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      There was one thing she didn’t know about yet. But she was arrested at midnight.


      The cell was the usual thing , no privacy, plenty of claustrophobia, and felt almost as damp inside as it had outside. A London spring. So it had been raining as usual. Visiting this particular cell wasn’t the first time either. It hadn’t changed. One bed. One toilet. One pillow. Not that her own flat was much better. And a very kind female officer had brought her a cup of hot tea, and that really was a first.


      She’d been avoiding the rain in doorways and under awnings, half looking for business and half just hoping to catch up with Luna and go off for a coffee at McDonalds or some all-night place. She’d whirled around at the male voice, but it certainly wasn’t business.


      “I’ve been watching you. What’s your name?” Full uniform and an accusatory stare.


      Five to twelve, but the street lighting was a yellow glare which disguised both stars and moon and showed up everything else instead. The streaks of drizzle still dripped from her hair. “Tracy Sullivan. And I haven’t been doing anything wrong. I’m looking for my mother.”


      “Now let’s have the correct name, miss. And I know quite well it’s not your mother you’ve been looking for. It’s male customers. So now you’d better come with me.”


      “Oh shit.” At least the cop didn’t cuff her, so she let him shove her into the back of the car.


      It was the following morning before they questioned her. “Alright, you can go. Just stop walking the streets at night, and use a little sense.” Pause. “One question before you go.”


      “Is it still raining outside?” She had neither coat nor cardigan.


      “Not a question from you,” grinned the female police sergeant. “One from me. Evidently, you told Constable Wentworth your name was Tracy Sullivan.”


      Nodding, and trying not to answer with the usual scowl. “That’s my name. I don’t know why your idiot cop didn’t believe me. Nothing odd about that name.”


      “Well, actually there is.” The Sergeant pushed open another door. The trouble is, the name isn’t exactly uncommon. So, well, do you mind talking for just a few minutes? It’s not an arrest, I promise. But it’s important. I’ll make you a cup of tea.”


      What an exciting bribe. “Breakfast?”


      “Well.” Another pause. “Maybe. But questions and answers first.”


      The interview room was the usual thing of course, but vastly improved by the steaming mug of tea facing her. “Go on then. What’s the special treatment for? Do you want me to be a grass or something?” She sipped the tea, breathed in the steam, and felt warm for the first time in twenty-four hours. “And what’s wrong with my name? Common enough, I reckon.”


      “That’s just the problem,” said Sergeant Lizzy Vaughn. “Do you mind giving your birth date? And I wonder if you could tell me something about your parents and your sister. Did you ever have a sister? And did you know your father well when you were younger?”
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        * * *


      


      “He’s killed again,” said the morning news with a splutter of excitement. “Breaking news from Nottingham. A black plastic bag was found in a skip on the outskirts of the city late last night. Birds and foxes had split the plastic and revealed the body parts of a young woman. Some hours later someone called the police. This appears to be the work of Lionel Sullivan once more.”
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      Grasping Ruby’s hand in hers, Sylvia sighed but the sigh caught in her throat. “So he’s out of this area,” she said. “That’s one blessing for selfish people like me with a horror of that creature turning up on my doorstep.”


      “He’s always moved around,” Harry said from the adjacent armchair.


      Sylvia looked over the top of Ruby’s bright head. “Oh, don’t say it. We’re not going to drive all the way to Nottingham to look in sheds.”


      “Well, not today. It’s pouring with rain. And we invited Darcey and Peggy for dinner tonight.” Harry waved an absent-minded hand, then scratched his ear lobe. “Anyway, monstrous crimes outside Gloucestershire aren’t our responsibility. Not that any of it is really.”


      Percival looked up over the top of the newspaper he was reading. “I hope not Harry. You’re not the type.”


      With a faint smile, Harry wondered which one was suffering the onset of dementia, Percival or his wife. It was the wife Amy who was playing with her teaspoon, stirring her coffee first clockwise and then anti-clockwise. She looked a little ruffled. “I used to be your type, Percy. That’s why you married me.”


      Putting down the newspaper with deliberation, Percival frowned. “Nothing to do with types or murders,” he said, staring at his wife. “Not the sort of thing I’d chose to say in front of the whole manor, my dear, but we married because I did love you.”


      “Did?”


      “Do, my dear Amy, do and always will.”


      Amy smiled. “Dear man,” she told him. “Quite insufferable. But quite delicious. Better than chocolate biscuits.”


      But the television had moved on from headlines and was now discussing the dreadful discovery in more detail. “As yet unidentified, the young woman found dead just outside Nottingham this morning, is still under investigation. The crime scene has been blocked off and the police are refusing to discuss their findings so far.” The reporter, an umbrella flapping in the wind was not keeping him particularly dry, approached a policeman standing in front of the turn to another narrow street. “Good morning, sir,” said the reporter. “Might I ask a few questions on this shocking morning?”


      The policeman, helmet brim dripping, shook his head and sent the drips flying. “No comment, mate. Too early for any conclusions. The forensic team only just moved in.”


      “Turn off that rubbish,” yelled Ruby, emerging from Sylvia’s half-hearted embrace. “It’s always bad news or no news. This time it’s both.”


      “The trouble is,” said Sylvia, “Lionel Sullivan’s horrific behaviour touches us closely. He killed poor Joyce. I know you didn’t like Joyce, Bluebell, but she’d had a vile life with that man, and then a vile death at his hand. Harry actually got him arrested the first time as you know. Oh God, if he’s started again – how does he manage to get away all the time? It’s four months since he escaped prison.”


      “He’s only killed once in that time. Well,” Harry changed his mind, “First his wife, and now this one. But we can’t really be sure yet if it’s his work.”


      “They’re not going to shout things out on television, are they?” called Stella from the sofa by the fire. “That monster’s killings always end in such carnage. Mutilation. Torture. Well, they won’t describe all that, will they? We’d all vomit back our breakfast. But if they suspect that man, then the corpse is in bits, you can count on it.”


      “Since it’s not his territory,” Harry nodded back, “Morrison won’t be in on it. But I bet the Nottingham cops will be over to discuss it with him. Darcey’s the Sullivan expert. So we can ask him tonight.”


      “Too early,” said Sylvia. “He won’t admit a thing yet. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he cancels our dinner date anyway and buzzes off to Nottingham for a couple of days. Not his territory – true – but he’ll be called on as an expert. Consultations. He’s our Sullivan guy now, isn’t he! What a horrid title.”


      “So we follow?” grinned Harry.


      Sylvia interrupted him before he started making B&B reservations. “Not until after we talk to Darcey. Yes, I know I’m bossy but I’m not Maid Marion, and I have no interest in Nottingham forest until we know for sure about bloody Lionel.”


      The phone call was predictable. “He’s had to sprint off to Nottingham,” Peggy said. “And so has Rita. She was going to babysit. So I can’t come either. Besides, Atticus has toothache. Sorry, we’ll make it again soon.”


      “As we expected,” Harry said, clicking off his phone. “But I’m not letting that man go. Sullivan, I mean – not Darcey. But a long weekend in Nottingham could be pleasant enough.”


      “Well, you know how to follow a SatNav now so we wouldn’t get lost.”


      “Actually,” Harry chewed his lip, “I rather miss getting lost sometimes. Being lost used to take me to interesting places.”


      Sylvia closed her eyes. “Once it nearly got you killed. But I suppose that’s why you have such an exhausting determination to catch the vile man. But please, Harry, not tomorrow. Let’s leave on Saturday, and not at dawn.”


