was ever a time, now was it. He wondered if God would want this hushed up. One of his flock attacked by a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Tolly felt the rock in his hand, heavy, as if it would weigh him down and drag him into the boggy ground to be swallowed by hell itself.

‘Yes, Father,’ he said. ‘Of course. I won’t say a thing.’

Then he slammed the rock into the face of the priest. Father Ryan jerked backwards and rolled over, one arm splashing into the brook. Tolly moved after him and brought the rock down again, this time into the back of the man’s skull. The priest lay unmoving. Tolly lobbed the piece of granite away, the rock clattering against a boulder. The little brook bubbled and in a nearby bush a bird began to sing. Somewhere in the distance there was the bleat of a ewe.

The girl made a sound too, a sort of wheeze. Tolly moved back to her. Around her right temple the hair was matted with blood. She needed medical care and fast. He bent and picked her up, easy, as if she was a lamb. Then he whistled for Jess and set out for home.

*

At the farm, Tolly took the girl inside and carried her upstairs. A fan of his girlie magazines lay across his bed and he swept them to the floor before laying the girl down and covering her with a sheet.

He stood over her for a moment and then reached under the sheet for her hand. His own bear-of-a-palm dwarfed the girl’s as he held it. She felt cold, colder than she should be on a summer’s day. Tolly whistled for the dog and seconds later heard her scampering up the stairs.

‘Stay with her, Jess.’

The dog glanced up at Tolly and then leapt on to the bed and curled up at the feet of the girl. Tolly nodded and then stomped down the stairs and outside to the open-fronted shed where the Ferguson was parked up. He climbed up on to the tractor and pressed the starter.

Whirr, whirr, whirr.

The engine turned over but didn’t start.

Again.

Whirr, whirr, whirr.

Diesel!

Tolly jumped down and ran to the back of the shed where he stored the big jerry can. He kept the can full in case of emergencies, like when he’d had to take Jess to the vet’s in Chagford on account of her eating a dose of rat poison.

The diesel seemed to take forever to glug out of the can and into the fuel tank, but when it had he flung the can down and jumped up and pressed the starter.

Whirr, whirr, whirr … chug-chug-chug-a-chug.

Tolly looked over his shoulder and down at the transport box on the back of the tractor. Should he take the girl with him? For a second he thought maybe he should, but then he remembered the state of the track. She’d be thrown around in the back there and the ride wouldn’t do her any good at all.

Tolly shoved the gearstick forwards, pulled back the throttle and engaged the clutch. The tractor lurched from the shed and he span the wheel and steered out of the yard.

The ruts in the track were dry and hard and the only suspension was in the sprung seat. After a few hundred yards, Tolly was glad he’d decided not to bring the girl. Every so often the wheels of the tractor tried to climb out of the ruts and then bounce back down again. Usually at each occurrence of this Tolly would shout out his Michael Caine line, but now he kept silent. Caine was an actor, the blood in his films fake, and everybody who died or was killed got to their feet as soon as the director shouted ‘cut’.

Ninety minutes later and Tolly was on his way back to the farm. Only this time he was sitting in the rear of a Landrover. Through the glass in the back of the cab he could see the driver - a local farmer - and Sergeant Hanning and Constable Finn from Chagford. Every so often one of the officers would look back for a second and Tolly could see that neither man believed his story. He’d stood in the police station in floods of tears, close to becoming hysterical. Eventually they’d agreed to return with him to the farm, warning him that if he was mucking them around he’d be for it.

As they swung into the farmyard Jess came bounding over. Tolly jumped down from the back and cursed the dog. He lashed out at her with his boot and she squealed as he caught her in the stomach.

‘Now then, Sam,’ Hanning said. ‘Calm down.’

‘I told her to stay with the girl,’ Tolly said.

‘Did you now? Clever dog, isn’t she? Because if that’s true then she’s managed to come outside and close the door behind her.’

Tolly looked across at the farmhouse. He’d pulled the door shut, he was sure. Jess was a clever dog, but she wasn’t that clever.

‘Come on, Sarge,’ Finn said. ‘Let’s get this sorted and then we can get back. I’m gagging for an early pint.’

Tolly led the officers across the yard and into the house. He clumped up the stairs and pushed open the door to his bedroom.

‘Thank God!’ a voice said from inside.

‘Hang on,’ Hanning said, grabbing Tolly by the shoulder. ‘Let me go first.’

Hanning went into the room and Tolly followed.

Father Ryan stood next to the bed, blood all down one side of his face. He gestured at the girl. The sheet had been removed and her dress pulled up.

‘He attacked me,’ the priest said. ‘Left me for dead and took the girl.’ He pointed down at the spread of magazines on the floor. ‘Bloody pervert.’

*

This time Jane didn’t glance out of the window when she rose from the computer. Instead she went straight downstairs and made herself a late lunch. She needed nourishment if she was to come up with an ending for the story and right now she was famished.

The microwave pinged out and she removed the container of tomato soup and decanted it into a bowl. Crusty bread - the remains of a loaf she’d baked in her breadmaker the day before - butter and cheese completed the meal and before long she was climbing back up the stairs.

At the window she stopped and peered out. The rain had set in now, great sheets marching across the beach in lines. The IRB was high and dry having been recovered onto its launch trailer. A huddle of people stood next to the Coastguard Landrover and Jane could see a black body bag to one side. Four of the volunteers bent and lifted the bag on to a stretcher and then they began to walk across the beach towards the lifeboat station.

Jane shook her head. There was no happy ending down there, but then as soon as she’d seen the body in the surf she’d realised that. Death was always a tragedy and for someone, somewhere, a phone would soon be ringing. And the call would bring bad news.

She sat down in front of the computer and stared at the words on the screen. Tolly was in trouble and as yet she had no idea how he was going to get out of it.

Three

 

‘There’s a hundred of them at least,’ Sergeant Hanning said. ‘It’s a bloody lynch mob.’

Tolly watched from a chair inside the cell, the door to which stood open. PC Finn slouched against the frame, guarding him. The little station in Chagford consisted of just a couple of rooms, the cell doubling for interviews and storage. There was a table, chair and a bed. The bed had no mattress, just bare springs. Tolly didn’t think it looked very comfortable. He hoped he wouldn’t be staying the night.

‘And the phone’s still out?’ Finn said.

Someone’s taken the line down I reckon. Whole village is cut off.’ Hanning shook his head. ‘This is trouble, lad. Never seen anything like it. There’s friends of mine out there but they’re not in the mood for talking.’

‘You don’t think?’

‘No. There’s a girl raped and with her head bashed in, probably going to die. Father Ryan attacked too. A man of the cloth. People round here, they’re a bit old-fashioned. Forget the bloody summer of love, forget peace, forget the fact the death penalty was abolished seven years ago. In fact, strike that last bit. It’s because the death penalty was abolished that they’re out there now. They don’t want Tolly getting away with this.’

Tolly shook his head and wondered about saying something. Not that it would do him any good, Hanning and Finn weren’t in the mood to listen. At the farm they’d cuffed him to the big iron gate, and Sergeant Hanning, Father Ryan and the driver of the Landrover had taken the girl away. Finn had remained. Tolly had told him the truth over and over, but Finn had ignored him. He’d gone into the house and when he came out he was carrying a bundle of Tolly’s magazines. He dumped them at Tolly’s feet.

‘Not good enough for you, was it?’ Finn said. ‘So you had to go looking for the real thing. If you ask me they should have castrated you the first time around.’

Finn had stood on the other side of the farmyard after that, making friends with Jess until Sergeant Hanning had returned a couple of hours later.

‘She’s in the cottage hospital,’ he said to Finn as he climbed out of the Landrover. ‘Doctor didn’t think there was much point in sending her down to Exeter. Not with her head the way it is.’

Hanning had come over to Tolly then and punched him in the stomach. Tolly had collapsed, feeling his weight come on to the handcuffs, the metal cutting into his wrists. He screamed out in pain. Hanning laughed and spat on him before undoing the cuffs and shoving him to the ground. Finn came over and landed a couple of kicks and then they were heaving him into the back of the Landrover for the ride back to Chagford.

Once at the station Tolly had tried again.

‘Explain to the judge,’ Hanning had said. ‘Or to a solicitor if you can find one sick enough to represent you.’

It was when Hanning had tried to phone Exeter to call for a van to come and take Tolly away that he’d discovered the line had been cut.

Hanning and Finn had talked in whispers for a bit after that and then they’d locked the front door of the station. When the mob had arrived they’d huddled together again and Hanning had nodded.

‘If it gets that bad, then yes,’ Tolly had heard him say.

There was a splintering of glass as something came through the window and landed on the floor. Tolly could see it was a piece of paper wrapped around half a brick. Finn went over and picked it up. He showed the paper to Hanning.

Hanning shook his head and looked over at Tolly.

‘They’ve given us five minutes, lad,’ he said. ‘After that they’re going to burn us out. To be honest I’m not going to be hurting myself trying to save your skin. Family, see? Wife. Kids. Got to live round here. Suffer the consequences.’

Tolly nodded, thinking this was his penance, not the life he’d been leading on the moor.

‘I didn’t do it,’ Tolly said again, his voice not much more than a whisper. ‘Not this time.’

‘Best save your words for God now. If he’ll listen. Right, let’s be having you. Before they torch this place and we all go to hell.’

Hanning waved at Finn and the younger man went into the cell and pulled Tolly to his feet. Tolly struggled to balance with his hands cuffed behind his back, but Finn pushed him forwards, out of the cell and across to the front door. Hanning was reaching for the bolts top and bottom and then used a set of keys to unlock the two deadlocks. The door swung open and at once there was a cheer from the people out in the street. The crowd surged towards the door, their faces exuding venom, spittle and hatred.

The sky had darkened, heavy black clouds looming over the moor, but on the far side of the street the graceful curve of a Victorian lamppost stood silhouetted against a patch of brighter sky. Hanging from the lamppost was a length of rope, a noose at its end.

*

Jane clicked on the screen to minimise the document. Then she checked her email, hoping for something to distract her. Normally she was religious in keeping the outside world removed from her writing. During the day she didn’t answer phone calls and only glanced at her emails to see if there was anything which couldn’t wait for a response. Right now she’d welcome some sort of intrusion, an interruption, an intervention.

She went downstairs and made herself another cup of coffee and then returned and stood in front of the window.

The beach was fast disappearing beneath the now incoming tide and the waves frothed ever higher up the sand, wiping away the tracks the rescue vehicles had made. Out to sea, dark clouds rushed landward, each successive squall seeming to bring heavier rain. Out beyond the breaking waves, the huge rollers rode in upon a slower, but more powerful swell. Echoes of the deep Atlantic Ocean.

Jane was about to turn from the window when she spotted something far in the distant. A huge breaking wave perhaps. Whatever it was, it was white.

White.

She reached for the binoculars which hung to the right of the window and lifted them to her eyes. Now she could see the sea tumbling over itself on the horizon and there, beyond the squalls in a patch of bright sun, the white sails of a yacht. The little boat was hard on the wind, heading west, trying to make for some unseen haven. Although the storm seemed to be getting worse there was no doubt in Jane’s mind that the yacht would make port.

She lowered the binoculars and returned to her desk.

*

Hands grabbed Tolly and pulled him into the street. A punch caught him on the chin and then another in the stomach. He felt himself pushed along by the mob as it swept him towards the lamppost. Two men stood waiting, one of them holding out the noose. To one side. Father Ryan stood, a grimace on his lips. As Tolly approached he held up the wooden cross he wore on a chain around his neck. He muttered something in Latin. The madness of the crowd seemed to subside for a moment, as if they respected the priest. A lone voice called from somewhere.

‘Father?’

Father Ryan looked at Tolly. Surely, Tolly thought, a priest couldn’t let this happen unopposed.

‘Please,’ Tolly said.

‘No,’ Father Ryan said. ‘An eye for an eye.’

A huge cheer went up and Tolly was shoved forwards. One of the men threw the rope over Tolly’s head and tightened the noose. Tolly closed his eyes, thinking that even Michael Caine couldn’t get out of this one.

Then he felt a speck of water on his face. Then another and another. He opened his eyes.

Rain began to fall, huge drops seeming to come down at first in slow motion, but then faster and faster. A cascade, almost like a waterfall, tumbled from the sky, as if somebody was above them pouring bucket after bucket earthward.

The mood in the crowd blackened even more.

‘Let’s get this over with,’ someone said. A murmur of ascent rang out and the mob pressed closer. The free end of the rope was passed out into the crowd and then somebody yelled, ‘Heave!’

‘Stop!’ The voice was high-pitched, belonging to a youngster.

The crowd turned as one and parted to allow the new arrival through.

She stumbled forwards, the white of her dress billowing in the wind. To one side a nurse held her arm, providing support, but all the while shaking her head.

The girl reached Tolly and smiled.

‘He didn’t do it,’ she said. There was silence for a moment, just the sound of the rain hammering the ground. Then she turned towards Father Ryan. ‘He did!’

‘Nonsense!’ Voices in the crowd rang out. ‘Father Ryan, the priest? The girl’s had a bang on the head, she’s not thinking right. It was the pervert. Hang him!’

‘Wait a moment.’ It was Sergeant Hanning. Pushing through the crowd himself. ‘Hear her out.’

‘The cross.’ The girl pointed at the priest. ‘There.’

The large wooden cross Father Ryan had held up earlier hung around his neck on a chain. The priest lowered his head and took it in his hand.

Then the girl reached up and grabbed the top of her dress around the neck. She jerked the wispy material ripping it down the middle and exposing her breasts. A gasp went up from the crowd. Right between the girl’s breasts there was a red mark, an impression where something had been pushed hard into her flesh. The mark was in the shape of a cross.

There was a roar from the crowd and hands grabbed the noose from Tolly’s neck. He was flung to one side and stumbled over into the gutter. People trampled over him to get to the priest and Tolly edged away, pushing himself along with his feet, his face scraping the surface of the road.

‘Here, lad.’ It was Hanning. He reached behind Tolly and released the handcuffs. ‘Let’s get you back inside the station and brew you up a cup of tea. Then we’ll take a statement.’

Tolly nodded as the Sergeant helped him to his feet and across the street, dodging people heading in the opposite direction.

‘The priest?’ Tolly said. ‘Can’t you do anything?’

Hanning turned to look back and Tolly followed his gaze.

Inch by inch Father Ryan was getting ever closer to God, ascending to heaven as he was hauled up to the top of the lamppost, the rope fast about his neck.

‘Fuck him,’ Hanning said.

*

The story was done. Jane saved a backup copy and then shut the computer down. All-in-all an incredible day’s work. She couldn’t remember ever having written anything so fast. The sight of the body in the waves must have triggered something; brought forth a stream of ideas. Whether the good folk of the Devon Writers and Artists Association would think much of the piece though she was unsure.

A yap as she came down the stairs into the kitchen reminded her that Benny could do with another walk. The morning one had been curtailed by events on the beach. As she put on her waterproof, Benny whirled around, bouncing up and down, eager to be out and about.

By now the weather had begun to clear. The wind was stronger, but the patches of sunlight she had seen far out to sea had arrived at the coast. As she strolled along near the tide line, the rain came down again, but a few minutes later it stopped and the sun shone. Benny snapped at the foam, picked up every bit of flotsam and barked at the seagulls swooping in over the waves. The dog was quite, quite mad, Jane thought. But then, what was that saying about dogs and their owners?

At the end of the beach Jane turned back. Now the wind was in her face. For no reason at all she let out a whoop of delight and began to run. Benny barked and then came after her, shooting past and then spinning round and round. After half a minute Jane stopped, out of puff. She bent and put her arms around the dog and then straightened and walked back towards her house.

At the end of the beach the lights blazed out from the IRB station. The doors to the slipway were closed, so there wasn’t a launch taking place. Probably they were cleaning up the boat or maybe it was practice night for new recruits. Jane decided to pop her head round the door to say ‘hello’.

She reached the station and tied Benny to a railing outside. She went over to the door to the boat store and opened it. Liam Garfield stood over near the boat chatting to a couple of others, the three of them still in their yellow drysuits. To the other side of the hanger the black bodybag lay on the floor. Two people stood over it. They were both wearing white coveralls, the type you saw on the TV in a detective series.

Jane stepped in and let the door swing shut. Garfield looked up. He held out an arm as Jane moved closer, his manner coming over all formal.

‘Better not, miss. It’s not a pretty sight.’

Too late.

‘Oh God!’ Jane raised a hand to her mouth, gagging at what she saw. The black bodybag was open. The fact that the body inside was naked was bad enough and the way the flesh sagged doubly so. But it was the sight of the rope which was the most shocking. The thick brown hemp had been tied in a noose around the man’s neck.
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Bad Blood

Prologue

 

The pain always came when Ricky Budgeon least expected it. Right now a wave swept from within and hit him between the eyes like a needle pushing hard into the bridge of his nose. He put his hands up and gripped his scalp, pulling and clawing at the burning sensation which spread across his forehead to his temples. The last attack had had him writhing on the floor, but this time the jabbing ceased after a few seconds and he merely needed to steady himself. He moved his hands from his head, clasped them tight around the cool metal bar of the gate, and stared across the field into the night.

A scan had showed nothing but the old scarring, afterwards the doctor muttering reassuring words about migraine and mentioning therapy, maybe acupuncture.

Crap.

The idiots must have missed whatever was in there, whatever was causing him such misery. Some sort of mutation of the cells, a cancer or a tumour, the latter growing fat on bad memories, enmity and bitterness.

When the doctor disagreed with his self-diagnosis and said surgery was out of the question he’d thought of taking a drill to his own skull, imagined placing the bit against his head and pressing the trigger. The whine of the motor would come first, followed by agony as the drill ripped into the skin and bone. Then the spinning metal would seek out the tumour and chew it to a pulp. The pain would be gone forever. He had even gone so far as to go to his workshop and set up the equipment. With the drill in its stand all he had to do was press the switch, put his head beneath the bit and pull down on the lever. Eventually though he had decided against it. Whatever the thing inside there was frightened him, but it motivated him too. Remove the pain and what would drive him forwards?

Budgeon stood in the darkness, gulping air and then biting his lip until he tasted blood. The throbbing in his head subsided and ebbed away. He bent and picked up his fag, a half-smoked roll-up dropped as the agony had come on. Drawing on the cigarette he looked out again and took in the landscape spread out before him, the vista which had quickened his heart and brought the misery sweeping in.

Close at hand, the hedges and trees appeared black against the sky. In a nearby field, the occasional sheep bleated, and from a copse off to his right the hoot of an owl rang out. But beyond the empty countryside lay the city, a corona of brightness where a thousand glittering lights promised excitement and danger, their individual pinpricks of heat coalescing like a mass of stars at the centre of a distant galaxy. Moving outward from the core white dots crawled between avenues of static orange: cars heading for the soft radiance of the suburbs and home.

A twinge in his forehead caused him to screw his eyes shut.

Home.

He opened his eyes again and took another drag from the roll-up, pinching the end between the tips of his thumb and forefinger so he could extract every last piece of worth without burning himself. The way he had smoked in prison.

Years ago, before he had gone down, he’d had friends in the city. Friends who’d grown up on the same street as him. As kids they’d pinched sweets from the same shop and sworn at the same old ladies whose flowerbeds they trampled across. Later on, as young men, they’d thrown bricks at the same police cars, shared the same prison cells and sworn vengeance on the same enemies. They’d been like brothers, the three of them. Blood brothers.

Those days seemed so long ago now. As if someone else had lived the time for him.

Budgeon took a final drag from his fag and then dropped the butt to the floor, stamping the orange glow into the mud.

Everything had been fine until she came along.

Why did it always come down to a woman? Almost biblical. Garden of fucking Eden and all that shit.

In the end, he had been the lucky one, sliding around on silk sheets, relishing how sweet she tasted, promising her everything. But afterwards, as they shared a cigarette, he realised things weren’t going to be the same. Not with the others wanting her too. Even among friends you couldn’t reconcile a contradiction like that.

He shook his head and took one last look at the distant lights before moving back to the van and clambering in. The thin, pale man in the driver’s seat grunted and asked him a question. Was he ready to go?

Was he? Peering down on the city and reminiscing about his childhood, thinking about the group of them as little boys without a care in the world, had made him reconsider for a moment. Now, as the warmth of the van slipped around him, he felt cocooned and cut off from everything but those memories. He could easily get misty-eyed again. Half a lifetime later perhaps it was time to forgive and forget, move on.

An ache flickered across his brow.

No, life didn’t reward that kind of thinking. He’d gone soft over the girl and when his guard had been down he’d been betrayed. There were rules, unwritten maybe, but rules all the same. If you broke them you paid and some debts took more than money to settle.

Much more.

Of course he was ready to go. And the sooner they got the show on the road, the better.

Chapter 1

 

Nr Bovisand, Plymouth. Sunday 13th January. 4.05 pm

The noise carried through to Savage in the kitchen. Laughter. Samantha and Jamie’s high-pitched squeals layered over her husband’s voice as he sang an inane song in a mock Swedish accent. The cause of the frivolity was Stefan, the family’s unofficial au pair, who had just returned from his home country laden with chocolates for the kids and two matching sets of stupid-looking knitted gloves and hats for Savage and Pete. Pete had shoved the hat down on his head, pointed out the window at the daffodils in the garden, and teased Stefan about being a little late with the winter gear. Stefan responded in kind, putting on a thick West Country drawl, muttering something about pilchards.

Savage had retreated to the kitchen to make a pot of tea, thinking Pete was right about the change of season. Mid-January, Christmas not much more than a few weeks ago, and already the east side of their garden a swath of gold, ochre and lemon. Other changes too: Pete returning from deployment at the back-end of November after nearly nine months away.

The celebrations had run on into the Christmas period, the result one long spell of parties, relatives, more parties and more relatives. Now the holiday season was over Savage was pleased for life to settle down a little. Pleased too the spring had arrived early in Devon. The forecasters had spoken of a hard winter, but despite some snow in November, so far they had got it wrong. Out of the kitchen window the sun hung low in the sky, a cool yellow rather than the deep red of a summer sunset. Below the sun the Sound lay placid, only a hint of a swell disturbing the surface. A yacht, black against the light, motored in past the eastern end of the breakwater. The crew on the yacht waved to a trio of dinghy sailors struggling to catch a zephyr of wind to take them home before the chill of nightfall. Last night the frost had returned, but the first two weeks of January had been unseasonably warm, pushing the temperatures close to the mid-teens. Weather more suited to t-shirts than to a gift of hats and gloves.

A couple of days earlier Savage had received an altogether different type of Christmas present. One of the best ever, although Pete hadn’t seen it that way. He told her in the kitchen, as she prepared a pizza, her hands floured with dough. The news stunned her and she could hardly take his words in.

‘Scrapped?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Pete said. ‘Decommissioned. Mothballed. Sold-off. Cut up and made into plough shares for all I know. Seems as if I’m to be based ashore now. For good. Bloody stupid cuts.’ Pete’s face looked ashen and his eyes brimmed with emotion.

‘I’m sorry.’ Even as she said the words she knew she wasn’t. Pete might be losing his ship but for the past fifteen years and more she had lost her husband — and the kids their dad — for months and months on end. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t known what she was getting herself into when they got married, but back then heart very definitely ruled head and the day-to-day practicalities of juggling a job and young children appeared to be years off. Pretty soon though, the twins, Samantha and Clarissa had come along, unplanned, and mid-twenties she’d found herself with two babies and an absent father. Later she’d had Jamie and then the tragedy of Clarissa’s death to cope with, Pete around for what seemed like mere fleeting moments.

‘You’re not,’ Pete said.

‘No.’ Savage moved over and hugged him, pressing her face into his neck and kissing him, aware of her floury hands making prints on his jumper. ‘I’m sad for you, of course, sad for your crew too, but I’m not sorry. Have you known long?’

‘Before the last voyage I got an inkling of what might happen. At least the old girl went on a grand final trip.’

Pete had taken the frigate on a circumnavigation of South America, cruising down to the Falklands, through the Straits of Magellan and up the Pacific coast of Chile, using the Panama Canal to get back to the Atlantic. Before that the ship had been on patrol in the Gulf and seen action in pirate alley. As with every warship returning to Devonport after active service, she had steamed into the Sound to a hero’s welcome, although one unnoticed by anyone living outside the city.

Now, as Savage poured water into the big blue teapot, she felt a warmth from knowing Pete would be in Plymouth and bound to a desk for the foreseeable future. With a more normal job perhaps they could have some sort of existence like a normal family. For years she’d coped on her own, but combining her job and home life was almost impossible. Having her and Pete’s parents living close by helped, and more recently they’d employed Stefan. It still wasn’t easy though, and with Jamie being six and Samantha thirteen there was hardly ever a time when she could relax.

The steam from the pot curled upwards and she chinked the lid in place, watching the final wisp of vapour dissipate along with her thoughts as the phone rang. DC Patrick Enders calling from Major Crimes.

‘Don’t you ever have days off, Patrick?’ Savage said.

‘It’s the overtime, ma’am. Worth its weight. If there’s any available I snap it up. I can always take a day off in the week when the kids are at school. So much more peaceful.’

Enders was late twenties, already with three children and a mortgage, designs on a four bedroomed place in Mannamead where his family could spread out and not live cheek-by-jowl. But then when she’d been that age, Savage thought, she’d had the same aspirations. When the twins were born, she and Pete had been lucky enough to find a large wreck of a house on the coast before prices sky-rocketed and such properties became unaffordable to all but the very few.

‘Well, what can I do for you?’ Savage said. ‘I’m just about to sit down with my own kids and have cake and tea so you had better not have something for me.’

‘No, just a reminder, ma’am. The DSupt says not to forget about the Sternway meeting tomorrow. He’s sending you a bunch of stuff, so check your email.’

‘Great,’ Savage said without much enthusiasm. She already had a mountain of papers to read concerning Operation Sternway — the force’s long-term drugs operation — but she promised Enders she would check her email, hung up, and gave a silent ‘thank you’ she didn’t have to rush out. The irony, given her recent talk to Pete about how much his job had taken over his life, wouldn’t be welcomed.

The call from Enders reminded her there was other paperwork to complete too: notes for an upcoming PSD inquiry. The Professional Standards Department wanted to know why she had left the scene of a car accident in which a man had been killed. No matter that the man had been a serial killer who had tried to abduct her own daughter Samantha, Standards wanted answers. Over Christmas and the New Year she had pushed all thoughts of the inquiry to the back of her mind, but now, with the interview looming, she knew she needed to spend time preparing.

She sighed and then went back to the living room to find Stefan teaching the kids some toilet humour. The scatological references sounded twice as funny in Swedish and soon all five of them were conversing in a mixture of languages interspersed with prolonged periods of giggling. Savage turned from the mayhem and looked out through the big window. Shadows crept across the lawn, painting black shapes on the grass which glistened with silver moisture in the fading light. Beyond the garden, the cliff fell away to a mirror which stretched to the horizon where the sun was just kissing the sea somewhere out past Edison Rocks. Sunday afternoon bliss.

Chapter 2

 

Efford, Plymouth. Monday 14th January. 8.35 am

On any other Monday the three builders cradling mugs of steaming tea and sitting on the low brick wall outside seventy-five Lester Close, might well have been discussing the weekend’s footie. Plymouth had gone down three nil at home and the handful of points the team had collected in their last ten games wasn’t enough to appease the fans. A demo had been arranged and there were calls to sack the manager, the players, the board, the boot-boy, anyone who could conceivably be to blame for the team’s recent abject performance.

On any other Monday.

Jed Rammel was the oldest of the three, twenty years the oldest, and he’d never seen anything like it. Except, of course, when he’d been over in Iraq, but that was different. You expected things like that there. Not here, not on a Monday morning when all you’d come to do was dig up somebody’s back yard to put some concrete footings in, preparatory work for a new conservatory. Jed guessed the owner would be cancelling the work now. Nobody in their right mind would want to be sitting out the back any more. Lying bathed in sunlight, relaxing, dreaming, and sipping a beer. Thinking about what had once been buried there. Give over.

Jed scratched his head, slurped another gulp of tea, tried to forget the toothy smile showing from behind the dried-up lips and those empty eye sockets which he knew sure as hell couldn’t see and yet seemed to be staring right out at him.

They’d started that morning at seven thirty with barely enough light to work by. Carted picks, crowbars, sledgehammers and shovels round the back. Jed had checked the instructions and marked out the limits of where they were to dig with lines of chalk powder and a couple of stakes. Young Ryan had first dibs, lifting the broken paving slabs with the edge of his pickaxe and then going ten-to-the-dozen with the crowbar on the old concrete beneath.

Youth, Jed had thought, all now-now-now, no care for the future. And so it proved. Ten minutes later and Ryan was knackered so Jed and Barry took over, breaking the concrete while Ryan shovelled the residue out the way.

They’d found the bones of a small dog soon after. Nothing to get excited about, Jed said, even as Ryan began to lark around. The larking ended when they found the box nearby. Plastic, buried in the soil under the layer of concrete about two feet from the dog. Jed wondered if the thing wasn’t some sort of drainage sump, but when they took off the lid and saw the contents they realised it wasn’t. They’d thought the thing inside was a doll at first. A big doll, sure, but a doll nonetheless. Jed’s granddaughter had one, a large, life-like thing he and the wife had bought the kid the Christmas before last. But no, it wasn’t a doll. They’d known that when Ryan’s spade pierced a hole in the chest where he poked it. Crackled like parchment the skin had and through the split the three of them had seen the bones of the ribcage.

Definitely not a doll.

Jed sipped his tea again. Thought about Iraq. About things he’d never told his work mates nor his wife. Things he’d only shared with the men he’d served with. The type of horror he’d thought belonged thousands of miles away in another country.

‘Losing three nil,’ Ryan said. ‘At home. You can hardly fucking believe it, can you?’

No, Jed thought, you couldn’t.

*

Savage drove into the car park at Crownhill police station a little after eight fifty-five to see DC Jane Calter jogging over, her breath steaming out in the cold air. She pulled the passenger door open and collapsed in the front seat.

‘Off to a property in Efford, ma’am. Right next to the cemetery. Handy, because there’s a body under the patio. And I’m not joking. Wish I was.’

‘Right,’ Savage said. ‘You sure you’re OK? You don’t look so good.’

‘Bad weekend, ma’am.’

‘Oh?’

‘Brilliant, I mean.’ Calter pulled the sun visor down to shield her eyes from the glare as they headed back towards town, the sun still low in the south east. ‘Too much booze, not enough sleep. I never learn.’

The DC leant back in her seat and ran both hands through her blonde bob, pulling at a couple of tangles and squinting at the vanity mirror on the back of the visor.

‘I barely managed a shower this morning, let alone a hair wash, and these clothes are the first ones that fell out of the wardrobe.’ Calter indicated her rather crumpled grey skirt and jacket.

‘I hope you didn’t get into too much trouble.’

‘No,’ Calter grinned, ‘unfortunately not. But I am seeing him again next week.’

As they drove to Efford Calter sat quietly, fumbling once in a pocket for some painkillers, dry-swallowing them and then closing her eyes. Only a dozen years or so difference in their respective ages, Savage thought, but Calter’s lifestyle a world away from her own. Not that she was beyond getting drunk herself, having a good time, partying — Christmas being a case in point. But there was always the knowledge that the next morning any hangover would be punctuated by a seven o’clock visit from Jamie wanting to be up and at the world, Samantha needing a lift somewhere and Pete feigning his own hangover as near life-threatening.

Efford was an innocuous part of Plymouth sandwiched between the A38 and the Plym estuary. A mixture of older social housing, now mostly owner-occupied, and some newer but smaller properties, made the place out to be working class. Really though, Savage thought as they negotiated streets still busy with school-run traffic, you couldn’t tell anymore. Even the tiniest flat cost a small fortune these days.

The web of crescents and avenues which made up the area was interspersed with plenty of green space, the largest being the twenty acre cemetery which Lester Close backed on to. The close itself had been cordoned off, already a number of people hanging round the junction with the main road. Heads turned as Savage was waved through and drove into the close. The road rose in a gentle slope, the houses on each side post-war semidetached, pebble-dashed, uPVC windows with net curtains. The front gardens neat little patches of lawn with a shrub or two for good measure.

‘Pleasant,’ Calter said opening her eyes, ‘but I’m more of a penthouse flat type of girl myself.’

‘Rich is he?’

‘Forces.’

‘Don’t go there,’ Savage said, smiling. ‘And as you know I speak from experience.’

Calter laughed as they reached the far end of the narrow cul-de-sac where a patrol car on the left hand side marked the property, a house in need of some TLC, the front garden full of clutter stripped from inside. Behind the patrol car a Volvo estate straddled the kerb, the rear door up, a jumble of plastic containers and toolboxes crammed in the back.

‘Layton,’ Savage said. ‘The sooner he gets to a scene the happier he is.’

John Layton was their senior CSI and where crime scenes were concerned he could be labelled a misanthrope, believing only himself and his team had any right to be present and hating all other invaders. Especially interfering detectives. Savage got out and retrieved her protective clothing from the boot.

‘You might as well start with them, Jane,’ Savage said, pointing to the builders sitting on the front garden wall as she suited up. ‘I’ll risk Layton’s wrath.’

At the house the youngest of the builders nodded a greeting as Savage went down the passage to the side. The other two stared into their mugs, one of them shaking his head and muttering something under his breath.

Round the back a patio stretched the width of the plot. Or rather it once had because one end was now a mass of broken slabs and concrete, the spoil from a large hole creeping across the postage stamp sized lawn beyond. Beside the hole Layton and Andrew Nesbit, the pathologist, knelt, peering down into the mud. Layton stood up as Savage neared, tipped his battered Tilley back with the finger of a blue-gloved hand and pointed at the brown goo.

‘Bloody mess.’ Layton scratched his roman nose with the back of his hand and shook his head. ‘Builders don’t wear ballet shoes, do they?’

Nesbit glanced round and smiled, his eyes sparkling behind his half-round glasses. He raised his bushy eyebrows, looked at Layton and then turned back to the hole.

‘Mondays, Charlotte,’ he said. ‘What is it about Mondays?’

Savage walked over and peered at the puddle forming down in the excavation, a grey sludge-like liquid which oozed from the surrounding soil.

‘The thing on the right is a dog,’ Layton said. ‘The builders found the animal first. But that wasn’t why they called us.’

Savage could see a set of tiny bones and a pointed skull. A leather collar had rotted to almost nothing but the buckle and a little brass name tag. Next to the skeleton a large translucent plastic storage box, the kind you shoved under the bed or stacked up in the garage full of junk, lay close to the concrete foundations for the boundary wall. A snap-on lid concealed the contents, something pale and indistinct pushing up against one side promising nightmares for weeks to come.

‘According to the ID disc the dog’s name is Florence,’ Layton said. ‘Don’t know if she is named after the place or the character from the Magic Roundabout. Whatever, I’d say the animal was buried a good few years ago. The crate was probably only buried within the last few months.’

‘The lid?’ Savage asked.

‘The builders removed the top of the box. I put it back so the photographer could take some pictures. Andrew?’

Nesbit reached down, long fingers inside his nitrile gloves feeling around the edge of the lid, clicking the plastic back, lifting it off.

Savage gasped at the tangle of flesh and bones inside, the tiny hands clutching at a red house-brick, the torso curled round in the box, foetal-like. The child’s skull had plenty of skin left on, hair twisted in long, curly strands, teeth bared in a mocking grin. The flesh on the limbs and body hung loose, looking stiff and like starched clothing or light brown paper. The child was naked, but there was a bundle of rags up one end of the box. That fact alone spoke volumes to Savage. Unlikely this was a terrible accident, somebody trying to cover up an RTC for instance. Not when the infant had been stripped. She considered the skin again, gone tan, the colour and consistency of filo pastry. The corpse reminded her of mummies she had seen in a museum and she said as much.

‘Desiccated,’ Nesbit said. ‘The body was kept somewhere hot and dry after death and that caused the effect you are looking at.’

‘So how long?’

‘Very difficult to know at this stage. Maybe we will find some entomology or something else organic to help us establish the time the death. All I can tell you for sure is that she was buried here a good while later.’

‘She?’ Nesbit’s confirmation of the gender chilled her, not that ‘he’ would have been any less horrific. It was the fact an identity was even now beginning to take form, a life created from the sad heap of skin and bone. Something solid to mourn over. Something solid to try and seek justice for. If possible.

‘The hair looks like a girl’s and then there’s that.’ Nesbit pointed down to one side of the plastic box next to the rags. A patch of pink flashed out, vivid and incongruous alongside the bone and flesh. ‘It’s a trainer. I didn’t want to disturb anything too much, but I managed to note the size. Twelve. Children’s that is.’

Twelve. Which would mean the child would be half that: five, six or seven. Savage peered down again at the body in its makeshift plastic coffin. Once the girl would have snuggled up to her mummy or daddy, perhaps clutched a teddy to her for comfort as she fell to dreaming. Now she only had a brick to cuddle.

‘We’ll move the box and all to Derriford,’ Nesbit said, standing and nodding to the two mortuary technicians who had come round the corner of the house. ‘It will save disturbing her. Better that way.’

‘Yes, better,’ Savage said, wondering how anything could be much worse.

*

When Savage went back round to the front of the house she found Calter doing her best to intervene in an argument between one of the builders and a young man in a smart suit.

‘Mr Evershed, ma’am,’ Calter said and then nodded to a little way down the road where a heavily-pregnant woman stood leaning against a big BMW with a high-end paint job and a massive spoiler on the rear. ‘And his wife.’

Evershed couldn’t have been more than early twenties. He had close-cropped dark hair and a brash suit with lapels which were too wide. His wrist bore a chunky watch, gold like his cufflinks. He gave little more than a flick of the head to acknowledge Savage as Calter introduced her.