      The long and bitter winter had fizzled into March showers, daffodils and daisies with a few bright blue-sky-days bringing hope of better to come. But it was grey and windy when Sylvia clamped her navy wool over her silver hair, kissed Ruby goodbye and clambered into the front passenger seat of the Lexus.   Harry had been waiting with the engine running, so the heating was already blowing hot air, and Sylvia leaned back in relief and unwound her scarf. “Alright then, my love. Let’s head off into the northern wilderness.”


      “Gloucestershire weather isn’t much better than the Midlands.”


      But it was warm in the car with the heating full on, and the seats nice and hot. two sheepskin rugs and a Burberry throw, just in case and two flasks of piping hot tea supplied by Lavender, with the radio playing Sibelius quite softly in the background. The music stopped for the ten o’clock news. The recent discovery of a mutilated female corpse wrapped in a black rubbish bag and discovered in an old skip on a nearby building site. The body has been difficult to identify, but  Lionel Sullivan who escaped from prison several months ago is suspected as the killer. Now final identification has been made, but the police have not yet announced the name. The dead woman is thought to have lived locally and disappeared only a few days preceding the discovery. The police will hold a press meeting at two o’clock this afternoon, and we will bring you the news as soon as possible.


      “Oh, so fascinating,” Harry sniffed. “How would we live without the media?”


      “Might be more interesting after the police announcement,” Sylvia suggested. “So get a hotel room with a television, just in case.”


      But it was during dinner at the local pub that Sylvia and Harry were able to discuss the snippets of news the police had earlier released. Sylvia was mopping up the gravy she’d spilt down the front of her jumper from her pie. Harry said, “We never met the poor girl. But it sounds like Sullivan is out and about again.”


      “She was only eighteen.” Sylvia looked up from her deep cleaning attempt.


      “We’ll see Morrison tomorrow,” nodded Harry.


      “Tomorrow’s Sunday.”


      “Police stations don’t close for church. And at home, Sunday would catch Darcey in his Winnie the Pooh flannelette pyjamas. But here, he’ll be working. He wouldn’t come all this way just to stay in bed.”


      But it was not DI Darcey Morrison they saw the next day when they turned up at the station. The uniform behind the desk nodded, eyed them over, and picked up the phone on the desk, clicked a button of some sort, and muttered, “Wait over there. Won’t be long.”


      There were two chairs. But as soon as they sat, DI Rita Ellis bounded in, shiny blue mackintosh soaked over the shoulders. “Didn’t expect you,” she said. “But it’s nice to see you again. Come with me and we’ll have some coffee. Darcey isn’t here at present. He’s in a meeting with the Nottingham chief. But he’ll come and join us when the seniors have finished with him.”


      They left the car outside and scurried over the road, getting splashed by passing cars, and bundled into a small café which lacked lighting but gained a deep rich perfume of frying bacon and hot coffee.


      “We’re sure it’s him,” Rita said, steam in her eyes. “The poor little girl was found in pieces, although not as badly mutilated as some of his victims in the past. We don’t think that’s especially relevant since it depends on what sort of accommodation he has. If he can’t sit around and play his filthy games in private for a week or more, then he has to make the whole thing quick. And that’s what’s happened by the looks of it.” She leaned forward, elbows on the small coffee-ringed table. “I don’t suppose your unexpected arrival means you have some magic information?”


      “Unfortunately no,” Sylvia apologised. “But this whole disgusting crime sounds very rushed. You know one time the monster committed the murder in the usual way, and the usual place down south, but then managed to move elsewhere for the burial, just to confuse the police. So it’s not as if he’s never moved around before. This sounds a bit like that time. But we can’t be sure of anything, not with him.”


      “How’s Milton Howard?” asked Harry suddenly.


      “Who? Oh – yes, of course.” Rita was surprised. “I’ve stopped following up on that one. That Met creep Cramble is still chasing the money laundering business, but he hasn’t been financed for flying off to Dubai, so he’s not achieving very much. The last I heard of Milton he was waiting to have his legs fixed. But I expect he’s still at the psycho home now.”


      “Is that what it’s called? Or just politically incorrect?”


      “It’s the Theodore McBride Institute. Same difference. A home for the criminally insane, and basically the end of the run for the sociopath and psychopath instead of prison. Personally, I think Lionel Sullivan should have been sent there, and might even get some help. He certainly won’t get any in a high-security prison. I hear Milton still keeps asking for his lady. But I can’t feel sorry for him. I certainly do for Evie.”


      “You’ve followed up on her instead?”


      “Gracious yes,” Rita said. “How could I not? It’s only two months or less, so she’s still in a terrible condition. They’ve moved house to somewhere more private and much nicer. Funds from both the council and the police. Well deserved. I’ve seen her twice, and I intend going again, but there’s not much I can help her with anymore.”


      Harry ordered another coffee. “So that last case is sorted but still has its terrible ramifications. Maurice Howard is presumably getting ridiculously rich in Dubai. But surely he’d still try and keep in touch with his little triplet?”


      Rita had no idea. “That’s up to Cramble and the doctors. Not my case.”


      “You and Morrison are both still on Sullivan’s then?”


      “Indeed we are.” Rita leaned forwards again. But if you still keep in touch with Kate Howard, we wouldn’t mind knowing anything of interest.”


      “By all means,” said Sylvia, finishing the glass of water she’d asked for after a boiling hot espresso. “She still runs the shop, and now she’s got Iris living there with her. They do the cooking together, and it seems Iris hasn’t approached a fruit machine in months. Life is getting better for some if not for others. But the last time I spoke to Kate, she denied any contact with her husband.”


      “It’s what she told us too, I wonder?” Rita was pulling out her notebook when Morrison came in.
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      “It wasn’t like that,” mumbled the girl. “Actually it was sort of horrible and I don’t want to talk about it.”


      “I can understand that,” Sergeant Vaughn. London based,  nodded with an encouraging smile. “But this could be extremely important, Tracy. Look – call me Lizzie. And just relax. Forget about this being a police interview.  You agree to talk and answer everything I ask, and we can sit over the road in that café, and I’ll get you whatever you want for breakfast. They’ve got an alcove which is fairly private. What do you think?”


      “What are you going to ask?”


      “Everything,” Lizzie said at once. “About your family and every detail you can think of. Agree to that, and I’ll buy you the biggest breakfast you’ve ever eaten.”


      “Just because I’m Tracy Sullivan? My mother’s a bitch and I hardly knew me dad. Your other cop didn’t even believe that’s my name.”


      “Let me explain,” said Lizzie. “But first of all, agree to talk.”
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      Tracy talked. It was three hours later that Sargeant Vaughn trotted back to the station and marched in to see her DI. “Very smart of you, Lizzie,” DI. Charley Finch said with faint scepticism. “Perkins was quite sure the girl gave a false name. How could she not have known we were searching for her, for goodness sake?”


      “Simply because she’s on the game, boss.” Lizzie’s grin of beaming satisfaction had not yet convinced her chief. “Lives in a dump with three other hookers. They share the room and they share the pimp. He doesn’t sound much nicer than Sullivan. Her life must have been vile since birth. I want to help.”


      “Her, or me, Lizzie?”


      “Both, sir.”


      “But,” decided the DI, “you haven’t told me yet why you’re so convinced it’s the right girl.”