Calter explained that Mr and Mrs Evershed were the owners of number seventy-five. They had bought the property only a month ago with the intention of renovating, but hadn’t yet moved in.

‘Waiting until the sprog is born,’ Evershed said, turning to Savage now. ‘Once that’s out the way I’ll be free to deal with this. We’ll do the place up, add fifty K to the value, sell it on and move up. Easy money.’

‘So you were getting some work done before you moved in?’ Savage asked.

‘That’s just the point.’ Evershed raised an accusing finger at the builder. Bared his teeth like a dog. ‘I don’t know what the hell these cowboys are doing here. I never asked them to do any work. First thing I know about it is when I get a call from our new next door neighbour saying there’s a police car parked out front. As far as I am concerned these idiots are bloody trespassing on private property and you should arrest them forthwith for criminal damage.’

‘And?’ Savage turned to the builder, a man in his fifties, weary as if he’d seen it all.

‘Don’t blame me.’ The man held one hand up and then reached into the breast pocket of his donkey jacket, pulled out a little spiral-bound notepad and showed the booklet to Savage. ‘Job’s down on my worksheet. Number seventy-five Lester Close. Pull up old patio slabs and remove soil and rubble. Dig holes for footings and lay concrete in preparation for new conservatory. Boss fixed us up with it Friday. Short notice, like, but he said it was an urgent job. We had to be in and out by the end of today.’

‘Well you’ve got the wrong address, haven’t you?’ Evershed said, jabbing his finger again. ‘So I suggest you call your boss and tell him he’s cocked up. Then you can go round the back and clear up whatever mess you’ve made.’

‘That won’t be possible, I’m afraid,’ Savage said. ‘Not for a day or two at least. The whole of this property is now a crime scene.’

‘What? You’re joking, right?’

‘Sorry, no.’ Savage closed her eyes for a second and wondered how to explain about the little girl. She decided something approaching the truth was best. ‘We’ve found the body of a child beneath the patio.’

Evershed’s wife had walked up from the car and now she reached out for her husband, grasping for his arm with one hand, the other moving to her swollen belly.

‘Nightmare,’ Evershed said, shaking his head and then wondering aloud about the resale value of the place.

Ten minutes later he was still talking figures as he ducked into his car. His wife stood on the other side of the vehicle for a moment, looking first at the house, then Savage and then staring far into the distance at something beyond the rooftops at the end of the street. She got in, the door clunking shut with a noise which had a finality about it, Savage thinking about endings in her own life too.
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It’s payback time. Deadly payback time …

Enjoy this extract? Buy the rest of the book here:
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The Puzzle Behind The Istanbul Puzzle, a feature by

Laurence O’Bryan

The third novel in my puzzle conspiracy/mystery series (The Manhattan Puzzle) will arrive this coming October (2013). The inspiration for the series, and all the locations that flow from it, Jerusalem, Cairo, London and New York, began for me in Istanbul, in Hagia Sophia to be exact.

Hagia Sophia is a place of practical magic and real mystery, which is little know outside the Arab world.

You could argue, with some justification, that St Paul’s in London is the greatest building in the world. But Hagia Sophia was consecrated 1,711 years before it. And Hagia Sophia has been in continuous use since 537AD.

Do you know of any other building in the world you can say that about?

Others might propose that the Taj Mahal is the greatest building in the world. But only Hagia Sophia has been the seat, the Vatican as it were, of two of the world’s great religions, Orthodox Christianity and Sunni Islam.

When I first visited Hagia Sophia, almost twenty years ago, I was amazed how such a Byzantine jewel, embellished in Ottoman times, could be so little known. So I studied it. I bought guidebooks, coffee table books and history books about the building. I found out that it has a unique history, full of violence and majesty, piety, spectacle and low deeds.

But it wasn’t the history that intrigued me most. It was a mystery I came up against as I perused the plans of the building.

Hagia Sophia was the Church of Saint Sophia, Holy Wisdom, a concept of the Divine Feminine that survives in name only from an early interpretation of Christianity. The current church was built by the Roman Emperor Justinian, and converted into a mosque in 1453 when the Ottomans snuffed out the Byzantine Empire. All this is well known.

What isn’t known is what is in its basements, its tombs and its catacombs.

In all the major Christian churches of its era there are extensive underground areas. In St Peter’s in Rome there are the catacombs and access to St Peter’s tomb through a stairway almost in the centre of its main aisle. In the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem there is the Chapel of Adam beneath Golgotha and underground rooms that are still being argued about. But in Hagia Sophia the plans in every guidebook show nothing underground. Not even a tiny storage room.

And it can’t be said that the rock in that area is too hard to dig. One of the most important ancient underground water cisterns is about a hundred metres away and deep underground. The Basilica Cistern is a magnificent monument to Roman ingenuity also built by the Emperor Justinian. It features an underground forest of 336 columns, nine metres high, spaced 4.9 metres apart. These people knew how to build underground.

In the last few years, investigations have taken place in cisterns and tunnels that are acknowledged to exist under Hagia Sophia, but little has been revealed of the findings.

Dr Ken Dark (Director of the Research Centre for Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at the University of Reading) had this to say about the mystery of what is under Hagia Sophia: ‘Although the recent Turkish work has been important and interesting, if permission and funding could be obtained, a full study of the cisterns and substructures under the building would be a major advance in archaeological knowledge of Hagia Sophia.’

There are myths aplenty about what really lies under Hagia Sophia. One says that the devil is caged there. Another claims that the last Byzantine Emperor took refuge in the walls of Hagia Sophia.

Istanbul suffered greatly during the Black Death and in earlier plagues, so it is possible that underground areas were sealed up because they contained plague pits. It is also possible that underground areas were bricked up before the Ottoman armies stormed the city in 1453.

There would have been every incentive to keep religious icons and relics in the city until the end. The last great siege of Constantinople continued from April 6, 1453 until May 29. Orthodox icons and relics were believed by the Byzantine defenders to have magical powers to defend the city. They had been effective many times before.

Sieges had broken after icons had been carried around Constantinople’s walls.

The last Byzantine Emperor, Constantine XI, would also have had every incentive to rally at Hagia Sophia. He could well have taken refuge and have died there. Hagia Sophia was the symbolic heart of the city. It is still the symbol of Istanbul. Just look at the sides of buses and the symbols on manhole covers when you go there.

Those in charge before the city walls were finally overrun, on that fateful Tuesday in 1453, had motivation and plenty of time to conceal many things and to sow deceptions. Ottoman intentions had been clear for years.

There are rumours that a treasure trove of Orthodox artefacts went missing when the Ottomans took the city. There are also rumours that when the Fourth Crusade sacked the city in 1204, a savage act of defilement, that many of the original relics and treasures of Byzantium were lost, never to be seen again. The houses in St Mark’s Square in Venice were looted then, and perhaps even the Shroud of Turin originated in Constantinople.

Other relics, such as fragments of the True Cross, the Undefiled Lance, and the Sacred Winding Sheet were reported to be in the city before it was ransacked during the Fourth Crusade.

Hagia Sophia was designed by Isidore of Miletus and mathematician Anthemius of Tralles. Both were known for their interest in tunnels and aqueducts. But isn’t, I hear someone say, the tomb of the Doge of Venice, victor of the Fourth Crusade, located in Hagia Sophia? Yes, it is, but it wasn’t constructed until 1205, and it’s not impressive. It’s a slab in the floor of the upper gallery. Why they put an important tomb in the upper gallery is another question.

I have my own views on what lies beneath Hagia Sophia. I have written a novel, first published in early 2012 and soon to be available in 10 languages, called The Istanbul Puzzle, which describes in detail what may lie hidden beneath this great building. But that is a work of fiction, although I have had private access to some truly amazing information about Hagia Sophia.

What I would like to see now, and I know others would too, is money raised and permission given for a proper modern non-destructive investigation of the underground areas beneath Hagia Sophia.

There has been great progress in ground penetrating radar and other techniques in the past few decades. There has also been some exploration of the drains and passages under Hagia Sophia and a movie of that work is currently looking for funding. But isn’t it time for a modern archaeological investigation of what lies beneath Hagia Sophia?

Hagia Soiphia is a museum now, so the religious significance is far less than if it was a working mosque. It was converted into a museum in 1935 by the hero and first President of the Republic of Turkey, Atatürk.

When Hagia Sophia became a museum and the powers of the Sunni Caliphate were transferred to the Turkish parliament, many in the Islamic world were enraged. Indeed, some are still trying to resurrect the Caliphate. That has been one of the main objectives of many Islamist extremists for the past seventy-eight years. To understand why, just imagine what the reaction would have been if Mussolini had turned the Vatican into a museum.

In 1996 Hagia Sophia was placed on the World Monuments watch list. Water was leaking and the level of humidity was rising. Commendable work on the dome and roof was undertaken by the Turkish Ministry of Culture. This work was completed in 2006. A further phase of restoration, with a major sponsor, is recommended. Surely this phase should incorporate a proper investigation of the underground areas already acknowledged to exist? The publicity, and increase in tourists alone, would justify the costs.

Hagia Sophia has been a museum for a long time. Its majesty and the fact that it has survived with its glory intact is a real credit to the Turkish Republic and the Ottoman Empire that preceded it.

We may not find all the treasures that could be hidden under there. But I believe we will find something. Follow my blog at www.lpobryan.com if you would like to learn more about this project. And read The Istanbul Puzzle if you would like to learn a little bit more about the magic of this building, Hagia Sophia, the greatest building in the world.
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An archaic manuscript contains a secret, one that could change the world …


An exclusive extract from Laurence’s new novel,

The Manhattan Puzzle

‘Go for it. The rougher the better, girl.’ The man had a black silk blindfold tied around his head. He spoke slowly, his voice thick with desire.

Xena, naked like the man, went to the door and unlocked it.

‘What’s that? Getting your toys out? Wow, this is even better than you promised.’

Lord Bidoner walked into the panic room. He closed the door behind him, pressed the button to turn on the air management system. The scrubber in the roof could remove the smoke from a blazing fire and turn the output into a vapor trail.

The man, spread-eagled and handcuffed to the stainless steel bed frame, had an expectant smile on his face.

‘Go on, do it,’ he said.

His evening was only just beginning.

The navy Calvin Klein silk suit hanging from the stool beside the bed gave an indication of who he was. Lord Bidoner examined the man’s wallet. His bank ID card, a credit card sized piece of aluminium with an embedded proximity chip, and his family name, Hare, embossed on it, confirmed what they already knew.

The head of global security at BXH, one of the world’s few truly global banks, was lying, face up and naked in front of him.

‘Don’t keep me waiting, girl.’

‘I won’t,’ purred Zena. She stroked his leg, then his inner thigh. He quivered in anticipation.

The man’s wife would surely appreciate the photographs of this event, but Lord Bidoner had more pressing concerns.

He nodded at Xena.

She was dressed in a low cut skin-tight black cat suit that fitted her thin frame perfectly. The man laid out in front of them was expecting something memorable, from the woman he’d met in the champagne bar opposite Grand Central two weeks before. Xena’s story, about being an Ethiopian diplomat’s daughter, and her eager smile, had captivated him.

She ran her finger down the man’s stomach. It trembled under her touch.

‘Don’t stop, honey. Don’t stop.’

With her other hand Zena clicked on the silver Turboflame sculpture’s blowtorch, the most expensive model in the world with its 1500c flame. She held the gently hissing, blue, inch long flame up, watched it glow brighter as her fingers moved slowly down his stomach.

‘What’s that?’ he said.

She didn’t reply.

Hare’s voice was still confident when he spoke. ‘Was that your sister who just came in? Is she gonna join us?’

‘We have a surprise for you,’ said Xena.

The man pulled on the handcuffs. All he did was get them to cut into his skin. It had taken a bit of persuasion, this was their third meeting, for Xena to get him to go this far, but he trusted her now. And he’d made it clear that he wasn’t going to put up with any crap. He’d break the bed if she didn’t release him when he gave the password.

She’d smiled, hugged him and agreed.

They’d even laughed about making a written contract.

‘What’s the surprise?’ He shook the bed, testing its resilience and the strength of the handcuffs. He’d assumed they were easily breakable toys, like a previous pair she’d shown him. But he was wrong.

And he didn’t know that the bed was bolted to the reinforced slab of the panic room floor either. Though he might have guessed there was something wrong when it refused to move under him.

‘Just a friend of mine. We have a little question for you,’ said Xena.

‘Yeah?’ He was still curious, still expectant of further delights.

‘What is the password for the security system at BXH?’

The man didn’t reply verbally. He shook the bed from side to side trying to break free. He didn’t know that his only hope was if his thrashing managed to separate his hands from his wrists, and his feet from his ankles.

And very few people have the strength to do that.

Xena waved the blue flame, raised it, as if offering it up. It flickered higher.

The odour of the burning butane gas filled the room like bad perfume. The sound the blow torch made was a threatening hissing now. Xena placed the tip of the flame against the top edge of the whiskey tumbler the man had been drinking from. The glass turned blue.

‘Wait until you feel this. Then you will tell me,’ said Xena. Her tone had changed. It was demanding now.

‘What? Fu …’ The end of that confident sentence was bitten off by the piercing scream that came from deep in his throat. Xena had touched the flame against the pale skin of his shoulder.

He began thrashing. Like a fish flailing. He moved from side to side, squirming away from the skin blistering heat. But he couldn’t move fast enough. And his legs and arms were stretched out tight.

Easy targets.

The smell in the room changed and the atmosphere with it. Pain and whimpering, sizzling and guttural roars filled the air. By the fourth burn, unexpectedly on his cheek, for a painfully long second, the screaming turned to whimpering.

The man had become a dog.

Then Xena asked him again.

‘The password, please.’ She spoke softly,as if they were still playing a game.

‘If you give it up I will release you. You can explain these little burns to your wife. But the ones I will inflict next will require hospital treatment. Or the services of a morgue.’ She clicked the flame off, then pressed the hot tip hard and fast into the biggest blister she had inflicted, near his ankle.

‘What do you say, Mr Hare?’

The man answered with a defiant, animal roar. He shook the bed under him. The last vestige of his pride in working at BXH bellowed out of him.

Xena lit the flame again. She reached forward, touched it to his chest, ran it fast down the middle until the smoke from burning body hair filled the room with a sickly odour.

‘Stop, Stop,!’ he screamed. His body squirmed to escape the heat.

 ‘It’s #BSD*99,’ he shouted. ‘! Please! Stop!’

Bidoner keyed the password into his phone and pressed send.

‘I hope you’re not lying,’ said Xena. ‘I want all this to have a happy ending.’

She squeezed his thigh with her hand, then stroked it.

Tears streamed from under his blindfold. His cheeks were red. It was good he couldn’t see the weals on his body, because he would know immediately that he wouldn’t be able to explain any of them to his wife.

‘Please, let me go. I promise not to tell anyone. I swear, on my children’s lives.’.

Lord Bidoner’s mobile beeped as an incoming message came in. He nodded at Xena. The code had worked.

‘I believe you,’ she said. ‘But there is one more thing I must do for you.’

She put the Turboflame down, went to the fridge. She took out a six inch long serrated knife, honed with care to a perfect blade, from the freezer section.

She held it in the air, admired its cold edge.

‘Now you will find release,’ she said.

The man’s body went still. His toes, which had scrunched up, half straightened. The only sound was his pain-filled whimpering.

The panic room in the apartment on 5th Avenue, overlooking the skyscrapers of Manhattan, was soundproof. It was why they used the room.

Xena flicked the blade tacross the man’s pale skin, once, then twice, fascinated by how quickly blood gushed, how fast it flowed from a few simple cuts.

‘Those were for my brothers,’ she said.

‘Don’t,’ he whimpered. Fear trembled in his voice. ‘I have two children, a wife.’

She growled, psyching herself up.

‘Prima quattuor invocare unum,’ she said, as she grabbed him, jerked him upwards, castrated him with one swinging motion.

She held the bloody remains up in the air.

His screams of terror and pain vibrated through the room as blood spurted two feet high. A foul smell followed and the man’s words became a babbling.

Lord Bidoner held his nose. He’d seen enough. He went out to the main room of the apartment, with its view towards the glittering Jazz-era spire of the Empire State building. ‘You did good, my dear. The first offering has been done correctly,’ he said, when she joined him.

She was panting.

‘Come here.’

They did it then up against the inch thick glass of the window as Manhattan glittered behind them.

Afterwards, he handed her a balloon glass containing a large shot of Asbach Twenty One. She sipped the brandy, then downed it in one gulp.

Then she lay down on the sleek oak coffee table that dominated the room. The canyon of lights stretching into the velvet Manhattan night reflected all the way along the length of the table and on her ebony skin.

 ‘’

He reached down, held her shoulder.

It was trembling.

‘Three more before the moon rises again. That is what the book says. That is what we will do.’

She smiled up at him.

And her white teeth shone as she leaned her head back and stretched.
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A creak rang out against the muffled noise of night-time London.

‘Sean?’ Isabel’s voice echoed. Her head was off the pillow. Was that a shadow moving? The moment of deep pleasure at sensing his return was replaced in a second by fear, as no response came.

She slid out of bed. Alek, who was now four, was in the next room. If that was Sean out there, playing some game, she was going to make him pay. Big time. She’d just finished one of the most demanding projects in her time as an IT security consultant, and her brain had been fried to mush. She needed sleep.

She stood in the doorway.

There was no one on the landing.

She peered downstairs. The house felt deserted. The heating had been off for hours. She went into Alek’s room, checked his breathing, tucked him in

Was this going to be a replay of that night a few weeks ago when he didn’t come home? The thought made her shudder. In all the time she’d known him he’d never done what he’d done that night.

She remembered the creak that had woken her. What had that been about?

Had she imagined it? Her dreams had been strange again recently. Images from Istanbul and Jerusalem came too often now, as if those journeys haunted her. Maybe that was what had woke her.

She went downstairs, turned on all the lights. Nothing was out of place, though there was an odd smell. A lemony tang, as if a cleaner has passed through. She stood near the front door. This was all Sean’s fault. She picked up the telephone, pressed redial. The call went to voicemail, again.

She slammed the phone down.

Bastard.

Stop it. He’ll be home soon.

She turned out the lights. Headed back to bedtried to sleep. The icy wind buffeting the window didn’t help. Neither did the cold space where Sean’s freckled body should have been.

The matchbook-thin Bang & Olufsen docking system said it was five past three. How many years do you get these days if you murder your husband?

She lay there, seething, angry not only with Sean, but with the idiots at BXH too.and whoever had decided to hold their stupid celebration the night before.

It was bad enough that they demanded he work long hours, couldn’t they at least let him sleep at home?

When she finally woke after a disturbed sleep London rumbled even louder. was ten to eight. Her first thought was that he’d come back, had already gotten up. He usually woke before she did. He could be down in the kitchen making toast with that new poppy seed bread.

He’d stick his jaw out when she asked him what time he’d come in, then run a hand through his thick brown hair and give her that blue eyed innocent look, his secret weapon ever since she’d met him in Istanbul.

She turned.

His side of the bed was unruffled. An ominous prickling sensation ran over her skin.