      Lizzie sat without being asked. “Well, no birth certificate. But she described Lionel Sullivan to a Tee. Her mother’s a bitch called Gertie, but hates the name so calls herself Grace. Tracy ran away from home where, surprise surprise, she was abused. It’s all in such detail, sir, no one could have made it all up on the spur of the moment..”


      “We need proof, Lizzie.” The chief tapped his fingertips together and frowned over them. “If this is all correct, you’ll get a chocolate milkshake over at Kaloon’s.”


      Slightly smirking, Lizzie said, “I’ll go and visit tomorrow. She gave me her address.”


      “Go today,” said the inspector.


      The house was less of a dump than Lizzie had expected, but it smelled of brothel business, and it certainly didn’t smell of cleaning liquids or air fresheners. Lizzie rang the bell. Someone poked their head out of the top window, three floors up. “Tracy?” Lizzie called.


      “Basement,” shouted down the head upstairs. Different door.”


      Downstairs was worse. The steps were dark cement, narrow and dirty.  The brown painted door was peeling, but a large knocker in the shape of a smiling fish appeared to welcome visitors. Lizzie knocked.


      Tracy answered the door in her dressing gown. “Oh bloody hell, thank goodness,” she mumbled, pushing her hair back from her eyes. “I thought it was a client. I don’t want any pissed blokes just at the moment, thanks. But I didn’t expect you either, Lizzie. I only got to bed about two hours ago.”


      “Sorry. Did I wake you?”


      “Never mind. Come in,” grumbled Tracy, pulling her dressing gown tighter. “As long as it’s good news and not just more questions.”


      “Both,” Lizzie assured her. Inside were two rooms, each just about large enough to turn around in without banging on the walls. The fractionally larger was the bedroom, black satin sheets with a frilly quilt now on the floor. They sat in the living room which had managed to squash in a very grubby pair of red fake-leather chairs, a television and a kitchenette with one gas-ring and a dirty, cracked sink.


      Presumably watching Lizzie’s expressions, Tracy giggled. “Admiring my palace?”


      With sudden undiplomatic honesty, Lizzie pulled a face. “Don’t you make enough money for something better than this?”


      “A back-handed compliment, I suppose,” Tracy said. “So you think I’m so gorgeous I should be charging a hundred quid a pop? As it happens, I try not to work much. Not every day, anyway. I bloody hate it, so I just lock up and turn the phone off and go to bed for a couple of days. All I get up for is the odd cup of tea and a cheese sandwich.”


      “I’ll go out later and bring something back. Or order a curry to be delivered or something.” She sat gingerly on one of the red plastic chairs.  “But if you can make tea -?”


      They both sipped tea. “My mum was on the game,” Tracy said, peeping through steam from the large chipped mug. “I don’t know if she liked it, we never talked much. But I suppose it’s the only job I ever knew. Sort of like the family business. And no, I don’t make much. I don’t care. I like going down on chilly evenings and sitting on the embankment watching the boats on the Thames.”


      “Really?” Lizzie was surprised, even interested. But she remembered her own job. “You don’t have a birth certificate handy, do you?” Tracy shook her head. “Oh well, never mind,” Lizzie said. “What’s your birthdate? I’ll remember to send a card.”


      Tracy sniggered again. “1987. Yeh, I know, old enough to know better.”


      “Same as me,” Lizzie said, scribbling notes. “I’m sure you look younger than that.”


      “Maybe with make-up on. Not like this, my real scarecrow self” Tracy finished her tea with a gulp. “Thirty-two, nearly thirty-three and feeling eighty-three. The ninth of June. Gemini.”


      “Well, perhaps I’m your twin,” Lizzie was almost disbelieving it. “That’s my birthday too. Where were you born?”


      “Not the same parents,” said Tracy, “I’d bet my life on that. Actually, I was born in Cheltenham, but we moved to London when I was a little kid. Five or something. Never been back.”


      “But your father has.”


      Tracy nodded. “I don’t follow the news, and I hate knowing anything about that pig. But I know he’s on the run.” She looked away. Vague thoughts persisted and she found them irritating. So the cop was born on the same day yet now she had a career and made good money. She might even have a husband. Certainly had more to be proud of – instead of a life on the streets and a vague ashamed hatred of herself.


      “And in spite of that, you didn’t know half the British police force was looking for you?”


      “OK, so I’m stupid. But why would I?” Tracy slumped back in the armchair. Small curls of yellow foam were protruding from the split seat. “That’s the last thing I need. Cops – not my favourite nowadays. In the past it was different – but now they’re all rude bastards. And I’ve been picked up before now, so I’m not exactly a mystery.” She bit her lip. Those same thoughts still buzzed inside her head. “Besides, I don’t watch TV, and when I do, it’s Game of Thrones or something. Not the bloody boring news. So a factory caught fire? So someone fell off their bike? Big deal – !”


      “It’s only been a few weeks since we started looking,” Lizzie explained. “With your father on the run, you might know of places to look for him. But we didn’t even know you existed until recently. After all, Sullivan’s a common enough name.”


      “And whoring’s a common enough job.”


      “We knew your sister worked the streets. We didn’t know about you.” Lizzie put her empty mug back on the tiny low table, leaning forwards. “Look, Tracy. I think there’s a lot we could achieve here. Let me talk to my boss, and I’ll see what I can come up with. Would you really get involved if we did a few things in return? Like finding you a decent little flat, and a bit of money to go with it? I mean, we could even put up a decent reward for your dad’s arrest, and make sure you get it.”


      “Wow.” Life had changed in a flash. “You mean it? For that, I’ll do whatever you like.” She paused, and the smile lit up. “Besides, “she admitted, as though confessing to the greater shame, “my telly doesn’t work half the time. A new one would be brilliant. One of those great big screens.”


      “It’ll take a bit of time to set up.” Lizzie swallowed, wondering whether her DI. would call her an idiot and refuse to co-operate. “In the meantime, have a sleep, don’t answer the door to anyone, and that’s extremely important, and I’ll be back in about two or three hours. Mid to late afternoon probably. Get dressed as soon as you wake and wait for me. Make yourself one of those cheese sandwiches you told me about, but I’ll take you out to dinner later. When I come back, I’ll knock on the door and yell my name through the letterbox. How’s that sound?”


      “It sounds bloody great. I’ll wear dull normal clothes, and off we’ll go to the Ritz for dinner.” Tracy hopped up, dressing gown flying open over a torn and transparent nightie just long enough to cover the necessary. “Sleep first, and I’ll wake up all enthusiastic.”


      “And don’t tell another soul. None of the other girls. No clients. No one, especially not your guy. He’ll never find you again anyway.”
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      He stared down at the thing on the long table. The excitement paled. Then reignited with a burst as he pushed open her legs and stared closer, touching, then thrusting.


      The knife had been well sharpened, and two large black plastic bags, opened, were lying ready. The blood was dark and sticky and stank. There was some on the carpet, and he was going to have to do a good job of scrubbing that off. The stink was slightly nauseous, not just the blood, but the various collections of muck which corpses evidently stored inside, and excreted when dying.


      Undoubtedly the muck and ooze would increase, but it was all good to know. She had died too quickly, though that had been fun at the time. Tremendous fun, in fact. One of the most exciting climaxes so far. But then it left him somewhat bereft.


      He started work with the hand saw,
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      Darcey, the accepted expert on the serial killer Lionel Sullivan, received a phone call. Tuesday morning and the final arrangement was to meet for tea and coffee over the road at Brown’s. Rita, Darcey and the Nottingham chief Graham Provost sat a bit squashed on one side of the table, facing Harry and Sylvia on the other. Morrison said, “I had a call from a Sergeant Vaughn from the Met. I don’t know her, although I will soon. Her chief put her on to me. She’s been making friends with Tracy Sullivan?”


      “The real Tracy Sullivan?”


      “They seem convinced that it is.” He nodded at the Nottingham DI, but looked straight across at Sylvia and Harry. “I’m off to London. Call it a diversion. And with a little luck, it will indeed be thoroughly diverting.”


      “What fun to be a homicide expert,” said Sylvia, gulping her tea. “Is that what you dreamed of becoming when you were six?”


      “Hardly.” He grinned. “I wanted to be a lumberjack at six or seven. It changed to being a fireman by the time I was ten. Then a lawyer but my sweet little teacher told me I’d never pass the exams. I chose the next best thing.”


      “I always wanted to be a deep-sea diver exploring wrecks for treasure,’ Graham Provost informed them. Now I can’t even swim. Too fat.”


      Darcey recollected the conversation. “I can’t invite you two along,” he told Harry and Sylvia. “But I won’t forbid it either. This Tracy Sullivan might feel more comfortable with a woman old enough to be her mother.”


      “How old is she?”


      “Thirty-two, I gather,” Morrison said.


      “Then I’m old enough to be her grandmother.” Sylvia started on a piece of fruit toast swimming in butter. “And I’d love to come – unofficially, of course.”


      “We’re unofficial at the best of times,” Harry murmured. “Though not sure what the best of times involves.”


      “Detective Napper’s driving,” Morrison continued, “Leslie. I’ll introduce you. Got anywhere to stay in London?”


      “My London friends all dropped dead of old age years ago,” said Sylvia. “We’ll find a hotel in whatever area you tell us. Off the record of course.”


      “Centuries ago I used to like a place in Notting Hill,” said Harry. “But they’ve all gone up-market and cost millions now.”


      “I’m afraid we’re off to Southwark,” Rita grinned, pushing her empty plate away, now cleaned of pancakes, bacon, strawberries, maple syrup and poached eggs. She grabbed a napkin. “Miss Sullivan doesn’t work in a posh part of the city. It’s a back alley somewhere south of the river.”


      “We’ll find a motel,” said Harry.


      “Or stay at the Tower. Are you leaving today? We booked out of our cosy tavern two hours ago.”


      “We leave in a couple of hours, just need to confirm a couple of things at the station first.” Morrison nodded to Graham Provost. “And say a temporary goodbye. The skip killing will be yours, Graham, until we can confirm the source. We’ll be settled in Southwark by this evening.” He smiled at Harry. “And I’ll be in Southwark afore ye.”


      “You certainly drive faster,” Harry said. “But I’ll phone once we’ve found a place to stay.”


      “And we can meet up later tomorrow,” said Rita. “Just how you get to meet this girl, I’m not sure. We haven’t worked it out yet, and we’ll need her permission unless we sort of do it in a café or something. Would you be horribly cross if we end up not being able to fix it.”


      “Oh yes,” Sylvia said. “More homicides.”


      “Fair enough,” said Morrison. ‘At least we’d solve them quickly.”


      “Which reminds me,” said Harry, keeping his voice down. “Sullivan had two killing bouts. What stopped him midstream? Marriage to Joyce? That’s what she claimed. But none of us knew he was already married.”


      “We have a very threadbare life history of the creature,” Rita said. “Born in 1957 to a real terror of a mother and a weakling father. The father ran by the time the child was three. Baby Lionel had Acromegaly and probably looked a bit odd. Anyway, the mother tried to kill him off a few times and was the most appalling woman as far as we know. Dead now. There’s a suspicion that Lionel killed her. No proof though.  Anyway, he was never taken to the doctors for his condition, though I’ve no idea whether they knew how to treat the condition back then. He looks very unpleasant still, as we all know. The father’s never been traced. No need to start now, I presume. Lionel was just nineteen when he married first time. Gertrude Brewster. The first daughter was born after a couple of months, but there’s a nasty story concerning poor little Karyn, and we’re not sure if she’s dead. It was her underwear we found stuffed up the second wife Joyce. Well, the second daughter seems to have been an afterthought or a mistake, or a sudden trip home after being away for years. We don’t know what or why, but Tracy was born in 1987, more than ten years later. The mother was already a prostitute and evidently put the elder daughter on the streets at a young age. Now we know Tracy has followed the family habit. Reluctantly, she claims.”


      “As we know,” Morrison continued, “our friend Sullivan began a murder splurge in the early nineties. He’d have been in his early thirties. Would someone like that really have waited that long with those sorts of murderous urges? I’d be willing to wager he started far younger. We just don’t know about it. Somebody else may. Even this young daughter. Who knows?”


      “Oh, shit,” Harry muttered. “What a life. And then there’s the Howard triplets. What a cosy area we’ve been living in.”


      Sylvia was counting. “Maybe his mother. Maybe his elder daughter. At least thirteen wasn’t it? The total in the nineteen-nineties, and then two years ago. Now poor dear Joyce, and Mark Howard too. And now the girl in Nottingham. And you’re saying there must have been others.”


      “I believe there were.” Morrison was frowning. “Why would he have waited till his thirties to start killing. Clearly, he’s a maniac with a lust for blood and mutilation. That sort of creature doesn’t live the first part of his life as a normal loving husband.”


      “Maybe his daughter will give some clues,” said Rita.


      “We’re meeting up with the DI. this evening,” Morrison said. “And the Sullivan girl tomorrow.”


      “It’s going to be an interesting week,” said Sylvia.


      It was that evening they enjoyed the extensive menu at the Chinese restaurant over the road, and enjoyed a piping hot sake, hardly the correct Chinese cuisine but most welcome for all that. Harry accepted chopsticks, but Sylvia, hands too arthritic, begged pardon and used a fork. “I like Nottingham,” she told Harry. “Never been here before.”


      “Nor me. It would make a nice long weekend away if we ever get time for a holiday.”


      Sylvia, laughing, finished her sake, which was going cold. “We’re off to Africa for a whole month in September. Besides, we’re free to go anywhere anytime.”


      “After they catch Lionel Sullivan,” said Harry, chopsticks waving in the air.


      A middle-aged man on the next table looked over, smiling and clearing his throat. “I don’t wish to interrupt,” he said cautiously, “but I heard you speak of Lionel Sullivan. Would you be working for the police?”


      “Sort of,” said Harry.


      “Oh, I don’t wish to pry,” the man said in a hurry. “I’m sure it’s all very hush hush. But I just wondered if there was anything you could tell us. You see, we’ve been personally affected, and after all the bad news, a little good news would be such a blessing.”


      The woman sitting at the same table nodded vigorously. “Not only poor little Chelsea, she was the first victim from around here as I’m sure you know, but then Ian Price died of an unexpected virus. His parents were devastated of course. We know them from church, and they said Ian was one of the most popular boys at school.”


      “And then, after all that,” added the man, “my dearest sister died of a sudden stroke. My poor little sister Edith.”


      “I don’t think the Sullivan creature causes strokes,” said Harry, puzzled.


      “No, no,” said the woman in a hurry. “But it’s been such a worry for us lately. And imagining that murderer jumping on us every time we go out – well, it’s just a nightmare. If only someone would catch him.”


      “We wish the same,” Sylvia said. “I’m quite sure the only person who wants him free, is Lionel himself.”