She took her phone from where she’d put it beside the letter from the clinic she wanted to talk to him about, pressed his number. He’d better have a good explanation. A very good explanation.

The call went to voice mail. She wasn’t going to leave another message.

Her stomach tightened. She felt sick. Where was he?

Her life was not supposed to be like this. She was too young for all this crap. They’d gone through a lot when they’d first met, that watery tunnel in Istanbul, that hell hole in Israel, but all that was long behind them. Their life was peaceful now, family oriented.

So what about that last time he hadn’t come home?

It hadn’t been that long ago. Three weeks, to be precise. That had been a Thursday night too. He’d come home for breakfast, pleading for forgiveness, with that elaborate excuse on his lips. What had it been? Oh yes, a planning meeting that had gone on too long.

Did he think the bank’s mega-merger finally being completed would be enough to placate her? How could a celebration dinner, drinks, explain this? He wasn’t even a full time employee there, he was a consultant, working there for the Institute of Applied Research on a project that had already eaten up a year of his life.

She breathed in, told herself to calm down.

Someone would have called her if something had happened.

He was late. That was it. That was all.

The same as last time. And she would make him pay properly this time. She listened for the soft click of the front door opening. He wasn’t going to let her down. Sean didn’t do things like that.They were going to Paris later that day. They were going to be soaping each other in a pink marble bath at the Roosevelt Hotel on the Champs-Élysées before midnight.

That was his plan.

Everything was ready.

Since his uncle had invited them to stay in the hotel with them while they were visiting Paris, she’d been counting the days. And Sean knew it.

The trip was just what they needed. And such a great gesture from his uncle. He and his wife were the only people from Sean’s family she really got on with. They’d insisted Sean find someone to look after Alek. The Louvre and the Opera House weren’t ideal places for a three year old, never mind one with a hyper-active streak. They deserved this weekend.

And they were booked into the hotel’s honeymoon suite. Tonight they’d be sleeping in a Louis X1Vth four-poster under a canopy of mauve silk. It was going to happen. No one was going to take it away from her.

Not even Sean Ryan.

3

The girl’s head rolled from side to side. There was no turning back now. The effects of Rohypnol wear off after a few hours.

He had work to do.

He ran his hands over her naked body. She winced as he pushed her legs apart, but didn’t wake. Looking at her splayed out made him want her properly this time. But he stopped himself.

He couldn’t afford for his DNA to be found.

He knelt.

The blade made a sighing noise as it cut through the air. There was a spasm of wet jerking as skin, muscle and artery were cut.

And even then she didn’t wake. And the blood began to flow like paint cans tipped over. And as it did the shaking in his body slowed, then stopped, as if the flames of a fever were easing.

He was glad he’d done it quickly. The next job he had to do would be messy.
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Find out what happens next and be warned, this is a conspiracy that could change the course of history …
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A note from Michael Russell

Writing ‘The City of Strangers’

 

‘The City of Strangers’ is the second of a series of historical thrillers set in the 1930s and 1940s, featuring Irish detective Stefan Gillespie. His bloody-minded investigations into murder, crime and corruption in his country’s darkest corners have already brought him close to the dangerous margins of looming Second World War intrigue in the first of the books, ‘The City of Shadows’, and have seen havoc wreaked in his personal life. In 1935, in ‘The City of Shadows’, Detective Sergeant Gillespie found himself investigating two murders that took him to the Nazi controlled city of Danzig, on the Baltic, where the Second World War would start four years later. In ‘The City of Strangers’ he is caught up in another Irish murder, which this time takes him to New York in 1939, then the most exciting and extraordinary city in the world. It takes him to a divided America, struggling to keep out of the inevitable conflict in Europe. Both Irish and American neutrality are being tested by German and pro-Nazi politicians, by British pressure, and by IRA actions in the US and Britain. When Stefan helps two Irish women who are being pursued by the NYPD, he is pulled into a conspiracy that involves the IRA, the German-American Bund, the Mob, and bitter personal enmities. Not only are his life and the lives of the two women in danger, it is a danger that will follow them back to Ireland. Future stories will see Stefan Gillespie’s investigations into murder and espionage in Ireland take him to other cities caught up in the war that begins just as ‘The City of Strangers’ ends: to Lisbon, Madrid, Berlin, London, Rome. It’s a war no one can entirely escape from, not even in precariously neutral Ireland.
 
The Stefan Gillespie stories are first of all stories of crime and detection in Ireland before and during the Second World War, but they also take a quirky, sideways-on look at the war itself from a little known perspective. I grew up in an English-Irish family where the first tales I heard at my grandmother’s knee were about murder, mayhem, Thompson Machine Guns and civil war in Ireland in the 1920s and later. By the time I decided to write my first novel I was living in Ireland and it seemed inevitable that I would combine a passion for crime fiction with the stories about Ireland between the First and Second World Wars that I once heard from my grandmother. It is a world of long memories and dark secrets, where many people still regard the police, even their own police now, as an enemy. The result is the series of novels about Detective Sergeant Stefan Gillespie’s Ireland that began with ‘The City of Shadows’ and is now continued by ‘The City of Strangers’.


An Act of Contrition

A short story by Michael Russell

West Wicklow, 1925

 

The day Donal Kerrigan was murdered, he went to confession.

‘I’m telling you what I heard. Are you saying that’s not how it was?’

It was dark. The priest spoke through the grille of the confessional.

‘Sure, you don’t want to believe everything you hear, Father’

‘Don’t play the bollocks with me, Donal.’

‘Isn’t it my fecking confession?’

‘It is if you’re confessing. I’ve told you that before.’

‘I should let you tell it for me, is that the way of it now?’

‘The way of it is that you don’t sit through that grille telling me how many times you missed Mass, or the day you cursed twice when the heifer you bought at the market turned out to be barren, or maybe how you put your faith at risk by going to a palm-reader at Tullow Fair, or got drunk one night in Sheridan’s and pissed behind the church gates. It’s what you’ve done that’s harmed or hurt someone else you need to talk about, because I already know you have. And when you’ve talked about that and about what you’re going to do to stop it happening again, that’s the time I’ll worry over how many Hail Marys and how many spins round the rosary to give you.’

‘So you’re refusing me my penance, is that it?’

‘You’ll tell me what happened.’

‘If you’re talking about Sarah breaking–’

‘What else would I be talking about?’

‘She fell on the steps out of the cowshed. She’ll tell you herself.’

‘I’m sure she will.’

‘That’s all there is to it.’

‘So why’s she at her mother’s?’ The priest wouldn’t let it go.

‘A woman’s better at looking after a woman.’

‘I doubt she’ll be in a hurry to come back.’

‘She’ll be back today. I’ll be going to fetch her.’

‘It’s not the first time she’s hurt herself, since you were married.’

‘It’s a farm. Do you think I never hurt myself?’

‘How many times did Josie fall down the stairs or slip in the yard?’

‘You’ve no right to say that to me, Father.’

‘I’ll say what I want in my own confessional, Donal Kerrigan.’

‘You’re after saying it enough times so. If you’ve accusations–’

‘It’s not about accusations. It’s about decent fucking behaviour!’

‘I know how to behave to my wife. I won’t have you tell me–’

‘Sure to God, can’t you get hold of your temper? She’s barely a girl.’

‘You never did want her to marry me. What fecking business of yours it was, I’ve no idea. But you put your oar in enough. I know that, Father.’

‘No, I didn’t want you to marry Sarah Phelan. Why would I? I didn’t think you were fit to marry anyone after Josie died. There’s not a woman in the parish who doesn’t know the life you gave her. You beat her black and blue more times than you gave her a good word. She’d lost count of the bones she’d broken over the years. There wasn’t enough strength in her–’

‘You think you’d have something better to do than listen to the gossip of a gaggle of old hens, Father, and maybe show a bit more of the charity you tell us all about. I lost my wife. Is it my fault the TB took her? Jesus–’

‘There wasn’t enough strength in her to fight it, to fight anything.’

‘A doctor too? You’ve some talents on you, even for a priest.’

‘You know what I think.’

‘You’ve told me.’

‘Well, I’m telling you again.’

‘That’s your business. When you put a collar on it’s Someone Else’s.’

‘It’s starting all over, Donal. Can’t you see that for yourself?’

‘A man might have good reasons to take a hand to his wife.’

‘So you did?’

‘She fell down the steps–’

‘Don’t lie in here. Can you not hear yourself?’

‘Maybe you should talk to Sarah. If you’re so interested in how a man and his wife get on, you might remind her what she promised in this church.’

‘And what was that?’

‘A bit of obedience at my own table would be a start. For a woman whose mother’s a fecking tenant of mine, she’s got a strange idea of who she is, I tell you that. She’s never been used to doing what she’s told, that’s for sure. And then there’s the mutual love. Isn’t that what it says? I don’t see any of that, with her lying there in the bed like a fish on a slab. I married her for a bit more than a place to put it. A man’s bed can be cold even when there’s a woman in it. Any normal man wants more than that. Even a priest ought to know. You may tell her what a wife owes her husband. There’s no sign of a child, no sign at all. You may tell her she should be praying for that as well. A woman has to want that to get that. Shouldn’t she show it in the way she is with her husband? Shouldn’t she show him she wants him so?’

The priest said nothing for a moment. It wasn’t so many years ago that there had been a child. There was no reason why Donal Kerrigan’s first wife had miscarried. Women did miscarry, of course, and sometimes there weren’t any reasons anyone could find. But she had never spoken about it. People had their own opinions about the accidents that had happened to Josie Kerrigan. For a farmer’s daughter she had had an unfortunate habit of getting in the way of cows that crushed her up against walls, horses that kicked out at her that had never kicked anyone else, not to mention slipping off hayricks and down ladders, or the times she’d fallen down the stairs in the house that Donal Kerrigan never managed to fall down in a lifetime, even when he was blind drunk. And of course those were only the accidents that something had to be done about. No one doubted a woman as clumsy as Josie was forever in the way of accidents that weren’t worth the mentioning. But Josie was dead two years. Whatever had needed saying it was too late.

The priest was weary of the conversation. He had had it too many times. There wasn’t any more to say. He had tried, as he had tried before.

‘You might get more love if you showed some love.’

‘I’ve told you my sins. I don’t need to listen to any more of this.’

‘No one’s keeping you here, Donal.’

‘Are you refusing me absolution? Is that the story?’

‘Did you say an act of contrition before you came in here?’

‘I did.’

Kerrigan was easier now; they were back to the business in hand.

‘When you go out, say another one and reflect on what it means.’

‘I will, Father. It’s not much of penance.’

‘The penance is to think about what I’ve said to you.’

‘Right, I will so.’

Now that his back wasn’t up Donal Kerrigan did feel that he ought to take some notice of what the priest had said. A priest didn’t know anything about what a man and a woman were together, of course, but the farmer knew he was heavier with his hand than he meant to be. But he didn’t like the way people still talked about Sarah as a girl. Hadn’t the priest said it himself, ‘barely a girl’? She was a fragile thing. He thought that sometimes when his weight was on her, the way she sank underneath him, her eyes shut in the darkness. They were always shut, from the beginning to the end of it. Not for the reasons a woman should shut her eyes when a man was inside her, but because she didn’t want to see his face. She was young, very young. Almost twenty years younger than him. She was still a woman, not a girl.

‘Dominus noster Jesus Christus te absolvat. By His authority I absolve you from every bond of excommunication and interdict. In quantum possum et tu indiges. In quantum possum; as far as I am able. I absolve you from the sins you have confessed. For the ones you haven’t you’ll need to do more than get on your knees. When you know what they are, that’ll be penance enough. Go in peace. In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.’

Donal Kerrigan crossed himself, watching the dark outline of the priest, crossing himself on the other side of the grille. He’d like to have told the old man to fuck himself. On the priest’s side Father Boland felt like saying much the same. But they said nothing. And Kerrigan walked out.

As he knelt in the pew, looking up at the altar, at the Mother of God and at Saint John the Baptist on either side, mouthing the words he had been told to say, he felt short-changed. It wasn’t the first time the old priest had told him how to live his life, but he usually came out of the confessional with enough Hail Marys and sufficient decades of the rosary to make him feel that his place in Heaven was assured; with enough time in the company of the Joyful Mysteries and the Luminous Mysteries and the Sorrowful Mysteries and the Glorious Mysteries to give him the reassurance he wanted. He needed to feel the light come back into his head. It was dark in there sometimes. And the darkness frightened him. There were still times when he kept the nightlight burning by the bed all night, as he had done when he was a child. Being on his own made it worse; he needed Sarah back in his bed. She’d been away for three nights now. He hadn’t married her so that she could run back to her mammy like the girl people kept telling him she was. She was woman enough for some things. He’d heard that, before he’d married her. Not that it bothered him. She was his now and she needed to behave like she was. He would fetch her back from her mother’s. He wouldn’t let her walk out like that again. It wasn’t as if he’d hit her so hard in the first place. It was the way she’d looked at him, like he was something dirty. No man would take that in his own house. He stood up and stepped into the aisle. He genuflected in front of the altar, watched by several of the men and women sitting along the pew, waiting to go into confession. They had heard the raised whispers, even if they hadn’t heard the words. It wasn’t everyone who went into the confessional to argue with the priest. But Donal Kerrigan wasn’t very fussy who he argued with, or who heard him. He walked to the church door, stopping to cross himself with holy water, out into the Saturday evening sun.

Kerrigan stood for a moment, looking from the church towards the mountain behind it. The church stood at the crossroads, with the low buildings of the National School on one side and the derelict house that had been Ted Norton’s farm on the other. He owned Norton’s land now. He owned the long stretch of fields that ran uphill towards the mountain and half the mountain itself. Keadeen was caught in the crisp evening light, and its slopes were purple. The heather was thick this year. It was a long time since he’d seen heather so thick that it coloured the hillside like that, and a long time too since he had walked up the top of the mountain. He couldn’t remember how many years. He had an urge to stand along the ridge of Keadeen again, looking out towards Carlow and Kildare in the afternoon sun. He thought he might do it the next day. He’d be bringing Sarah back from her mother’s later; perhaps she’d come with him and they’d take some food. They would have a day without work, once the cows were milked and the stock was seen to. He knew he didn’t think about things like that enough. Maybe there was a bit in the priest’s words after all, even if the man was a holy gobshite. He wanted his wife to know him when the light was in his head. But for now he needed a drink. He turned back to the road and walked to the bar at Doyle’s shop, at the turning down to Humewood and Kiltegan. After the second drink he decided not to get Sarah. Tomorrow would do. She was the one who’d walked out, wasn’t she? She’d come back when he wanted her. She’d come back when she was told. That would be the last of her stuck-up days.

It was a long evening in Doyle’s in the end, most of it spent on his own, talking to no one, because there was no one he wanted to talk to. The light in his head hadn’t lasted long. It never did. And by the next morning the light had gone, and gone for good. Donal Kerrigan was dead. The shotgun that had killed him lay on the floor of the farm kitchen as he did. He had taken both barrels in the chest and face. The old black dog lay in the doorway whimpering. The hens that had wandered in through the open door with the morning were pecking around the room; by the time the body was found they were pecking at the dried blood on Kerrigan’s face. By evening the Guards had the man who killed him in a cell in Baltinglass Garda station.

*

It was the day after Donal Kerrigan’s funeral. David Gillespie stood in the yard at Kilranelagh, waving his arms at a lowering, disgruntled cow he was trying to push into the loose box next to the barn. The cow didn’t want to go in, and she was in no mood to have her mind changed by the farmer’s flapping arms and ash stick and all that rhythmic shouting, ‘Go on, go on, go on with ye!’ She was eyeing the dark door into the loose box, the figure of David Gillespie, arms and stick, and the space between him and the wall of the barn, and the open sky beyond the gate and the field across the road. Then she made her decision, and with a speed that belied her size she bolted, and as he leapt sideways to block her path she was past him, clattering down towards the gate. But as he turned after her she stopped abruptly. Coming up the track from the road, wheeling his bicycle, a cigarette stuck between his lips, was Father Boland. He stopped too. The black and white Friesian and the black and white cleric eyed each other. For a moment it was a stand-off.

‘Can you drive her back up to me, Father?’

‘I’ll do my best. But she may have the measure of me already.’

‘I want her in the loose box. I’ll stand the other side.’

David Gillespie moved back, standing on the other side of the door next to the barn, with his back to the stone farmhouse. The priest leant his bicycle against the ditch that ran up from the gate towards the yard. He walked forward slowly, his arms outstretched now too, as if in blessing.

‘Come on girl, come on. Gub, gub, gub, gub, gub.’

He made the soothing, meaningless sounds that go with calling stock.

‘Gub, gub, gub, come on with you now!’

For a moment the cow stood her ground. Then she took a step back. And then her will was broken. She turned and made her way into the yard. The priest was right behind her now. He tapped her flank with his hand and she moved faster. She saw David ahead of her, to the side of the door into the loose box. He moved forward, narrowing the angle. With a snort of resignation she walked tamely into the darkness, straight to the net of hay on the back wall, and started to eat. David bolted the door loudly behind her.

‘Just in time, Father.’

‘Ah, by the grace of God,’ smiled the old priest.

‘Will you have a cup of tea?’

‘I will, David.’

The two men walked across the cobbles to the house. The priest was a rare visitor. The Protestant Gillespies were not on his rounds. But it wasn’t a long time since Father Boland and the farmer had spoken, and the visit, though unexplained, wasn’t a surprise. It was only the day before, when David had walked up to the hillside cemetery behind the farm, on the slopes of Kilranelagh Hill, to see his neighbour along the road buried. It was on the way down from the graveyard that the priest had caught him up and asked him if he could call in for chat some time; a ‘chat about all this’ was how he had put it, very quietly. What ‘all this’ was David Gillespie had no idea. Donal Kerrigan was dead. The man who had shot him was already caught. He had admitted the murder. Some people said Michael Burke had good reason to shoot Kerrigan; he wasn’t even in the ground before it was said. Whether it was true or not, it was unlikely to stop Michael Burke hanging.

In the kitchen David Gillespie pushed the kettle from the side of the stove on to the hot ring. He got out the pot and the tea, and within a minute the kettle was boiling steadily. The priest said nothing. He found an ashtray to stub out his cigarette and immediately took out another one and lit it. He moved across to the kitchen table and sat down. David put two cups and saucers on the table and the pot beside them to let the tea brew. He sat down too.

‘Isn’t that pull up the hill from Woodfield getting steeper? I swear to God it is. I don’t know whether it’s my breath or my bones it hits hardest.’

‘I wish I could say it’s your imagination, Father. But it’s not.’

‘Ah, you’re no age at all, David! Jesus, you’re only fifty!’

‘And a bit.’

‘It’s a bit I’d like to see again!’

David Gillespie picked up the tea and poured it.

The priest shifted in his chair.

‘I was in at the barracks to see Michael Burke.’

Whatever ‘all that’ was, he was going to say it now.

‘He’s still there?’

‘They’ll be taking him up to Dublin soon enough.’

David pushed the cup across the table.

‘He’s admitted it though?’

Father Boland nodded, reaching for the milk.

‘They had him brought in the next day. He was seen going up to the farm. And it’s no secret how he felt about Donal. There was a row in Sheridan’s last week. Donal knocked Michael flat in the street. I think there are some clothes too, with blood. That’s what Inspector Riordan told me.’

‘There’s not much to say is there. The only hope he has is that a judge is going to take some account of what was behind it, with Sarah–’

David Gillespie stopped; he doubted it would save Burke’s life.

‘He didn’t do it, that’s the problem, David.’

The priest said the words with a sad half smile and half shrug.

‘He’s told them he did. Didn’t we just say that, Father?’

‘Well, he’s a reason for that.’

‘And what reason would he have to say he killed a man?’

‘The same reason everyone thinks he has for murder.’

‘Sarah?’

Father Boland shrugged again; it was hardly a secret.

‘It wasn’t many years ago the whole town thought Michael Burke and Sarah Phelan were sure to be wed,’ said David quietly. ‘We’d made those two a match when were barely in their teens. Then one day he was gone to England, and she was on her own. Did they even know why themselves? It’s how it is sometimes. I’d still never have seen her marrying Donal though.’

‘No one would stop her,’ replied the priest. ‘God knows why.’

‘We all know why, Father. Because Davie Phelan owed Donal money, and when he died there was nothing to keep a roof over the family’s head.’

‘There should have been another way.’

‘Michael must have known,’ said David, ‘before he came back?’

‘He knew,’ answered the priest. ‘It was a mess. It’s a bigger one now, for the both of them. Now he thinks Sarah shot her husband, since he didn’t.’

‘And how do you know that?’

‘I went in to hear his confession.’

‘Have you told Inspector Riordan that?’

‘I’ve told him what I can. That he has the wrong man.’

‘So you’re offering Michael’s confession to you as evidence then, against the confession he’s already given Gerry Riordan?’ David smiled.

‘It wouldn’t count for much, would it? Michael wouldn’t let me say any of it, anyway, let alone mention her name. But I believe what he said.’

‘And what did the Gerry say?’

‘Oh, he thanked me for coming in,’ laughed Father Boland, ‘and asked if Michael was there on Sunday would I come and give Communion.’

 ‘Can I ask why you’re telling me this, Father?’

‘I have to tell someone. And if I’m going to break the seal of the confessional I might as well go the whole hog and break it to a Protestant.’ He grinned; then he looked more serious. ‘Someone has to help Michael. He won’t help himself so. There’s nothing for the Guards to look at. They have their man of course. They have his confession. I don’t know what to do. I’m not a policeman. I don’t know where to start. But you are a policeman.’

David stared at the priest.

‘I haven’t been a policeman for nearly six years.’

‘But you were in the Dublin Metropolitan Police, and a senior officer to boot. An inspector, am I right? So you’d know where to start, I’d say.’

‘To start what?’

‘It’s simple enough. If Michael Burke didn’t do it, someone else did.’

‘And I’m to find him?’

‘That’s it entirely, David.’

Father Boland shrugged once more; it did seem simple enough to him.

‘Father, I know you mean well–’

‘It’s not about meaning well, so don’t patronise me. I don’t believe Michael Burke killed anyone, but he’s going to let himself go to the gallows because he thinks the woman he loved did. I don’t lightly believe what people tell me, even in the confessional, but I believe Michael. I can’t stand by and do nothing, yet there’s nothing I can do. So I need your help.’

‘And what if he’s right?’

‘Right about what?’

‘What if the woman he loves did kill Donal Kerrigan?’

‘She was nowhere near the farm. She was staying with her mother.’

‘Because Donal beat the shite out of her. That’s what I heard.’

‘No.’ Father Boland shook his head

‘He didn’t beat the shite out of her, or she didn’t shoot him?’

‘She wouldn’t be capable of it.’

‘Did she tell you that in her confession?’

The priest laughed.

‘There you go, David. Even a bit of sarcasm is a start.’

‘There’s nothing I can do.’

‘But you will do it. Someone has to. You have to.’

‘I’m sorry–’

‘All I have is a lifetime listening to people telling me lies and telling me the truth. That’s maybe not so different to what a policeman does a lot of the time, is it? All I can say is that I do know the difference. I truly do.’

David shook his head.

But even as he said no, he knew he had already said yes.

‘Has there been a detective in it?’

‘Inspector Riordan had a sergeant down from Naas.’

‘Do you know if he found anything?’

‘There were fingerprints on the shotgun.’

David heard the hesitancy in the answer.

‘Did they identify them?’

‘It wasn’t difficult.’

‘There were some of Michael’s?’

‘There were only Michael’s.’

David Gillespie took in his breath. It wasn’t getting any better.

The priest gave a faint smile.

‘I didn’t say he wasn’t there. I said he didn’t shoot him.’

*

Donal Kerrigan’s farm at Colvinstown was like any other small farm. Once it had been a single storey, thatched cabin; later the single storey had been rebuilt with foundations and a slate roof; fifty years ago the walls had been raised and a second storey added, with some cut stone to sharpen the window frames and replace the field stone under the grey rendering at the front of the house. It wasn’t very different from the house at Kilranelagh, but Kerrigan had been a far wealthier man that David Gillespie would ever be. Over the years he had spent his money wisely, almost obsessively, buying any land he could that lay in a rough triangle between Kilranelagh Hill, Kilranelagh Cross and Keadeen. He now owned a gaggle of small farms between the two hills and almost seven hundred acres including the rough grazing on the slopes of the mountain. Some of the farms were still tenanted, but sooner or later the tenants went; Kerrigan made it hard to stay and easy to go. And when they did go the houses were more often than not left to the winds and the rain. There was more money in farming the land than there was in rent. It was a lot of land though, even if it was cheap enough to buy the way things were in Ireland. And there were no children to have it now that Donal Kerrigan had gone himself. As David Gillespie walked into Kerrigan’s yard he had been walking past the dead man’s fields for over half an hour. It would all go to Sarah Kerrigan of course; there was no one else.

He looked back at the road he had just come along. Where he was standing was almost exactly where Jimmy Furlong said he had seen Michael Burke standing, looking at the farm, on the night Donal Kerrigan died. David had already stopped at the shepherd’s house on the way. Jimmy had seen Michael clearly enough as he had walked his dog up towards the mountain, to check some traps he had put down for foxes. He had said a word about the weather as he passed by, but Michael had barely replied, turning away from the farm and walking off. That the man was distressed, angry, in some fierce temper, was evident enough, but that was no surprise. He had good reason. Good enough reason, added Jimmy, that if the Guards had given him the back end of the arse of an idea why they were asking the questions, he’d never have told the feckers he’d seen Michael Burke at all.

The door to the farmhouse was open as David Gillespie reached it. He stood in the doorway and knocked. Sarah Kerrigan turned in the dark room. She had a mop in her hand and the floor was wet all around her. She was a slight, tall figure, with dark brown hair, and a fragile face. She was pretty, most people would have said, but there was something more than pretty in her dark eyes and her dark, sun-brown skin. Her face was the only thing that seemed anything like bright in the drab kitchen. She dropped the mop into a bucket of water and dried her hands, that didn’t need drying, on her apron.

‘Hello, Mr Gillespie.’

She might have been surprised to see him at any other time, but not now. Nothing that had happened in the past days left any room for surprise.

‘I heard you were here, Sarah.’

‘Someone has to be. There’s stock to tend to.’

‘I’m sure someone could do it.’

‘I can do it myself.’

She looked down at the floor for a moment.

‘I keep cleaning it, but there’s still blood. I can still see it.’

‘I’m sorry–’

‘I’m sorry myself, Mr Gillespie.’

‘I wanted to see what I could – to see what happened that night.’

‘Well, you’re not the first visitor I’ve had wanting to poke around the place to see where Donal died, but you’re the first one to say it out loud.’

David smiled. ‘I hope I’ve got a better reason than morbid curiosity.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘There are people who don’t think Michael killed him.’

‘I wish to God they were right.’

‘You don’t think they are?’

‘I’m sorry my husband’s dead, Mr Gillespie, though I wouldn’t pretend I haven’t wished it enough times. If I’m honest I wouldn’t be so sorry at all if Michael Burke hadn’t been the man who shot him. He shot him because of me. He shot him because I told him – I told him what my life was like here. As if I hadn’t done enough to him already. And because I said–’

She stopped. There were no tears. It was beyond that.

‘And what if he thought you did it?’

She stared at him, not yet understanding.

‘What if he thought you killed him?’

She looked at him curiously. It hadn’t occurred to her that it wasn’t as simple as it seemed. It hadn’t occurred to her that the man she loved might not have come to the house that night and might not have shot her husband.

‘If he thought you’d killed him, do you think he’d say he did it?’

‘I think he’s mad enough for that.’ She said the words sadly, tenderly.

‘And did you?’

She looked up, startled by the easy way he asked the question.

‘Some people say you wouldn’t be capable. But anybody’s capable, if they’re pushed far enough. And you’ve been pushed, I’d say, in every way.’

‘I wish I had. I wish–’

She gazed down at the floor. There was nothing more to say.

David was still in the doorway. He walked into the kitchen.

‘Do you know where they found his body?’

His brusqueness seemed to snap Sarah Kerrigan out of her reverie.

‘He was here.’ She pointed at the mop and bucket.

‘On his back, on his front?’

‘They said on his back.’

‘You didn’t see him?’

‘They’d laid him out on the table by the time I was here.’

‘And where was the gun?’

‘On the floor too, somewhere there.’

She pointed back towards the door.

‘Not near him?’

‘Not very. Why?’

‘Well, an accident might be a bit hard to take, but if there was a struggle, a fight, even if Michael did it, it might change things in court. What about the furniture? Did it look like there’d been any kind of fight in here?’

‘There was a chair knocked over, where he fell.’

‘And where was the shotgun kept?’

‘Right by the door, where you came in. It just leant there.’

‘What about the cartridges.’

‘There was a bag hanging next to the gun. They took all that.’

David walked slowly round the room, looking at the floor, looking at the wall behind the table, where there was still shot embedded, but not much. Kerrigan must have taken almost all of it. Even without seeing the body there was little doubt that the gun had been fired straight into him.

‘Why are you doing this?’

‘Father Boland asked me. He’s a hard man to say no to, and when my wife came back from Baltinglass, she said I shouldn’t, say no that is. I don’t know why she did, but I’m not always sure why Helena says a lot of things. She doesn’t always have a reason she can explain, yet she’s usually right.’

‘Does Father Boland believe Michael didn’t do it?’

‘He does.’

‘He tried to stop me marrying Donal. He tried hard to.’

‘Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea.’

‘I did what I had to.’

‘It’s not my business, Sarah.’

‘Michael was in England then. I didn’t know he was going to come back. I thought – we both thought – we weren’t much more than children – our lives had gone separate ways – he said he’d never come back. And after my father died – there wasn’t a way to keep the farm – there wasn’t a way to keep anything for my mother, my brothers and sisters – there was only Donal. He knew why I married him. I didn’t hide it. And I tried, I did try–’

*

‘For fuck’s sake, David, what the hell are you trying to stir up here?’

In the back bar at Sheridan’s Inspector Riordan was irritated. He liked a drink with David Gillespie. David had been an inspector in the Dublin Metropolitan Police and that gave him the sense that there was at least one other person he could talk to, even if they never really spoke about the past. The burden of leadership sat uneasily on Gerry Riordan’s shoulders; the office on the first floor of the Garda barracks was more isolated than a lot of men would have let it be; but there were reasons. Inspector Riordan had been in the Royal Irish Constabulary. Like David Gillespie in the DMP he had worked after the Easter Rising as a servant of the Crown, trying to keep some separation between himself and what was going on all around him. Faced with a war he wanted no part in David Gillespie had walked away from the DMP, prepared neither to betray the men he worked with to the IRA nor to betray the IRA men he knew to the British. Gerry Riordan had survived the War of Independence in the ranks of the RIC, but he had been forced to take a side. The information he had passed to the IRA was never important; he never knew what they did with it. He didn’t ask. But he did know there were RIC men who had died who were men he worked with, who had been his friends. It was something he would never entirely forget. Now he was part of a new police force, the Free State’s Garda Síochána, full of younger men who would never believe that anyone who had been in the RIC could be trusted. The fact that he may once have sent out men he knew to be shot, even if he had chosen to speak of it, wouldn’t have been enough.

‘I’ve had all this from Father Boland already. It’s bollocks!’

‘Well, if it’s bollocks, then it’ll be plain enough that’s what it is.’

‘You know what you’re doing?’

‘I’m checking you haven’t missed anything, Gerry.’

‘And what about Sarah Kerrigan?’

‘What about her?’

‘You think it’s a good idea to give her the hope that Michael Burke isn’t going to trial?’ Riordan lowered his voice. ‘And that he won’t hang?’

‘Is that what you think?’

‘Look, he says he walked up there to have it out with Donal Kerrigan and they’d a blazing row. They’d already had rows since Michael came back from England last month. There’d been a fight in here that ended up out in the street. And I don’t doubt what was already a bad match for Sarah was the worse for all that. Donal Kerrigan had a name for the way he treated his women, whether it was Josie or Sarah. And it was a beating he gave Sarah last week that was the last straw for Michael. That’s what he said to me. She’d walked out of the place and gone to her mother’s, but it was only a matter of time before she was back. So Michael Burke went up there to tell Donal if he touched her again, it’d be the last time he touched anyone so.’

‘That’s what he said?’

‘That’s what he said. It couldn’t be plainer.’

‘So was there another fight?’

‘No. What Michael says is that Donal just sat there and laughed at him. He was pissed enough. He’d been the whole evening in Doyle’s. He said he’d do what he liked with his own wife. You knew the man yourself.’

‘It’s a pity there was no one else to tell him to keep his hands off her.’

‘I’ve done my share, David. He’s been warned enough times.’

‘The warnings didn’t do much for Josie. They wouldn’t for Sarah.’

‘What’s between a husband and wife is their own business. That’s not only most of the law, it’s what the world wants. If I tried to take every man who slapped his wife about to court I’d be a laughing stock. It’s not my job.’

‘So what happened next? Donal and Michael?’

‘The gun was by the door. Michael picked it up. He took two cartridges from a bag and he put them in it. He told Donal he meant what he said, and when Donal just kept laughing at him, he pulled both triggers.’

‘I see.’

‘Then you’ll see why he’d be very lucky not to hang as well.’

‘So you’re assuming after Jimmy Furlong saw Michael Burke that night, standing by the gate, then walking off, that he went back to see Donal. Or had he already been there? No one saw him anywhere near later?’

‘No. Who’d be there to see anyone? But he went back.’

‘When?’

‘Ten, eleven, he’s not sure. The mood he was in he wouldn’t be.’

‘What about these fingerprints?’

‘They’re on the shotgun?’

‘That’s hard.’

‘It’s hard enough to put his head in a noose,’ said Riordan shortly.

Stefan said nothing for a moment. Then he shook his head.

‘When I used to look at these things, when I was going through the reports from detectives, I always used to look hardest at anything that didn’t make sense, because most things did. Even when you’re looking at something you know is a pack of lies, it makes sense as a pack of lies. You’d look at a dozen reports and what twenty-five witnesses had to say and what a couple of suspects had to say about where they were, and it would all make a great story, or maybe several great stories. People said different things. People saw different things. You wouldn’t expect them all to say the same. But sometimes there’d be things that just weren’t right, that didn’t fit any of the stories, that you couldn’t even fit in with the lies you were hearing.’

‘You’re wasting your time, David. As for what you’ll do to Sarah–’

David Gillespie cut him off. ‘The fingerprints aren’t right, are they?’

‘The fingerprints are the end of it, David, even if he denied–’

‘Just Michael Burke’s? Is that it? Not a single other print?’

‘Who else did you have in mind?’ Riordan smiled, shaking his head.

‘I had in mind Donal Kerrigan and maybe Sarah. If Donal owned a pair of thousand pound silver-inlaid Purdeys he kept in a locked box, I might believe he had them so spotlessly clean that there was never a fingerprint on them, and he’d take them in and out of the box with a pair of linen gloves on. But the gun a farmer keeps by the door for shooting vermin, without a fingerprint from the people who live in the house? Does that sound right?’

‘What sounds right is that Michael Burke’s prints are on it.’

David Gillespie shrugged, picking up the two glasses.

‘We’ll have the one we came for.’

As he walked to the bar he could feel his heart beating faster. When Father Boland had told him about the fingerprints at Kilranelagh he had only heard what was damning; he hadn’t taken hold of it until just now. But somewhere the oddness of it had been fermenting in his mind. For the first time he had more than what the priest had heard in Michael Burke’s confession. It wasn’t much. It was barely anything at all. But he had it.

When he left Sheridan’s David Gillespie rode his bicycle out on the Kiltegan Road, on to the turning up to Kilranelagh. His mind was racing. The priest was right. He had got no further with Gerry Riordan of course and despite the fact that it was the inspector who had arrived at the pub to show his irritation at David’s interference in matters that didn’t concern him, when they parted it was David Gillespie who was the more irritable of the two. They might have left both the Dublin Metropolitan Police and the Royal Irish Constabulary behind them years before, but Riordan’s inability to look further than the end of his own nose (and a couple more drinks than David would normally have taken) only confirmed for ex-Inspector Gillespie what had always been the received opinion of the DMP; if you needed to find a pig-ignorant culchie in a uniform that didn’t fit for some reason, all you had to do was stop an RIC man and you had one. The shotgun had been wiped of prints. It was the only possible explanation. And unless Michael Burke had wiped it clean of any other prints, then picked it up again just to put his own prints, and only his, back all over it, someone else had done the wiping.

Only one car passed him on the Kiltegan Road, a dark saloon, somewhere past the hospital. He rode on to Woodfield and Kilranelagh, still angry with Gerry Riordan’s bloody-minded lack of imagination. He was aware of a car behind him, slowing down. There was a rear lamp on the bicycle, but he was pretty sure the oil had burnt out. He glanced back into the car’s headlights to wave it on past him. The dark saloon pulled round him and as it passed him it stopped, so suddenly that he almost rode straight into the back of it. A man in a long coat, his hat pulled down hard over his brow, opened the front passenger door and got out. David was tempted to tell the driver what he thought of his braking, but he assumed they were lost.

‘Are you looking for somewhere?’

The man in the coat walked forward.

‘Mr Gillespie?’

‘It is.’ David looked at the car. ‘Didn’t you pass me on the road?’

‘We’d like a word if that’s all right with you.’

The words were polite, as words, but not the way they were delivered.

‘What about?’

The man put his hands in his pocket. As he did the coat opened; in the dim light from the bicycle’s front lamp something metal caught. David saw enough to know it was a pistol. He knew enough to know who they were.

‘I think you’ve got the wrong man.’

‘We’ve got some questions. We won’t keep you long.’

‘You better ask them then.’

‘Get in the car.’

‘Oh, no!’

The man took his hand out of his pocket and opened the coat more.

‘No one’s going to hurt you.’