      “I’m Daisy, by the way,” said the woman. “And this is George, my husband. Would you like to join us for a pudding and a nice glass of wine? We don’t drink as a rule, but meeting people who have knowledge of this terrible situation, well, it’s worth a celebration.”


      Sylvia looked doubtful beneath her frown, but Harry said, “What a kind offer, Daisy. We’d love to join you, wouldn’t we Sylvia dear?”


      “More than anything I can possibly imagine,” said Sylvia, very flat voiced.
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      The cottage had once been thatched, but the roof had fallen into disrepair many years previously and had finally blown off. Lionel Sullivan stole an old, ripped and abandoned tent from a caravan site, and put it up inside the cottage so that he had a cosy well insulated living room and bedroom, he could emerge to use what was left of the kitchen in the old house. Neither gas nor electricity remained, but he could light a small fire under the two gas burners and used a pot instead of a kettle. There was sufficient straw and twigs around to start as many fires as he fancied, and the cosy warmth kept whistling winds away. He slept well and stole enough food to keep from misery, and so it wasn’t food he was hungry for. His groin pleaded with him, and his prick wept. It had been a long, long time without even the beginnings of satisfaction.


      The contemplation of suicide crept from his belly, from his head, and from under his arms as if the thoughts blended with the stink of sweat. Worms crawled from the soles of his feet and from behind his neck. And then, as he knew she would, Olga came slipping from the shadows. “What misery, old fool. Well, you killed the one woman you could fuck, even if she wasn’t much of a pleasure anymore. She’d have fought. That, at least, would have increased the anticipation.”


      “Piss off, bitch,” Lionel muttered.


      “It’s you who needs to piss, ugly failure that you are. When did you last manage to come, then? When you killed Joyce. Yes, that was a satisfying hour. But now she’s gone. Done it – bummed it – no arse left – what? You want to fuck a donkey? It’s all you’ll get for every female in the country knows your face now. Your face and your bloody big flat feet. So listen to me, old fool. There’s nothing left but death. Shadows forever, and never dream again. What peace. What satisfaction.”


      Lionel sat on the damp foam mattress and fiddled with the feathers oozing from the torn corner of his pillow. Mice had been nesting. “Bugger off, dragon-shit. What if there’s an after-life? What about hell? What about retribution? I’m not going to face all that.”


      “So you’ll live forever to escape your just deserts? Besides, there’s nothing after death, and you know it. Gone means gone.”


      “Just one more. Get me another bitch to play with, and I’ll do it.” He looked up. A tiny squeeze of sunshine had slanted through the remaining beams of the roof. “Is that a sign? Is that a yes?” Lionel sighed. There was no car now. No way of picking up some wobble-arsed back-packer, or some pretty bit of flesh wanting a lift home.


      The world slid past without greeting. He had no television, no radio, no single friend or companion, no confidant except Olga and her whispered nightmares. He stole to live. Food, not nonsense newspapers. So whether they still searched for him, he didn’t know and didn’t care. Well, a grand and famous murderer, one of the most outstanding - they’d search forever. But he’d shoot himself before the arrest. No more sick, empty prisons, that had been the worst.  For the first time that sodding miserable morning, Lionel chuckled, for now he had a gun. He’d never shot a gun before and had very little idea of how to aim. Without more bullets, he could never reload. But he’d manage a quick and probably painless death. “And you’ll die with me, Dragon-shit Olga. Bang, bang. And I’ll claw your fucking eyes out before I die.”


      Olga didn’t answer. Now Lionel was cheerful, so she slipped away, head beneath her wing.


      “Dinner time.” Lionel left the tent-cottage and strode through the tangle of thorns and sludge, approaching the forest path some way off. The hills and forests of the Cotswolds were his old stomping ground and he was comfortable there. It felt as though he had his own home again. Those thicker forests helped in other ways too for he had once again layered the broken boughs, leaf litter and torn bracken bushes, thorn thick, disguising the tiny cottage from all directions. No hint of it could be seen from above nor from the ground, and entering the first little door was easy only once you knew how to push past, and what to jump over. The scrubby bare hills of sheep droppings around the Cotswolds seemed like a different country.


      “Stomp, stomp.” He laughed at himself. There’s the old warehouse down on the village outskirts, and he’d pinch some potatoes, frozen pork chops and maybe even some sort of pudding if he could get in and out quickly enough.


      Olga was now nowhere to be seen.
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      Southwark, a neat little apartment on the top floor, and if you stuck your head out at some slight risk, you could see the river. Furnished without imagination or taste, but centrally heated and a separate kitchen, however tiny, and a double bed with proper cotton sheets. No lift but running up three flights of stairs didn’t bother Tracy in the least.


      “I don’t have to share a bathroom and a loo,” she yelled to the world, waving her arms in the air. “All mine. I don’t have to clean someone else’s shit off the loo seat before I can sit on it myself. The bath is all white and shiny without stains. There’s a tiled floor. I don’t have to shove fifty pence in the meter before I can get any hot water. And no one else will thump on the door just as soon as I’ve sat down.”


      “So you like it?”


      “Bloody hell, do I ever? It’s pissing marvellous. Two pillows and a comfy mattress. A proper oven, big enough for a frozen pie. Oh, Lizzie, you’re a marvel.”


      “Glad you like it.” Personally Lizzie thought they could have managed something a bit better, but evidently this would be enough for the moment. “Now, no temptation to go back to the old business? No? Good. You’ll have to survive on the dole for the time being, but without any rent or other bills to pay, you should be Ok. So no opening doors unless I shout my name through the letterbox.”


      “I’m going to read. Endlessly. Lay in bed and read. And watch that lovely big telly.” It wasn’t as large as she’d hoped for, but it worked, and it was bigger than she’d owned before. “Except Game of Thrones isn’t on anymore.”


      “I’ll be back to see how you’re getting on tomorrow. And the day after I hope we’ll get the one I really want you to speak with. That’s DI Morrison and I’ve told you all about him, so I hope you’ll feel like a long chat.”


      “You mean an interview.”


      “Well, yes, I do. But a friendly one, and right here, not at the station. I’ll be here too of course, and there might be another female DI. Rita Ellis. I’ve never met her but she sounds nice.”


      “I never thought cops could be nice till I met you.” Tracy sniggered. “But now I reckon you’re all bloody saints and angels.”


      “I’ll give you my blessing after you answer all DI. Morrison’s questions,” Lizzie grinned back.


      It was two days later, and the flat wasn’t quite so tidy when Lizzie thumped on the door, calling, “Tracy, it’s me, Liz, and DI. Morrison’s here too. I hope you’re home.”


      Tracy flung open the door as if expecting Father Christmas. She was well covered in jeans and a jumper, but barefoot. “Come in,” she beamed. “I’ll make tea. I haven’t got any coffee. And I take it you’re all on duty and don’t want booze?”


      “Tea,” said Darcey, “would be wonderful. The booze part can come another day. Meet my companion DI. Ellis. I see they’ve supplied some adequate accommodation.”


      “Adequate?” squeaked Tracy. “It’s bloody wonderful.” And she waved her visitors to the living room chairs. A well cushioned and blue striped sofa sank a little as both women sat. Morrison took one of the matching chairs and stretched his legs as Tracy marched back in with a tray of steaming mugs.


      Morrison drank his tea and disguised the twitch of muscular distaste. He finished the milky cupful and smiled at Tracy. “Well,” he said. “I had no idea you existed just a month ago, Miss Sullivan. And now you’ve suddenly become the most interesting person I have probably ever interviewed.”