As he said it he put his hand on the gun.

David let the bicycle fall against the ditch. He walked to the car with the man and watched him open a rear door. He got in; the door shut. The man with the gun climbed back into the front passenger seat. The driver turned off the car lights, but the engine was still running. He turned round to David. The collar of his trench coat was turned up. The brim of his hat was turned down to. It was near enough to a uniform. It was now very dark.

‘I told your friend, you’ve got the wrong David Gillespie.’

‘What were you doing at Donal Kerrigan’s today?’

‘Kerrigan’s?’

It was an unexpected question. It wasn’t that he had any questions to expect, but what the IRA had to do with him asking questions about how Donal Kerrigan died wasn’t easy to get hold of. He felt slightly reassured though. The car wasn’t moving. There was no one next to him in the back. He knew enough, from the old days and the not so old days of the Civil War, to know that this had to be what passed in IRA circles for an informal chat.

‘You know what happened there last week?’ said David.

‘Yes.’

‘You know a man’s confessed to the killing?’

‘Michael Burke.’

‘I don’t think he did it. That’s what I was doing there.’

There was silence for a moment.

‘And what business is it of yours?’

‘Well, if he keeps on saying he did it, they’ll probably hang him.’

‘So you know who did do it, do you?’

‘I’ve got no idea.’

‘You were a DMP man, is that right?’

‘A long time ago.’

‘Old habits.’

‘I was a policeman, yes. Maybe the man needs some help that way.’

‘Those aren’t the old habits I meant, Mr Gillespie.’

‘I left in 1920 for God’s sake. It wasn’t my war.’

‘And you think that war’s over?’

‘Do you have to pull people off the street to argue about the Treaty with now? I’m a farmer. I don’t need any opinions about anybody’s wars.’

‘Then you need to stick to farming.’

‘I’m trying to help a man, that’s all.’

‘So what did you find out?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing’s good. Kerrigan’s dead. If I were you I’d leave it at that.’

‘But Michael Burke didn’t kill him.’

‘It doesn’t matter who killed him. Don’t make it your business so.’

The driver turned round. He switched the lights back on. They lit the long straight road that stretched up towards Kilranelagh Cross that was called the New Line. The other man got out and opened the rear door for David Gillespie. He stepped out. The saloon moved away, picking up speed. David watched it for a moment. He pulled up the bicycle and got on it. He rode a few yards and then stopped. He was shaking. He took his breath slowly, calming himself, then rode on, turning into the winding lane that led up to Kilranelagh. Donal Kerrigan had been involved in a lot more than marrying a woman who was loved by another man and beating the daylights out of her; that was obvious enough. And whatever it was he was doing with the IRA or for the IRA, he’d crossed someone. It wasn’t the hardest thing to do, especially for a man who couldn’t walk out of his front door without crossing one of his neighbours. And the people he’d crossed were very definitely the kind of people who’d think about wiping the fingerprints off a gun that had just been used to kill someone. Proving any of that was a different matter though, especially as the people Kerrigan had crossed certainly wouldn’t want it proved. He could hardly call them in as character witnesses for Michael Burke. They would be happy enough to let him hang.

*

‘Jesus Christ!’ Inspector Gerry Riordan stared out of the window of his office. The view across Edward Street towards the stone walls of the mill held no great attraction, but it held more than the conversation he was having with David Gillespie, only a night’s sleep away from the row in Sheridan’s. He’d thought that was the end of it. The story was about the fingerprints on the gun, not the fingerprints that weren’t on the gun.

‘Is that Jesus Christ we were after putting a noose round the wrong man’s neck, Gerry, or Jesus Christ keep your fecking nose out of this?’

‘Let’s just say Jesus Christ covers all eventualities, for the moment, including the ones we haven’t got to. So did you know these fellers at all?’

‘No. It was no one I’d ever seen.’

‘I’d have a fair idea who’s an IRA man around here,’ said the inspector, turning round now. ‘Not your Saturday night “We’re-All-off-to-Dublin-in-the-Green” sort. I mean the one’s who give the orders and the ones who like dressing up in a Sam Brown belt and running around the mountains, and the ones who’d think the best thing about a Garda uniform’s that it gives you something to aim at. I’d have put Donal down as a Saturday night gobshite, who wouldn’t even have known the words to half the songs.’

‘Me too. Still, I’d say recruits are thin on the ground these days.’ David smiled. ‘If they ruled out the gobshites, where would they be then?’

‘I’d have known,’ said Inspector Riordan.

‘It doesn’t have to put him in the IRA. If he got on the wrong side–’

Riordan shook his head. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘There we are again. Things that don’t make any sense. Those are the things to look at. I’ve given you a good reason why Michael Burke would be lying, even if you think the business with the fingerprints is all in my head. And now the IRA doesn’t want anyone poking around Donal Kerrigan’s death. I don’t know where that’s going to take you, but you can’t ignore it.’

‘You’d better come and talk to Michael with me.’

‘I’ve done my bit. That’s all I promised Father Boland–’

Gerry Riordan moved toward the door, a wry smile on his face.

‘You’ve put me in it. Now why would I let you just walk away?’

Michael Burke was twenty-five. He was thin at the best of times, but it was something that went with long limbs and a quick mind somehow; there was a different kind of thinness in his face now though. He’d always been more a thinker than a doer, and it was maybe too much thinking that had taken him away from all that Baltinglass had offered him, which had been first milking cows on his uncle’s farm and then shovelling grain from wagons and trucks at the mill in Edward Street. When he had decided to go to England it wasn’t because he knew it would give him anything more, it was because there was a horizon he couldn’t see the end of. He had looked at the hill above the town his whole life. It was barely a mile away. It was the end of the horizon and it always would be. He had wanted Sarah Phelan to come with him. He had wanted her to marry him, as she’d said she would since he was seventeen and she was sixteen. But she wouldn’t leave. She had no problem with the horizon she had, as long as he was there to look at it with her. It had ended with both of them feeling betrayed by the other. Her dreams were small, but he wouldn’t share them. His dreams had no real shape or form, but they were bigger dreams, different dreams, and she wouldn’t let him have them. Now all there was in front of them was the wreck of their lives.

‘I’ve told you everything, Mr Riordan. I can’t say any more.’

‘If I said I knew you might have a reason to lie–’

‘Who says I’m lying?’

‘Wouldn’t you lie for Sarah Kerrigan?’

‘Jesus, what do you want from me?’

‘I want to be sure you’re telling the truth.’

‘You have my statement. Haven’t you all the evidence I was there?’

They were all standing in the small cell; Michael Burke, Inspector Riordan, David Gillespie. Michael turned away and sat down on the bed.

‘You could have been there and still not killed him, Michael.’

It was David who spoke. The young man stared at the wall.

‘If Inspector Riordan said there might have been someone else there that night, not Sarah, not anybody connected to you or Sarah. If he said that, would you make the same statement? Would you still say you killed him?’

Michael Burke turned to David. ‘And who would it be, Mr Gillespie?’

‘That’s what we need to find out.’

‘I’ve said it enough times. Now leave me to say it in court?’

‘There are some things that don’t add up,’ said Inspector Riordan.

‘Is there a reason Mr Gillespie’s here?’ asked Michael abruptly.

‘People want to help you. Father Boland–’

‘Father Boland would be better remembering his duties as a priest.’

It was clear that the story was not going to change. There would be no more to learn from him. In his head, any move he made away from the statement he had given, any move that even suggested Donal Kerrigan was dead when he finally found the courage and the anger to go and face him that night, would only point the finger of suspicion at the woman he loved.

As Gerry Riordan and David Gillespie stood outside the Garda barracks the inspector was still not convinced that Michael Burke was lying, but he had doubts now where he had none before. What David Gillespie had faced him with couldn’t be explained and it needed explaining. And there was something in his head that was troubling him. It wasn’t his business; such things were never his business; but he knew. He knew it concerned a house on the slopes of Keadeen, on Ted Norton’s land, or what had always been the Nortons’ land until Donal Kerrigan bought it, almost a year ago. There was Aghavannagh too, and Billy Walsh on the other side of Rathdangan.

As they walked over the Slaney, down through the town, he told David.

‘There were some fellers down here from the Special Branch–’

‘Doing what?’

‘It was maybe nine months ago now. They’d information about an IRA arms dump, at Aghavannagh. I don’t know that there was much to it. A couple of rifles, no more than that. They were back two weeks later at Billy Walsh’s, in Rathdangan. There was more to it there, a dozen guns maybe.’

‘Wasn’t Billy up for it?’ David Gillespie remembered it now.

‘The jury wouldn’t convict him. But that wasn’t the end of it.’

David waited. Gerry Riordan was still thinking it through.

‘They found another dump at the foot of Keadeen. That was the biggest haul they had. Rifles and ammunition, a machine gun, and explosives too. There wasn’t much said about it. Special Branch were never even in to tell me they were here. They had no one to tie it to. But that was land Donal Kerrigan bought from Ted Norton. I don’t know about Aghavannagh, but Billy Walsh rented his farm from Ted. So that was Donal’s too. Ted sold everything he had when he went to America, and Donal had it all. But Ted’s family was always strong Sinn Fein, and he was a fierce anti-Treaty man himself. You knew him well enough yourself.’

‘So if Donal found out about some dumps Ted had let–’

‘It puts him in the way of the IRA at least,’ replied Riordan.

‘As an informer,’ said David

The Inspector frowned, even saying it he didn’t believe it.

‘Donal? I don’t know. It doesn’t sound any more likely.’

‘Then it’s something else that doesn’t make sense.’

Garda Inspector Riordan nodded; it was.

‘You’ll have to talk to them,’ said David Gillespie quietly.

‘Talk to who?’

‘The IRA.’

Gerry Riordan stopped.

‘You want me to talk to those bastards?’

‘You’ve got to talk to somebody. Even if Michael changes his story, it’s too late. There’s all the evidence anyone would need, whatever he says. You’re right about the fingerprints too. No one will care what isn’t there. If the IRA’s in this somewhere, you’re only going to find out from them.’

‘Would you come in and tell me if you shot a feller, boys? Is that it?’

For a moment neither of them spoke. They were both looking across the road at the National Bank, as people moved round them. They were both thinking of the day, eighteen months ago, when one of Gerry’s men, Garda Patrick O’Halloran, had been gunned down as he stumbled into the middle of bank robbery. The killers were never caught, but nobody had any doubt that an IRA man fired the shot. Inspector Riordan shook his head bitterly.

‘Maybe they’d hand over the man who shot Paddy O’Halloran too.’

‘You have to do something, Gerry. If there’s no other way–’

‘I’ll ask the Special Branch in Dublin. If they know whether Donal–’

He stopped in mid sentence and walked away, quickly, heading for the courthouse, and pushing the day’s work back into his mind. It still hit him hard. David let him go. Gerry Riordan was not often a man for tears.

*

It was a week later when Father Boland drove David Gillespie and Inspector Riordan up into the mountains beyond Rathdangan, along the Military Road to the bleak crossroads where a scattering of hill farms stretched into Glenmalure and up across to Laragh. It was where Wicklow broke in two; the west and the east. It was the IRA commander who had insisted that the priest come with them, as a guarantee that this really was about what Gerry Riordan said it was about, and to ensure there would be no guns; though there was no priest with Eddie Purcell to guarantee that the two men outside in the car park, leaning against the dark saloon, didn’t have guns. As he passed them, walking into the bar of the Glenmalure Inn, David Gillespie thought they were probably the men who had stopped him that night on his way home from Baltinglass. Gerry Riordan knew the IRA commandant. The greetings were cold and businesslike; when Commandant Purcell held out his hand Inspector Riordan made no attempt to shake it. They sat down. The barman produced three glasses of Guinness and then quietly disappeared.

‘Where’s the lad now?’ asked Purcell.

‘He’s in Mountjoy. They took him to Dublin on Saturday.’

‘And what did you get from the Special Branch?’

The words were to Inspector Riordan alone. He said nothing.

‘You must have asked them?’

‘They didn’t know anything about Donal Kerrigan.’

‘Except that an arms dump was found on his land?’

‘I knew that myself.’

‘Jesus,’ laughed the Commandant, ‘those boys are buggers!’

‘You know the question, Eddie,’ said Riordan.

‘Isn’t it a thing though? One hell of a thing! You’ve a man determined to hang himself for something he didn’t do, and your own detectives in Dublin Castle wouldn’t lift a finger to stop it. And they’re the fellers they say are defending Ireland! You’d wonder if they know fuck all about shite!’

David glanced across at Father Boland. The priest nodded. He had heard the words too. The words were there, matter-of-fact and thrown away. For something he didn’t do; to hang himself for something he didn’t do.

‘I’m asking for your help Eddie. If you know what happened–’

‘And what would you do if I told you?’

‘Come on, we wouldn’t be here if you didn’t know.’

The commandant nodded.

‘Maybe this’ll be some use to you.’

He turned over a piece of paper in front of him on the table and pushed it at Inspector Riordan. The policeman picked it up. There were several typewritten lines, pale from a ribbon used too many times. Purcell took out a Woodbine and lit it. Gerry Riordan held the paper up to the light.

By order of the Wicklow Battalion Óglaigh na hÉireann, Donal Kerrigan, farmer, of Colvinstown, County Wicklow, after failing to comply with an order expelling him from the thirty-two counties of Ireland indefinitely, is to be executed for crimes against the IRA and against the Republic. Signed, Commandant, Wicklow Battalion, IRA.

‘I doubt a jury would convict your man with that in front of them.’

The IRA commandant of the Wicklow Battalion stood up. ‘You won’t mind if we leave, gentlemen. You’ll maybe stay to finish your drinks. I’d appreciate it you took your time drinking. There’s another one for you behind the bar. It’s not that I don’t trust you Gerry, but you know how it is.’

They all stood now, Inspector Riordan, David, Father Boland. This time when the IRA man held out his hand, the inspector shook it. But no more was said. And then Purcell was gone. They sat down again. They heard the sound of the dark saloon driving away. Father Boland picked up his drink, looking from Gerry Riordan to David Gillespie. It would be enough.

‘Thank you.’

*

Almost six months had passed when David Gillespie told his son Stefan the story. Stefan Gillespie had recently become a guard. He had been in training first, at Headquarters in the Phoenix Park; and now he was in Mullingar, serving his time and trying to find a way to walk the streets that made him feel older than his barely twenty-one years, but already impatient about how long he would wait for the posting in Dublin he wanted, and how many years beyond that it would take him to battle his way into the Detective Branch. He knew a bit about Donal Kerrigan’s death. He knew the IRA were in it somewhere; he knew that Michael Burke had confessed to it because of Sarah Kerrigan. But it was already being forgotten in Baltinglass. Michael and Sarah were married now, living in England. It was Father Boland’s death that had brought it up again, as Stefan sat with his mother and father one night at the kitchen table, The Carlow Nationalist open at the article.

The death of Father Patrick Boland, the recently retired Parish Priest of Kilranelagh, Co Wicklow, is reported from Palestine. Father Boland was on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, when he was involved in a boating accident on the Sea of Galilee, where he drowned. Full details of his death are not yet known, but he will be buried in the Holy Land. A memorial service will take place later in Baltinglass.

The story David Gillespie had told was not the one Stefan expected, or the one he thought he knew. And it was one very few people would ever know.

‘So Michael Burke was there?’ asked Stefan.

‘Oh yes, he was there,’ continued David. ‘It was late when he went back. Very late, I’d say. Donal was dead. Michael must have picked up the gun. I suppose he bent down to see if Donal really was as dead as he looked, so he got some blood on his clothes. And then he went. I don’t know how long he stayed. I don’t know how long it was before it came to him that Sarah must have done it. Maybe it was the first thing he thought. But by the time the Guards came to question him, he’d already decided what he’d say.’

‘And when did you know your man was codding you? The PP.’

‘I don’t know about codding. He led me by the hand though.’

‘Did he tell you?’

‘No. We never talked about it again.’

‘But someone told you.’

‘I was in Dublin a few weeks later. It was the time the Dublin Metropolitan Police finally disappeared and became just another division of the Garda Síochána. Well, you know all that better than I do now. Gone and soon forgotten.’ David Gillespie laughed. ‘Still, it had been a long time dying. There were a few of us wanted to have a drink to see it off. We met in Neary’s. Some of us who’d left and some of us who hadn’t. Some who’d stayed in and given information to the rebels. Some who’d stayed in and hunted them. Some who’d just kept eyes shut and heads down. But we didn’t talk about all that. I’m not sure what we talked about. Probably our kids.’

‘And where does Donal Kerrigan come in to that?’

‘He doesn’t. That’s the thing. Ned Broy was there, and he walked some of the way to Kingsbridge with me when I went for the train. He’s the head of the Dublin Division now, a superintendent. Well, you’d know that.’ David grinned at his son. ‘Full circle you might say, for an old DMP man–’

‘He was more Michael Collins’ man than he was a DMP man.’

‘Well, as I say, we all talked about other things. But when I walked back with him, I asked him about Donal Kerrigan. I was still pissed off that Special Branch wouldn’t reach out a hand when Gerry Riordan was looking for help. So worried about their fecking secrets they’d let a man hang, the way it took the IRA to tell us the man was an informer, when Special Branch must have known. Who the hell else would he be telling about arms dumps?’

‘So Superintendent Broy knew about it?’

‘No. But he wasn’t very happy. He said he’d look into it.’

‘Did he?’

‘He did. I saw him in Neary’s again before Christmas. Donal Kerrigan never informed on anyone, about anything. It was Ted Norton. And the IRA knew that. Because there was an expulsion order. It was Ted Norton who had to leave Ireland. That’s why he sold up. He’d been giving information to the Special Branch for years. The arms dumps were just his parting shot.’

‘So why did the IRA lie about it?’

‘You’d need to look at Commandant Purcell’s baptism certificate.’

‘What?’

‘When we were at the Glenmalure Inn, the only one of us he knew was Gerry. But Father Boland was no stranger. Ned Broy knew the Purcells. He’d been a friend of Eddie’s father. Paddy Boland was Eddie’s godfather.’

‘And the priest set it all up?’

‘Yes. So it looked like it was me that did the work, me the IRA didn’t like poking around to start with, and then Gerry Riordan and me making the contact. I don’t know what he told Eddie Purcell to get him to come up with a fecking execution “certificate”, maybe just whether it was Sarah or Michael who killed Donal, your man probably had it coming. I don’t know.’

‘But why did he do it at all?’

‘For the same reason Michael Burke confessed. He did if for Sarah.’

‘That’s not an explanation, is it Pa?’

‘Your mother told me why. She’d known for years. Never a word!’

‘Some things you don’t say.’ Helena shrugged her shoulders.

‘So come on Ma, why?’

‘I’ve told your father, but that’s it. No more. That’s the end.’

‘It’s like the seal of the confessional,’ David grinned. ‘Break that and you’re only risking the fires of eternal damnation. But cross your mother–’

*

Misereatur mei omnipotens Deus. May Almighty God have mercy upon me, and remit unto me all my sins. Patrick Boland looked at the bare, sharp hills beyond the lake, so different from the soft hills of his home; for a moment he thought that if he could not be close to God in the next life, he had been close to him here, on the shores of the lake where Jesus had walked and prayed and found his disciples. Whatever he now faced, he had done what he had for a love he had never been able to show. He still believed it had been his only choice. He had never told himself it was an accident, or pretended that it was rage that made him pull the triggers. In the end he had fired the gun because it was the only thing he could do, for the daughter who would never know that he was her father. It was the only way to give her back her life. Liberet me ab omni malo. May he deliver me from all evil and lead me unto life eternal. He felt the sun on his face for a moment; his last prayer. Then Father Boland moved to the side of the boat and slipped into the water.


Read on for an exclusive extract of Michael’s new novel,

City Of Strangers


Mrs Leticia Harris, aged 53, who resided at 14 Herbert Place, Dublin, disappeared sometime after 6 pm on Monday, 9th March. The following morning her car was discovered at premises in Corbawn Lane, leading from Shankill to the sea. There were numerous bloodstains inside the car, and the police later in the day found a bloodstained hatchet in a shed adjoining her house, and also bloodstains on the flower borders in the garden. A suitcase containing bloodstained clothing was taken by the police from a house in Lower Baggot Street. The police theory is that Mrs Ball was murdered in her own home and the body taken away in her car. Mrs Ball is the wife of Dr Cecil Wingfield Harris, 81 Pembroke Road, Dublin.
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1. PALLAS STRAND

West Cork, November 1922

The storm did not come suddenly. All day the wind from the Atlantic had blown hard and cold and fast against Pallas Strand. The grey sky sped past overhead, heavy, thick, turbulent. The noise was unceasing, humming and roaring, loud and soft, and loud and soft again, but always there, along with the beat of the sea crashing endlessly against the white curve of sand. The farm lay back from the sea, behind a scattering of tufted dunes and a row of wasted trees, bent and twisted from long years of bowing and creaking before the wind, yet somehow always strong enough to stand. Indoors and out the blast of the wind battering the farmyard and the buildings had been constant, but still the rain hadn’t come. The boy was in the yard, leaning into the wind to stand, scattering leftovers from a bucket to the ruffled and bad-tempered hens. He was nine; it had been his birthday only a week ago. He shouted and laughed as the puppy that had been his birthday present danced around him, darting and leaping behind, in front, through his legs, trying to snatch the bacon rinds before the hens could get them. His father was in the barn, milking the three cows. His mother was in the kitchen, peeling potatoes. He didn’t hear the two vehicles driving along the track from the main road. The wind was blowing the sound away from him. It was only as the dog turned sharply from the scraps and started to bark that he saw them.

He knew them well enough. The long, sleek Crossley Tourer came first, with its top open even in the wind, and its battered leather seats. He loved the car and its white-walled tyres, despite the men inside it. The other one was different; a Rolls Royce armoured car with its squat turret on the back and its .303 Vickers machine gun sticking out through the letter-box sights. As the dog zigzagged angrily round the wheels of the Crossley, snapping and snarling, wearing at it like a flock of sheep, three uniformed men got out. The boy knew them too. It wasn’t the first time they’d driven into the farmyard at Pallas Strand. There was a young lieutenant and two great-coated Free State soldiers. The lieutenant smiled; the boy didn’t smile back. No one got out of the armoured car; its turret moved in a slow, grating arc as the machine gun scanned the yard. The puppy kept up a furious yapping, now round the feet of the intruders, but the only notice anyone took was a kick that sent him flying across the muddy yard. When he came back for more, he was just ignored. The boy turned to find his father standing behind him. There was another man next to him, the boy’s uncle. Where his father was calm and steady, he could see the fear in his uncle’s eyes. His mother was there now too, standing in the doorway to the house, wiping her hands dry with her apron. The lieutenant stepped towards his father.

‘You’ve heard what happened on the Kenmare road?’

‘I heard something.’

‘So where were you yesterday?’

‘I was here. Where else would I be?’

‘You were seen in Kenmare the day before, with Ted Sullivan.’

‘Who says?’

 ‘I do.’ The boy’s father shrugged.

‘There’s a sergeant dead from a mine, at Derrylough,’ said the officer.

‘That’s what I heard too.’

‘The road was clear on Tuesday.’

‘I wouldn’t know, Lieutenant. That’ll be your business.’

‘Ted Sullivan would know, I’d say.’

‘That’d be his business then. You’d need to ask him so.’

‘Maybe you’d know where he is then?’

‘Well, he wouldn’t always be an easy man to find.’

‘Unless you were an IRA man.’

‘There are a lot of IRA men in West Cork. You’d know yourself.’

The lieutenant didn’t reply. It was a familiar conversation, empty, circular, quietly insolent; all his questions would go unanswered. But he knew that. He turned to one of the soldiers and nodded. The man walked forward and slammed the butt of his rifle into the farmer’s stomach. As he collapsed to the ground the boy stepped between his father and the soldier, saying nothing, but glaring hatred and defiance. The soldier laughed. The boy’s mother ran forward across the yard, but her husband was already struggling to his feet. He looked at her sharply and shook his head. She stopped immediately, as if she was obeying an order. The boy turned to his father. The noise of the wind rose and blasted. The man smiled, despite his pain, and put his hand on his son’s head, ruffling his hair. The lieutenant had a cigarette in his mouth now. He hunched over his hands, trying to get his lighter to catch. After a moment he straightened up, drawing on the smoke.

‘Let’s see what you’ve got to say at the barracks.’

The soldier who had knocked the boy’s father down took his arm and dragged him towards the Crossley Tourer. The other soldier covered him with his rifle. The turret of the armoured car creaked slowly as the machine gun swept round the farmyard once more. The boy watched as his father was pushed into the back seat of the car. Neither his mother nor his uncle moved. They had seen it before; it was always the same. His father would come back, beaten and bruised, but he would come back. The soldiers got into the car; one soldier next to the boy’s father, the other in the driver’s seat, the young officer next to him. Then the Crossley Tourer and the armoured car swept round in a circle in the farmyard, through the mud and the dung, and drove up the track towards the road to Castleberehaven, the dog chasing behind, still barking and snapping.

The woman walked forward. She took her son’s hand and smiled reassuringly. It would be all right. These were the things they had lived with, they had always lived with. Even at nine years old he was meant to understand that. The men who had taken his father away were traitors; traitors were to be treated with contempt, not fear. Then his mother turned to his uncle, his face white, his fists clenched tight at his side. The fear was gone; now his face was full of anger. The boy had once asked his mother why his father seemed to have no fear and his uncle, sometimes, had to try to hide his shaking hands. ‘A man can only give what he has,’ she told him. ‘If he gives it all, no one can ask more than that.’ She was very calm now. None of it was new to them. Three years ago it had been the Black and Tans; now the men in uniform were Irish, but the same sort of shite. Rage was to be nurtured, as it had been for centuries. There would always be a time to use it.

‘You take the bike and go up to Horan’s. They’ll get a message to Brigadier Sullivan. He’d better know. And we’ll finish milking the cows.’

The woman and the boy went to the barn. For a moment she put her arm round him and squeezed. Now he smiled. Yes, it would be all right.

They waited all that night, wife and brother and son. The rain had finally come just before dark, beating in from the sea, and the wind began to drop. As night fell another car pulled into the farmyard. The IRA Brigadier said the man was where they expected him to be, in the police barracks in Castleberehaven, on the other side of the peninsula. The Crossley Tourer had been seen driving in through the gates around four o’clock. The IRA had someone inside the barracks; when the man was released they’d have the information immediately. He would be collected and brought home. The Free Staters had pulled in a number of volunteers that afternoon; it was the usual game; most of the men were already home. They only had to wait.

When the boy went up to bed there was no sense of anxiety in the house. The rain was falling outside, but the storm was quiet. Lying in his bedroom under the eaves, listening to the rain falling comfortably on the roof, he drifted off to sleep thinking not that his father was in any danger, but of the days when he would hold a rifle in his hand and fight the fight his family fought now. But when he woke abruptly in the early hours of the morning, he knew something was wrong. The rain still fell, but the house wasn’t comfortable any more. He could hear voices downstairs; his mother’s, his uncle’s, and others, a woman, several men. He could make out no words, but the voices were no longer the assured tones of the Brigadier O’Haloran. There was anxiety; he knew what that was. The voices grew louder and then someone said something to quieten them; but the quiet wasn’t really quiet; it was a series of harsh, adult whispers that only intensified the anxiety. He got out of bed and crept across the room. He knew where each creaking floorboard creaked most; he stepped slowly and carefully. At the door he turned the knob and opened it just a crack. The lamps were still burning downstairs. He didn’t know the time, but he knew these were the early hours of the morning. The voices were still unclear. He tried to pick out a meaning, but the broken words and overlapping phrases that came up the stairs wouldn’t fit together. ‘Five fucking hours ago – they drove him out, he was in the car – it was ten o’clock – no, the ones at Ardgroom were from Kenmare – Gerry Curran didn’t even pick up a gun – they pulled him out of bed – they already knew where the guns were buried – so where is he now?’

The voices stopped. People were moving downstairs. The door into the farmyard opened. The boy tiptoed to the window. He pulled back the curtain and looked out. Two men were walking across the farmyard. They carried rifles. His uncle followed, a few steps behind; he stopped and turned back to the house. His mother was there now, standing in the rain. His uncle stepped back. He put his arm round her and pulled her too him. It was the same gesture of reassurance his mother had given him as they walked to the barn to milk the cows, but everything about the way his mother stood, unmoving, unaware of the rain falling on her, said that she wasn’t reassured. His uncle picked up the bicycle that lay on the ground by the door. He got on it and rode away. Ahead of him the two other men were on bicycles too, their rifles slung over their backs, their hats pulled down on their heads. The three of them rode out of the farmyard and within seconds the rain and the darkness had swallowed them. The light from the open door still shone on his mother as she watched them go. The boy watched her from the bedroom window. It seemed a long time before she turned away from the darkness and walked back into the house. The door shut. She did not come upstairs.

The boy let the curtain fall back across the window. He stood in the dark room. He could hear no sound from the kitchen below, but somehow he knew that his mother was standing, just as he was, and that she was crying, just as he was. He could feel the tears now. He understood nothing, except that there were reasons for tears, and reasons to be afraid. He walked to his bed and knelt. He crossed himself and clasped his hands together, closing his eyes tightly. ‘Holy Mary, be a mother to me. May the Blessed Virgin Mary, St Joseph, and all the saints in heaven pray for us to the Lord, that we may be preserved this night from sin and evil. Good Angel, that God has appointed my guardian, watch over my father and protect him from harm.’

The rain had stopped very suddenly, just before dawn. The sun had been up for over an hour when the boy woke. He wasn’t in his bed. He was sprawled across it where he had finally fallen asleep in the middle of the prayers he had repeated over and over again. He got up and walked to the window to pull back the curtains. The sun was low in the sky, but the morning was clear and bright already. Outside he could hear the sound of the cows in the barn, waiting to be fed and milked. The cockerel called across the farmyard. The only other noise was the sound of gulls, flocking overhead. The house was silent. It was a moment before the anxiety of the previous night pushed the morning aside, and he remembered.

He ran to the door and downstairs. There was no one in the kitchen. The door to the farmyard was open. The door to the sitting room was open too, but there was no one there. He ran back upstairs and burst into his mother and father’s bedroom. It was empty; the bed had not been slept in. He knocked on the door to his uncle’s room across the landing, then opened it; it was empty too and the bed was still made. He raced down the stairs again. He put his raincoat on over his pyjamas and pulled on his boots.

The farmyard was as empty as the house. The hens pecked about around the door to the barn; inside the cows were lowing impatiently. He stood outside and looked around him. It was as if everyone he loved had simply disappeared; for a moment it was bewildering rather than frightening. But he knew the emptiness around him meant that the darkness of the night before had not really been swept away by the dawn. He looked up at the sky. The noise of the gulls was very loud. A great crowd of them was rising and falling on the currents of air over the sea beyond the dunes, tightly bunched, angry somehow. Now it seemed the only sound there was, and he ran towards it, through the farmyard, past the haystacks, on to the track through the dune field, up on to the tussocky dunes. He stopped, looking out at Pallas Strand and the sea, and the crowd of people, away at the far end of the beach, where the gulls were flocking and diving and screeching overhead.

He ran towards the crowd. There were a lot of people, twenty-five, thirty, standing in a loose group. Some had walked away, silently, towards the sea. Some stood with their head bowed in prayer. Some were simply staring down at the sand. No one seemed to see him coming towards them. As he reached the crowd and pushed between the onlookers, even the people he brushed past didn’t seem to notice him. His father’s head and shoulders rose out of the sand of Pallas Strand. He had been buried up to his chest; his hands were by his side, somewhere beneath the sand. His head was facing out towards the sea. And where his eyes had been there were two pits of black and red puss.

The boy stared, not really able to understand what he was looking at. It wasn’t real; it wasn’t a real thing at all. And the first thing that came into his head wasn’t real. It was the face of the vampire he had seen at the cinema in Castleberehaven, when he had crept in at the back with Danny Mullins during Nosferatu, a month ago; they had watched in open-mouthed awe, for all of five minutes, before they were yanked out by the ears. But the thought was gone almost as soon as it came. He knew what he was looking at, of course he knew. And then it was gone. His uncle’s coat dropped over the head and covered it, and suddenly, as if a still photograph had sprung to life, everyone saw him. His mother turned and walked towards him. He didn’t see her; he was still staring down at the sand and the coat that covered his father’s head. She pulled him to her, standing between him and his father’s body, folding him in her arms before she pulled him away. He didn’t resist as she put her arm round his shoulder and led him back towards the farm.

He didn’t even try to look back. He would never see his father’s dead face again; but in reality he would always see it. He would always see the red-black holes where his father’s eyes had been before the gulls had pecked them out. The flock was still wheeling overhead as he walked silently along the strand with his mother, the gulls screaming and baying for the feast they had been driven away from. No one would let him look at his father again. On the day of the removal, when the coffin rested all day in the farm’s best room and people walked for miles around to drink tea and shake his hand and his mother’s hand and his uncle’s hand, the coffin was shut.

His father had died a hero, but life had to continue; there was a farm. Grief would be softened as the years went by, but not rage. Rage had to be nurtured; there was a time to use it. It was a secret strength. But down the years of growing up in the farm behind Pallas Strand, he saw his father’s face whenever he heard the screaming of hungry gulls; he saw the black tears of blood on the wet cheeks. And though he had been told a thousand times that his father was already dead when the Free State soldiers buried him there, as a reprisal for the dead Free State sergeant at Derrylough, and as a brutal warning, he would still wake at night in terror, from dreams in which he couldn’t move his body, his legs, his arms, and he felt himself gazing helplessly at the waves moving towards him across Pallas Strand, where no one could hear his screams over the wind roaring in the darkness.


2. HERBERT PLACE

Dublin, March 1939

‘Blood.’

As Detective Sergeant Dessie MacMahon started to climb the stairs he pointed at the fifth tread, without stopping. Sergeant Stefan Gillespie did, bending down to look at the dark, densely patterned stair carpet; red, black, yellow, thistle-like flowers endlessly repeated. Only the chalk marks showed him where to look; a small brown stain stood out against yellow and red.

‘Blood.’

Dessie pointed at two of the uprights on the grey-painted banister. It was a long time since it had been painted. Again only traces of chalk made a smear of brown that could have been almost anything immediately visible.

‘Blood.’

As he carried on Dessie’s left hand gestured at a chalk circle beside two crooked picture frames. They had been recently knocked askew; an oval, ebonised frame enclosing a sepia photograph of a heavily bearded man in a frock coat; a chipped, gilt square of plasterwork surrounding a sampler that was a map of Ireland with the counties outlined in green thread. Between them another streak of something brown marked the muddy swirls of the embossed wallpaper. Where the frames had moved they revealed that once the indeterminate colour of the wallpaper had once been a startling emerald green. There was little wallpaper to be seen, however. The staircase wall, like the walls of the hall and the landing above it were lined with pictures, maps, photographs. Paintings of dogs and horses; faded prints of flowers; maps of Ireland, Britain, India, the Mediterranean. Most of it had been there a long time; the map of Africa had almost nothing marked in its interior between Timbuctoo and Cape Town. The Victorian men and women who gazed out of heavy frames, with a mixture of confidence and disapproval, looked old whatever age they were; several small oil paintings showed even older family members, though the canvases were so black that they had become barely distinguishable from the backgrounds of their pictures or the wallpaper that surrounded them. It was all heavy, dark, as if the images and colours that lined the walls had faded into a uniform smog.

Dessie stopped as the staircase turned to the right, on to the landing, where the repeated pattern of the carpet stretched left and right along the corridor, between the gloomy, embossed walls and the grey-painted doors. It was lighter here though. A window gave on to Herbert Place below. Dessie was slightly breathless. A larger elliptical chalk circle spread out on to the landing from the top stair; the bloodstains were clearer here. ‘She was carried out the bedroom. But the body was put down here a moment. There’s more blood on the walls up there, and on some of the pictures.’ He gestured to the left, along the corridor, where several more prints and photographs hung at odd angles. ‘Either he put her down or he dropped her.’ Stefan nodded. Dessie walked on past two closed doors. Stefan registered the disturbed pictures and photographs. The third door was open. Through it was a bedroom. It was a big room, but it was as cluttered and claustrophobic as the hall and the landing; too many pictures, too many ornaments, too much furniture. There were clear signs of a struggle: smashed ornaments, pictures knocked off the walls, a broken chair, a table on its side, sheets and blankets pulled across the big bed on to the floor. But where the smell in the hallway and on the landing was of polish and dust and years of airlessness, the smell here was of smoke and burnt wood; not strong but acrid and sharp. Dessie took out a packet of Sweet Afton and lit a cigarette. Stefan walked into the centre of the room. There were two small rugs, though it was obvious the rest of the floor had been covered. The floorboards were grimy with age but they had only been varnished at the edges of the room. A carpet had covered the area in front of the bed; it wasn’t there now. Close to the bottom of the bed the floorboards were blacker than elsewhere, charred. Stefan looked at the black patch and bent down. He rubbed some charcoal on to his fingers.

‘You got to this just in time?’

Dessie nodded. ‘When the maid came in there was an electric fire on. It must have been going full pelt for a couple of days. The boards were starting to burn underneath. If she hadn’t come back when she did the place would have gone up. She threw a bucket of water over it.’ He laughed and drew in some smoke. ‘She fused the whole house, but it did the trick’

‘So do you think it was deliberate? Starting a fire.’

‘I’d say not,’ replied Dessie. ‘There’d have to be a better way to do that. No, this was where she was killed. There’s still blood, but the floor’s been washed. When you get further away there’s soap. The story is he put the fire on to dry the floor, and then left it. Lucky the place didn’t go up.’

‘What happened to the carpet?’

‘There was a lot of blood. The State Pathologist took some rugs and most of the bedclothes, but the carpet had gone already. It would have been soaked through. Maybe your man brought it with him. Maybe he wrapped the body in it. That could be why there was so much blood in her car.’