      “Crap,” said Tracy, but she was smiling too.
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      “Knitting?”


      “That girl needs a warm jumper by the sound of things,” said Yvonne, disappearing behind the swathes of purple fluff. “Poor little soul. And I met her mum once when she came here. So sweet. So desperate. And someone told me the girl likes mohair. I expect it was Sylvia who told me.”


      “I think that’s the jumper she was wearing when that lunatic snatched her up.” Sheila sat opposite, fiddling with the remote control on the radio. “But maybe she won’t want to be reminded of that.”


      “Oh dear.” Yvonne dropped a stitch and scrabbled to reclaim it on the thick red needle. The purple mohair on red knitting needles was attracting attention.


      Stella said, “Keeping busy, dear?”


      “Well, it keeps me off the street corners.”


      “But you won’t pick up any nice men with purple mohair, dear.”


      “Very funny, Stella dear,” Yvonne sniffed and continued knitting. “But it’s Sylvie and Harry I want to talk to. Whatever’s happened to that little girl, anyway? I’d like to know she’s all right.”


      It was Ruby who called from the other side of the room, closer to the fire. “She’s due back tomorrow. She phoned me last night. Always keeps in touch, you know.”


      The sound of the hoover echoed from upstairs and Stella flapped her hanky upwards. “I suppose that’s Lavender getting ready for them now.”


      Dennis, sitting on the same couch and in danger of being poked in the eye with long red knitting needles, was grumbling quietly to himself with regard to silly women talking through his favourite radio programme, when he suddenly remembered something even more important than The Archers. “That old duffer from the cake shop, Iris, she chatted to me the other day when I went in there for a decent coffee. Says the other girl, Kate isn’t it? Well, she went to visit the girl who got kidnapped. Wanted to say sorry or something. Mother wanted to throw her out, and there was a right battle outside the house. The son came out and pulled the mother off. Bit of a fisticuffs. The cops got called. All very silly.”


      “What was silly about it?” demanded Stella. “Kate wanted to say sorry. Fair enough. The poor girl’s mother wanted nothing to do with that disgusting family. Fair enough. How could they know that Kate was different to her husband? Fair enough. Police were called. Fair enough.”


      It was the voice from behind the knitting that sniffed, saying, “But Kate knew, didn’t she? Maybe not all the details, but she knew girls were taken for the little triplet. Knowing and not saying. That’s dreadful and it makes her as bad as the rest.”


      “But threatened with death, and losing her daughter if she talked,” Stella added. “Fair enough.”


      “I think,” said Amy from another corner of the room, “it’s not fair at all. It’s dark, so it’s time for bed.”


      Percival looked up and folded his newspaper. “Only seven thirty in the evening, my dear. A little early.”


      “Well, that’s all very well,” Amy told him, slightly embarrassed, “if people are going to squabble and fight in the streets, my dear, I don’t want to get involved. My arms aren’t as strong as they used to be. I haven’t got into any big fights outside the pub since I was in my twenties.”


      Everyone stared and Percival looked somewhat perplexed. “Amy dearest, I married you when you were twenty-four. I really don’t remember you ever punching out the opposition. I think you’ve been watching West Side Story on the television again.”


      Since everyone was now staring at everyone else, everyone heard when the radio crackled and announced the breaking news. Another woman had been discovered outside Nottingham. The remains had been dismembered, and the body was as yet unidentified.


      “Oh, shit,” said Stella. “Here we go again.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      It was a large, bright bedroom and the spring sunshine was trickling between the curtains. She could hear the glass rattle in the wind but cuddled up in bed she didn’t have to worry about that. Indeed, she didn’t have to worry about anything, which seemed utterly blissful. Nightmares were still common, but even they weren’t every night anymore.


      Niles sat on the edge of her bed. “Well, little sister, is it nice being home again?”


      She nodded. “But it isn’t home really, is it?”


      “From now on, it is. Online generosity, and the nurses too. Even that woman at the Rochester Manor.”


      “Well, it’s a nicer house,” Eve admitted. “Bigger rooms and a bigger garden. And not close to the bloody cake shop anymore.”


      Niles paused. “That woman’s not to blame,” he said eventually. “The husband is off making big money and evading the law in the Middle East somewhere. The oldest triplet is dead. And the other one – well – he’ll die soon.”


      “He should be in prison.”


      “He is, in a way,” Niles said softly. “A mental institution, and locked up, never to be free. That’s prison, more or less. Hopefully they’ve stuck electric wires into his head. That’s what they do in those places, don’t they? Or cut bits of brain out?”


      “I don’t think they do any of that stuff anymore,” Eve said without conviction. “Anyway, I just don’t want to think about him. Talk to me about football or your girlfriend or what Mum’s making for dinner.”


      “Shepherd’s Pie, Liverpool won yesterday which you know since you watched it and yelled your head off, and I haven’t got a girlfriend.”


      “Fibs, Niles. I saw you talking to her outside last night.”


      “Talking doesn’t mean wildly romantic. She’s just Jim’s daughter. I work with Jim, and the girl brought a message. I got rid of the last girl. She only wanted me since she thought I was famous. It was you she wanted to meet. I told her to get lost.”


      Eve lay back against the pillows. She still thanked the Lord every night for each of the four pillows, the two soft pink sheets, the soft luxury quilt, and the real toilet just outside. She had dreamed of a real bed, comfortably sleep-worthy and soft, for all those weeks. She had dreamed of her mother’s voice.


      “Night-night, my darling Evie. I’ll wake you with hot chocolate in the morning. Let’s say eight thirty?”


      She had dreamed of smiles, of people waving to her in the street. Of learning to drive and buying a car – the first in the family. She had dreamed of plates piled high with dinner. Oh, the perfumes of roasted food. Of creamy cakes. Of fried eggs, bacon, onions, sausages. Breakfast. Lunch. Dinner. Snacks and drinks. More than she could eat. More than she could want. Ice cream. Chocolate eclairs – oh, my dear sweet God almighty, let me rediscover happiness. Just simple satisfaction. That dreamy contentment that slips into your head almost unseen. On a warm sunny day with a bright blue sky over the hills. Birds singing. The kitten trying to climb into bed with you,. and its furry coat tickling your chin. Your favourite song on the radio. Mum poking her head around the door, “Aren’t you asleep yet, my love? Want another hot drink?”


      There had been so many yearning dreams. Not for wild excitement or the happiness of love and riches. No, just the contentment of a peaceful day. Hopes fulfilled.


      She looked sleepily at Niles. “You’re such a darling, Niles.”


      “Shall I go ahead and kill the bugger, Evie?”


      “What? And be as bad as him?” She had put on weight and the forty kilo wretchedness which had nearly cracked her bones was now a comfortable fifty-eight. The little pads of flesh on her stomach and thighs were now her pride and joy. Once in the past, she wouldn’t have wanted them. But she was still scraggy and still pale as a zombie. “Leave the poor little sod alone. He’s sick. Terribly sick. It’s his brother Maurice that ought to die. He was the one that grabbed me, and he knew exactly what for. Nearly as bad as the creepy Mark. So the pig should die too.”


      “More difficult. He’s abroad.”


      “Niles, I don’t want you in prison. To come and visit you in the clink. Oh, please! Let’s just learn happiness all over again from the beginning.”


      Her hair was growing back. A few of the cuts and scratches were fading. One of the smaller burns had disappeared. She had been through four operations and hadn’t suffered from any of them. The relief of being free, of seeing and hugging her family, and the kindness that the nursing staff and police had shown her had been almost enough to obliterate the pain. Pain? She’d experienced enough of that, and any minor discomfort seemed no problem at all.


      Niles kissed her cheek. She kissed him back. She hoped she might be lucky enough not to dream of Milton for once.
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      “Do you have any idea where your mother is now?” asked Sylvia. “or don’t you want to know?”


      Tracy had agreed to meet Sylvia and Harry. She had liked the idea. “Are they nice?”


      “I find them intelligent and extremely pleasant,” Morrison nodded. “They are particularly helpful and have been of considerable assistance over the past few years.”


      “Well, we wouldn’t suggest you meet people we think are horrible,” said Rita. “I suppose you think the oldies are usually silly and boring?”


      “I’d sleep with Bill Nighy any day,” said Tracy, but everybody had ignored her.


      It was the following morning when Sylvia and Harry trooped in with Darcey and Rita, squashed into the little living room, and were brought the usual mugs of hot weak tea. Morrison had already spoken to Tracy for several hours the day before, and Rita had asked Harry and Sylvia to skirt the real story, and simply chat around the edges.


      Tracy had shrugged at Sylvia’s question. “I never want to see her again. But it’s been a few years, so sometimes I admit I get curious. Is the old cow still alive? As for my dad, please kill him off quick.”


      “I suggest automatic combustion,” muttered Rita.


      “Only the good die young,” said Harry, tapping his own head. There was a small bald patch, but his brown hair still grew around the edges.


      Dad’s in his early fifties,” said Tracy. “That’s not young anymore. I’d shoot him myself if I thought I could get away with it.”


      “So you might know where he is?”


      “Well actually,” frowned Tracy, “I might. Two possibilities. He was born in Leicestershire, somewhere in the north with the winds blowing like hurricanes. He told me he was blown from the womb, and that’s what gave him acromegaly. He could even go back to try and find his old home. But he hated his mum too, so I doubt he’d be sentimental about it..”


      Rita was writing furiously, filling pages of her notebook. Harry said, “The shed he loved in Gloucestershire doesn’t exist anymore. And there have been two nasty murders in Nottingham. That’s near Leicester.”


      “But I think he’s more likely to be back in Gloucestershire,” said Tracy, leaning forwards as though divulging wicked secrets. “It’s where he met Joyce. He sort of made up stories to himself about being good and settling down to be happily married. I mean, it was bigamy anyway, but that’s not the point. He loved the forests. Oh, they had a proper scruffy little house somewhere, not that I ever got invited there and wouldn’t have gone anywhere near him even if he’d asked. But before Joyce, he lived in a sort of thatched cottage place deep amongst the trees on the Wiltshire border. I never went there either, but I heard what it’s like. And I know he kept all his precious souvenirs there. They were the only things that mattered to him in the end.”


      Into the pause following this story, Sylvia asked softly, “I don’t want to be awkward. But you seem to know a lot about where he went and how he felt over the past years, even though you hate him and didn’t go near him.”


      Tracy stared back into Sylvia’s intrusive gaze. Then she put her head down and shrugged. “OK, yes, it’s true.” She looked around. There were four pairs of eyes glued to her reactions. She sniffed, then laughed. “Who was it said, ‘If you keep telling the truth you’ll get caught out sooner or later.’? And I think it’s a proper saying in the Middle East – ‘The truth is a special and valuable thing. You can’t just give it away to everyone.’”


      “And the truth is?” said Harry with a studied smile.


      “He wrote to me when he met Joyce. A private message thing on my Facebook. I never gave him my address. But he kept sending messages for a little while. I answered once. Only once. Then he stopped after he got that disgusting shed. Some of the messages were just plain crazy. You know he’s mad, don’t you?”


      “Not so mad he couldn’t carry on a good job driving a luxury coach all over England and some of Europe,” Darcey pointed out. “And arrange a fairly complicated prison escape.”


      “Do you,” Rita asked, “still have those messages on a computer somewhere?”


      “I don’t have a laptop or a computer or anything,” Tracy said with another shrug. “Only the phone. I suppose you could find old stuff on that, but I’ve never used it for anything except business.”


      Sylvia leaned back. “Would you find this cottage, do you think?”


      “Oh, I doubt it.” Tracy was collecting empty mugs. “He didn’t ever give me exact directions. I doubt he ever wanted me to find him.”


      “I think,” said Sylvia, I should buy you a nice laptop, and invite you down to Little-Woppington-on-Torr for a week or so. Do you fancy a boring holiday?”


      “The dream of my life,” grinned Tracy.


      “You won’t want to lose this nice new flat,” Harry said. “But we’ll find you a nice place to stay for a week or two. Motel? B&B? Air B&B? Hotel? Above the pub?”


      “That’s the one,” she sat up at once. “Bloody perfect. Not too far from your place, and a new number for this phone so I don’t get the creeps phoning in the middle of the night.”


      “We’ve got a couple of really cosy pubs nearby,” Harry told her. “And we can chat over dinner. All five of us.” He raised both eyebrows at Darcey and Rita who were sitting patiently sipping the tea neither was enjoying.


      Everyone nodded politely. “That’s it then,” said Sylvia, reaching for her scarf and gloves. I shall phone for a reservation as soon as we get back to the hotel. Will you drive up with us tomorrow?”


      “Or come with us?” suggested Morrison. “Not that we’re fighting for your company, and I’m no better a driver than Harry. But we can go through a few formalities on the way.”
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      Sylvia awoke with a bruise on her arm. She stared at it with surprise. “I suppose you elbowed me in the night to stop me snoring.”


      He grinned and lightly kissed the little bruise. “I don’t remember it if I did. Having a bad dream I expect. So let’s order breakfast in the room and get ready for a long drive home.”


      “Tracy’s cosy tavern is booked. And they said the sun was actually smiling.”


      “We’ll arrive too late to see it.”
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      She had planned it for days. Beneath the barbed wire, the matted ivy and the steel spikes, there was a low gap in the fence. A stray dog had been digging perhaps, a rabbit or even a badger. Foxes were good at getting in and getting out. A soon as she had seen it, she had known what she had to do.


      It was the middle of a chilly night and she wore only a kid’ s threadbare nighty with her only cardigan over it. Everyone else was in bed and she held her breath frantically, hoping they’d stay there. Flinging herself to the moss riddled grass, she  began the escape. At just thirteen she had little practise at anything except whoring, but she’d dreamed of escape often enough.


      Her tiny growing breasts hurt as they rubbed against stones and hard frosty earth. The bottom bar of the metal fence was thick and heavy, and she was already nose deep in the gravel. Not knowing how to make herself smaller, she simply pushed harder. The wire scraped the back of her head and she felt the long rip on her back, the ruin of both cardigan and nightdress, and the trickles of blood. Blood didn’t worry her and nor did pain since she had been long accustomed, but the success of her escape was the most important thing, and she was scared stiff of failing, and being seen, heard, and caught. Silence was therefore equally important. Her sobs stuck in the back of her throat and she made no sound except the soft scrape of flesh against stone and the rip of skin on jagged edges of the wire spikes. Then once her head had pushed beyond the bottom fence and into the low bank of freedom beyond, she permitted one minute atom of hope to surge from brain to belly.