‘So with all this blood – do you think she was stabbed?’

‘There was an axe in the garage, pushed under a pile of turf. It’s had a good wash too, but there’s still plenty of blood on it. He’d used hot water.’

‘That wasn’t so clever!’

Dessie shrugged, drawing on the last of his Sweet Afton.

‘No, he’d have been a lot better with cold.’

‘So where is she?’ said Stefan.

‘We’ve got a bet going at the Castle. My money’s on Scotland.’

*

Four hours earlier, as Stefan Gillespie was walking down the stairs in the farmhouse below Kilranelagh, the telephone had started to ring. It sat on a shelf by the front door, still looking very new, its black bakelite shining; it had been there for a year now and it was polished more than it was used. It rang rarely enough that when it did Stefan’s mother would emerge from the kitchen and look at it for a few seconds, with an air of mild trepidation that she had not yet quite shaken off, before picking it up and speaking into it, slowly, carefully and loudly. She was coming out of the kitchen now, drying her hands on a tea towel. She smiled as her son arrived at the phone at the same time she did and turned to go back to the breakfast she was cooking; she’d rather he did it. Tom Gillespie, Stefan’s nine-year-old son had got up from the breakfast table and was peering out. ‘Who is it, Oma?’ His grandmother shrugged. ‘It’ll be for your father. It always is.’ And it was. Superintendent Riordan was calling from the Garda barracks in Baltinglass.

‘You’re to go up to Dublin, Sergeant. They want you at headquarters as soon as you can get there. There’s no point coming in here. You’ll need to shift if you’re going to catch the train.’ Riordan was oddly formal. He would normally have called his station sergeant by his name, but since the message he had just received came from the Commissioner, this was a standing-up sort of phone call. There was also a hint of irritation in his voice; he didn’t like passing on a message from the Garda Commissioner to one of his officers when no one had had the courtesy to tell him what it was all about.

‘What’s all this about?’

‘If you don’t know, I’m sure I don’t.’

‘Well, I haven’t got the faintest idea, sir.’ Stefan smiled; he heard the irritation now; the ‘sir’ might help. ‘I’d better put a clean shirt on so.’

‘The Commissioner wants to see you at eleven, so don’t piss about.’

And that was it. The phone went down at the other end before Stefan could ask any more questions. Superintendent Riordan didn’t want his ignorance displayed any further. He walked into the kitchen, pulling on his uniform jacket, puzzled. Tom was eating his bacon and egg slowly, peering across the plate at the book he was reading, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Once he had grasped that the telephone call was what most calls were at Kilranelagh, just another message, summons, query, instruction from the Garda station, he had lost interest. Helena was about to put another plate of bacon and egg on the table. Stefan reached out and picked up the bacon with his fingers and put it in his mouth. That would have to do for breakfast.

‘Sorry, Ma, I haven’t got time.’

‘Why not?’

‘I’ve got to get to Dublin. I’ll only just get the train.’

‘What for?’

‘I don’t know, but it must be important. They didn’t tell Gerry Riordan what it was about. I could see the expression on his face coming down the phone line at me!’ He laughed, grabbing an apple from the bowl on the sideboard, and heading to the front door. ‘I’ll see you later then. Bye, Tom. Have a good day!’ The door slammed shut and Stefan was gone.

In the farmyard David Gillespie was driving a cow and a calf into the loose box next to the barn. The calf was only a few days old, still wobbling on uncertain limbs. Stefan crouched down to push on his bicycle clips, then took the bicycle that was leaning against the wall by the front door and got on it. He cycled out round his father and the cow and calf; the cow stopped, eyeing him suspiciously, lowing deeply, and nudging the calf forward.

‘I don’t know what time I’ll be back, Pa. I’ve to go to Dublin.’

His father nodded and tapped the cow’s backside.

‘Ned Broy wants to see me. And pronto!’

‘What for?’

‘He’ll be worried about the sheep stealing down here, I’d say.’

Stefan rode out of the farmyard, down to the road. His father watched him for a while, not particularly wondering why the Garda Commissioner wanted to see a station sergeant from West Wicklow, but remembering the years that had passed since his son was last called to Garda Headquarters. At the end of that his son had left his job as a detective in Dublin, and had come back to Baltinglass to work as a uniformed sergeant in a small country town. It had been Stefan’s choice, driven as much as anything else by the responsibility he felt to his son. Tom was only five then, living with his grandparents on the farm, seeing his father once a week, sometimes less. The four years that had passed since then had been happy ones for the most part, but in a family where emotions were sometimes as deeply hidden as they were deeply felt, David knew that what Stefan gave came at a price. It wasn’t a price he begrudged, but it was still a price. His life had been on hold. There were things that weren’t easy; there were places where the comfortable contentment Stefan Gillespie showed his West Wicklow neighbours was less than comfortable. He lived in a place he loved, with the people he loved. It was what he felt he had needed to do, but it was not all he was. For Stefan’s mother it was simple enough; all that was missing was a woman, not to take the place of her son’s now six-years-dead wife, Maeve, but to fill the empty places. David Gillespie knew it went deeper than that. A long time ago he had put his own life on hold, for very different reasons, and he had come back to the farm above Baltinglass to give himself the space to breathe. He had never left. He breathed the air that came down from the mountains very deeply, and like his son he loved it, but it was a narrower life than he had wanted, with all its gifts. He had found a way to calm what was restless and dissatisfied; perhaps he had had nowhere else to go. But he recognised the same restlessness in his son. He looked round the farmyard for a moment, then up at the hills that surrounded it, Keadeen, Kilranelagh, Baltinglass Hill. It was a great deal, but it would not be enough, even if Stefan had persuaded himself it would be. He smiled, and turned back to the cow and the calf, driving them across the yard and into the loose box.

Inevitably some of the same thoughts came into Stefan Gillespie’s head as he cycled through Baltinglass’s Main Street and along Edward Street to the station, but it was easier to think about the present than the past. He still couldn’t find any reason to explain the urgent summons to meet the Garda Commissioner; even the business of promotion, or a transfer he didn’t want anyway, would scarcely be a matter of urgency, let alone involve the Commissioner. As for what he’d been doing in recent weeks, sheep stealing really was about as serious as it got. Nothing could possibly interest anyone at Garda Headquarters in the Phoenix Park. The introduction of the Dance Hall Act, which required all dances to be licensed in light of the moral dangers the Church felt were inherent in dancing, had resulted in a spate of unpopular raids that took Stefan into the courthouse in Baltinglass on a weekly basis at the moment. Yesterday it had been to give evidence against the Secretary of the Dunlavin Bicycling Association and the Rathvilly Association Football Club. Admittedly, that was causing considerable anger among the unmarried guards in Baltinglass who, when they weren’t raiding the dances, were dancing at them. He was pursuing a pen of prize ewes that had disappeared from Paddy Kelly’s farm below Spynans Hill in February. Christy Hannity had bought them from Paddy at a farm sale, and insisted the old man had let them back on to the mountain they’d come from while he was in the pub. All Paddy had to say was that mountain sheep had their own ways and Christy was too drunk to remember what he’d done with them. Of course it wasn’t the first time Paddy Kelly had played this trick and got away with it. Apart from that Stefan had wasted two days questioning James MacDonald, accused of assaulting the Water Bailiff, Cathal Patterson, after refusing to give up a salmon found in his possession on the banks the River Slaney. He claimed the salmon was actually a trout, which he had since eaten; there was no evidence therefore. As for the Water Bailiff’s nose, Jimmy said he’d broken it tripping over a dead cat when he was drunk.

It was hard to push the past out of the way altogether as Stefan walked from Kingsbridge Station through the Phoenix Park to the long, low stone building that always made him think of an eighteenth century army barracks combined with a country house, which, since Irish country houses had often had to take into account defence as well as style, was not so far from the truth. He was less inclined than his father to see this unexpected visit to Ned Broy’s office as a time to reflect on the last four years of his life, but there was still something uncomfortable about it. Nothing very much had happened in the last four years; most of what had had happened to his son. He had no problem with that; it was why he went home; but the thought had never struck quite so starkly before as it did for the few moments he waited outside the Garda Commissioner’s office. And when he sat in Ned Broy’s office again he felt a certain uncomfortableness, at least awkwardness, in the Commissioner too; even the polite preliminaries felt like something was being skirted. Whatever was urgent, Broy’s opening words weren’t.

‘So, how’s West Wicklow?’

‘Quiet enough, sir.’

‘You’re keeping Gerry Riordan in check, I hope.’

‘Well, mostly he does what he’s told.’

The Commissioner smiled. There was a moment’s silence.

‘You’ve been there a long time.’

‘Four years doesn’t seem so long. Time goes fast enough.’

‘Bollocks, you’re not old enough to say that yet.’

Stefan smiled. They were only words, but the Commissioner was looking at him quizzically now. He probably hadn’t thought about Sergeant Gillespie more than a couple of times in the last four years, and once the issues that had last brought them together had faded away, as everyone fully intended they should, he almost certainly hadn’t thought about him at all.

‘Your father’s well? And your lad?’

‘We’re all good.’

‘And you’re happy down the country?’

‘Happy enough, sir.’ Stefan was aware that the polite remarks, whatever was about to follow, meant nothing to Ned Broy, but it was the first time anyone had asked him such a direct question about his job, and by extension his life. The answer he gave was the answer any Irishman would give to such a question; an answer that could mean anything from despair to exultation, and everything in between. He was aware that he was avoiding a direct answer, not for the Garda Commissioner’s sake, but for his own.

‘A woman is missing.’ Broy suddenly stood up and moved slowly towards the window that looked out on to the Phoenix Park. The trees were still bare. Spring wasn’t far away, but it still felt like winter. ‘There is every reason to believe she’s dead, and that she was killed.’ He turned back from the window. ‘The fact that she’s missing is the only thing that’s been in the newspapers. We can keep it like that for a little longer, and it’s important that we do. She is a Mrs Leticia Harris. She has a house in Herbert Place.’

‘I read something about it, sir.’

‘The evidence from the house, along with Mrs Harris’s car, indicates that she was the object of a very brutal attack in her home. The car, however, was found in the grounds of a house close to Shankill, right by the sea in Corbawn Lane. It’s clear she had been in the car. The assumption is that she was killed at the house, or at least she was dead by the time she reached Corbawn Lane, where the body was taken from the car and thrown into the sea. What the tides have done with body is anybody’s guess at this point.’

It was odd, but Stefan could feel his heart racing slightly. It was an unfamiliar feeling. He still had no idea why he was sitting in Ned Broy’s office, listening to this, but for a moment he had forgotten all that. The unfamiliar feeling was simply excitement. It was four years since he had worked as a detective, but the instincts that had made him good at his job were still there. In a few short sentences he had been pulled into something that made him feel as if a light had just been switched on inside his head.

‘Mrs Harris has a son. Owen. He’s twenty years old. I don’t think we know enough about him to know what kind of man he is, but we know his relationship with his mother was very difficult, for all sorts of reasons. Some of those reasons had to do with money. Mrs Harris has lived apart from her husband for a considerable time, over ten years in fact. Mr Harris is a doctor, with a practice in Pembroke Road. From what he’s told detectives I think you’d describe the relationship between mother and son as highly strung, which is a polite way of saying they were a bloody peculiar pair. The case is being run by Superintendent Gregory at Dublin Castle, but it’s a major investigation, that involves detectives from several stations, as well as Special Branch. The short version is that Owen Harris murdered his mother, drove her to Corbawn Lane in her car, and dumped the body in the sea.’

‘And where is he now?’ asked Stefan. It was the Commissioner’s tone of voice, rather than the words, that told him that wherever Owen Harris was, he certainly wasn’t in Superintendent’s Gregory’s custody.

‘New York.’

‘That was quick work.’

‘He left from Cobh two days after his mother disappeared.’

‘Is he in custody in New York?’

‘No, but we know where he is.’

Broy sat back down, looking at a piece of paper on his desk.

‘Mr Harris is at the Markwell Hotel, which is somewhere near Times Square, 220 West 49th Street to be exact. He’s not in custody, and it’s felt there is no need for his arrest or extradition. He has agreed to come back to Ireland voluntarily to be interviewed. And that’s why you’re here, Sergeant.’

This may have been the most interesting conversation Stefan had had since he went to Baltinglass as station sergeant, but it was as clear as mud. He looked at Broy blankly. None of it explained why he was there at all.

‘The business of bringing this man Harris back from New York is a delicate one, for a number of reasons. At the moment he’s in a hotel room, being looked after by his friends and colleagues. As he’s agreed to return the decision has been made not to involve the police in New York. Mr Brennan, the consul, has seen him, and there is a feeling that his mental state is … I think unpredictable is the word he used.’ Stefan wanted to look as if this clarified anything; it didn’t. As the man the Commissioner was describing had recently murdered his mother, ‘unpredictable’ seemed to raise more questions than it answered. None of this sat very easily on the lips of Ned Broy, who was more noted for his straightforwardness than prevarication. ‘Mr Harris is in New York with the Gate Theatre. They’re on a tour and they’re about to open on Broadway.’ The expression on Broy’s face indicated that this explained something. It still didn’t, but the presence of the past, and of conversations in the Commissioner’s office four years ago, was closer. ‘I’m not sure what he does. He’s some sort of stage manager and I think he plays small parts. The tour coincides with the opening of the World’s Fair in New York in a fortnight’s time. I don’t doubt you’ll have read something about that, and about the Irish pavilion at the Fair?’

‘I’ve read a bit,’ replied Stefan.

‘You won’t have read how much the fecking pavilion’s costing.’ Broy gave a wry smile. ‘There aren’t many state secrets more secret that that one.’

‘I see,’ said Stefan, though of course he didn’t.

‘It’s all about punching above our weight. I think that’s how Dev sees it. There’s a pavilion from almost every country on the face of the earth, but we’re not just there to show what great fellers we are on our Emerald Isle. We’re there to show the way, to all the small countries of the world, not just the ones we know, but the ones that are just a glint in somebody’s eyes right now. The president wouldn’t want you to think we’re spending all that money we don’t have to boost the holiday business. It’s a grander scheme altogether. We’re God’s living proof that the great empires are dead and in the future it’s the independent nations that are going to inherit the earth.’

‘What do they think about that in what’s left of Czechoslovakia?’

‘Well, they might not have got a country, but I think they’ve got a pavilion at the World’s Fair.’ The Commissioner shrugged. ‘The future may be a long way off. I’m telling you why what happens in New York is important. The Gate tour is all part of it. When the World’s Fair opens the government expects us to get a lot of attention, and a bit of Irish theatre on Broadway is meant to add to the kudos, while we show the world what we’ve done since we kicked out the British Empire. And what’s the matter with that? The last thing anybody wants is headlines about an Irish actor who stopped off to murder his mother before he joined the tour. We have to get this man Harris out of America and back here as fast as we can. And that’s why you’re here, Sergeant. You’re going to New York to get him.’

‘I assume there’s a reason for that, sir.’

‘Mr Harris is in a hotel room. There’s somebody from the consulate at the hotel, but the people who are keeping an eye on him are his friends, other actors, I don’t know. The point is that this is all about answering questions, not about a murder suspect. That’s how it has to stay. I think Mr Mac Líammóir is the one who has persuaded the man to come back. It’s his company after all. I don’t imagine he’d be any more enthusiastic about the wrong sort of headlines than anyone else. Everyone wants Harris out of there quietly. He said he’d got him to agree to come back and he didn’t want some bollocks of a Dublin detective putting the shite up a man and sending him over the edge. And in a police force staffed almost entirely by bollockses - his words not mine - you were the least like a bollocks he could think of.’

Stefan smiled. It was four years since he’d last spoken to the actor and director who was the Gate Theatre’s founder, but he didn’t need to be told those were his words. Four years ago the body of a young man had been found buried in the Dublin Mountains, close to the body of a woman who had recently disappeared. A Gate theatre ticket had helped identify the man, Vincent Walsh. The investigation had taken Stefan Gillespie a long way from Dublin, to Danzig and the heart of the European crisis that now threatened to spill into war. It had brought him face to face with what mattered most in his life, and when it was over, because of that, it had taken him home to West Wicklow and his young son. It had led him to the only woman he had loved since the death of his wife, Maeve, six years ago; when it had finished the thin thread of passion that held them together had broken. The investigation itself had concluded in the dark corridors where investigations nobody wanted to investigate were given an indecent burial. Micheál Mac Liammóir was only a memory from that time, but Stefan remembered him as a man who had looked for discretion and trust in him and had found it.

‘We’re dealing with this at a distance. The conversations are in telegrams and even they’re at second or third hand. The decision not to involve the police in New York is a political one in the end. I don’t know whether it’s right or not, but if we got into a situation where we had to try and extradite Harris, it could drag on for months. In the end the decision rests with Mr McCauley, the consul in New York, and the ambassador in Washington, and what Mr Mac Liammóir is telling them about this man. I don’t know whether the man’s just highly strung or barking man, but Mac Liammóir seems to think he’s harmless enough if he’s handled in the right way. I don’t know what his mother would say about that, but the conclusion is that a policeman who’s not too much like a policeman is what we want.’

‘Should I take that as a compliment, sir?’ said Stefan, smiling.

‘Well, Mr Mac Liammóir obviously thinks it is. I’m going along with this because we are relying a lot on the Gate. I probably don’t need to tell you that it’s not going down well everywhere. Superintendent Gregory is in charge of the investigation. You’d probably know him, wouldn’t you?’

‘I’ll have met him, but I’ve never worked with him,’ replied Stefan. ‘I think he was in Special Branch when I was a detective at Pearse Street.’

‘There are detectives from several stations on this, but Special Branch is running it. There’s no reason to think it involves anyone other than the mother or the son, except that it’s already dragging in the government, the Department of External affairs and my fucking Uncle Tom Cobley. And while I wouldn’t say Dev’s a friend of the family, he’d know the father. Put it altogether and you’ll see kid gloves are the order of the day, Sergeant.’

Though Stefan nodded, he wasn’t sure that handing the thing over to Special Branch was the answer to that; kid gloves weren’t their speciality.

‘You fly the day after tomorrow.’

Stefan was surprised; he had assumed he would be going by boat.

‘You’ll know the Flying Boat’s service has started operating from Foynes. You’d hardly have missed it. I won’t tell you what it’ll cost, but somebody seems to think the wrong headlines will cost more. It will get you to New York in less than twenty-four hours. You’ll be there two days and then straight back. A boat’s going to take more than a fortnight. It’s too long. That’s it. Right now the kid gloves are yours, Stefan. I probably don’t need to tell you what Terry Gregory thinks about it. He may be right, but I’m doing it the way I’ve been asked to do it, softly-softly. My office will make all the arrangements, for you, but you’ll need to talk to him. There’s a detective here to talk you through it. He’ll take you to see the Superintendent.’ Ned Broy laughed. ‘Don’t expect much of a reception.’

Stefan just nodded. He had a good idea what he could expect.

[image: Image Missing]
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