      The dark clouds hung like curtains across the stars, but half a moon slipped silver from the haze and shone its stark contrast. The rimed grass echoed the glimpses of silver.  Her hands kept pulling, their grip on the weedy long grass past the fence was urgent and strong. Her shoulders wriggled through, her waist slipped beyond easily. Her arse stuck, but she clenched her buttocks and gritted her teeth. Her legs were thin enough to slide like little grass snakes, and then she was through, rolled over, and breathed deep. With her nose in the grass and her tongue thick with the muck below, she’d seen nothing of the sky. Now she could see the beauty hidden from her for so long. She could breathe fresh air.


      But it had all gone wrong after all. Someone was standing over her, feet to her ear, toes stamping impatiently, her hair caught beneath the soles of the boots. Everything had failed after all, and now there would be the punishment. With no further need for silence,   Tracy had started to cry, choking on the bitter disappointment and renewed fear.


      Yet the voice Tracy heard did not come from either her mother or father. A gruffly sympathetic voice murmured, “Miss, are you alright. Let me help.”


      Tracy had looked up. It was a uniformed policeman, tall, skinny, elderly and puzzled. His hand reached out towards her. She grabbed it as if it represented a promise of pure gold. “Get me out of here,” she whispered. “I have to get away.”


      Now it was Sylvia who clutched Tracy’s hand as Harry went back to the bar to order more cider. “Oh, my dear, how terrible. And how old were you?”


      “Thirteen,” Tracy said. “And a bit simple for my age, I reckon. I mean, I never got out or met anyone. I watched telly, but I thought it was all made up. All that stuff about nice food and parties and cuddles from telly mums and dads – I just thought it was stories. I mean, I expect most of it was, but I had no idea other people lived like that.”


      “You never left the house?”


      “No. I never went to school after I was six, and Mum found the customers and brought them back to the house most of the time. They came to my bedroom.”


      Harry plonked down the drinks on the table between them. “At least your first experience of the police wasn’t bad, then.”


      “Sergeant Michaels. Michael Michaels actually. Not a name to forget and I got to know him quite well for a couple of months. They put me in care, of course, but that was pretty shitty too. Michael’s retired now, unfortunately and I’ve no idea where he lives. But he was so nice and helpful when he could be. I kept up with him for ages, and he helped me through a couple of things. Not that life got wonderful. When I turned sixteen I got work at MacDonalds, but I didn’t get enough money to live on, so I stopped work and went on the dole. Then I started back on the game. Well, obviously I never told the Social, so I kept on getting the dole too. I hated being a hooker, so I worked as little as possible.  That was when  I lost track of my lovely cop friend, ‘cos I knew he’d be cross about my double dipping, so I never followed up where he went to. I regretted that afterwards, but it was too bloody late for regrets. Those Johns were disgusting. Every one of them.”


      It was Rita who said, with a flushed glance at Morrison, “Oh gracious, it must have been horrible – especially at the beginning.”


      “it was horrible from start to finish,” said Tracy, nose disappearing into the cider glass. “But no worse at the beginning ‘cos I was already used to my dad. He forced himself on me at least a hundred times as a kid, so I wasn’t exactly a frightened virgin.”


      Sylvia cringed. “How old were you when he started? And why didn’t you go to the police?”


      “You don’t get it.” Tracy stared over the top of her glass. “I was seven , two days before my eighth birthday first time, so he just sort of told me it was what dads were supposed to do. But I was already caged. I couldn’t go telling anyone. I lived in the cupboard under the stairs. Well, it wasn’t a real cupboard, but it was small enough. Had a bed and a chair. I knocked on the door when I wanted to go to the loo. When Dad wanted me, he carried me up to his bedroom and Mum went and slept next door in my sister’s old room.”


      “And your mother never did anything about it? She didn’t even complain?”


      “See,” Tracy said, leaning back with a grimace, “my mum was often worse than my dad. Apart from the fucking business, he never really did anything to me. Mum, well she was a sick bitch. Those first few times with Dad were rotten scary and hurt and all that. But afterwards, he seemed nice. I got used to it, and he was all cuddles and nice promises and all warm and safe. But Mum, well she knocked me about and locked me under the stairs. I never got sweets or presents or anything, though I reckon she was penny poor so perhaps she couldn’t help that. But she managed to afford her scotch. Dad put up the wire fence around the back yard but I don’t know if that was for me or for him. In the end I refused to call her Mum, and she threw boiling water at me. Just caught all over my feet, thank goodness. She always did have a rotten aim. My feet still have funny marks all over and my ankles are red. But she was quick enough to find me clients. They squashed in other the stairs too.”


      “We’ve discussed all this already,” Morrison said softly. “You don’t have to talk about it all again if you’d sooner not. It must hurt to describe it.”


      “Now I’ve started, it’s sort of a relief,” Tracy said, but looked back at Morrison and smiled. “I couldn’t have a gin and lemon, could I? Instead of more cider? I’m not doing anything after this except going up to bed. I reckon I could sleep for a week.”


      He bought her a double gin and lemon. “And I certainly won’t call you up early. Sleep till lunchtime.”


      “When’s lunch?”


      Rita laughed. “Make it one o’clock. One thirty if you prefer. I’ll come just before two.”
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        * * *


      


      “I thought I’d had a fairly revolting first half to my life,” Sylvia told Harry as she cuddled up tight to his side, snuggled in bed. “But it certainly wasn’t anything compared to this poor kid.”


      “I was happy as a kid,” Harry said sleepily. “It makes me feel almost ashamed.”


      With a faintly self-indulgent disappearance into past memories, Sylvia explained.  “I used to think life was a boring pain. But I’m disgusted remembering my trickles of adolescent self-pity. Compared to others, I was actually lucky. But bits were rotten. My parents divorced, a common problem but always miserable for the children. During her second marriage, my mother died and that was awful at the time. Suicide, which I never quite understood and perhaps never forgave. Besides my step-father was a bit sweet but a bit of a twit and my step-brother was a nasty little creep with a pyromaniac twist. Obsessive. But no big deal, I left them and lived with my father. Then I was a complete idiot and fell for a vile little idiot who pretended arrogance but secretly altogether lacked confidence, so chased every woman who smiled at him, and crept into more beds than Ruby has cream cakes in a year. Totally all my own fault for not having the intelligence to see through him. I was bloody miserable, but big deal. Then, fantastic luck, before I had a chance to finish the divorce arrangements, he died in an accident. Wow – all his money and property came to me. What more could I ask for? I was horribly sorry to discover I couldn’t have kids myself. That was the big crying every night thing. But with that creep, it’s perhaps just as well. And it put me off falling for anyone else.” She pulled the quilt up over her ears and cuddled closer. “Until I met this gorgeous bloke Harry, and I love him to bits.”


      Harry turned, grinning very wide. “I never thought I’d meet the love of my life in my seventies either. Thank the Lord. I never liked being alone, but I thought it inevitable. So, gorgeous girl, I can’t believe my luck. I’m happier than I’ve ever been now.”


      “Even searching for murderers? And hearing all about their sickening crimes?’


      Harry buried his head between her breasts, disappearing entirely beneath the quilt. “It’s like paying life back for the luck I’ve been given. I have to do something decent, not just wallow in happiness.” He looked up, nose to her chin. “Besides, it’s interesting, and I think we’re not too bad at it.”


      “I think we’re pathetic,” snuffled Sylvia. “I remember what my father did and what he managed. He got promotions and medals. We’d never even be worthy of a thank you.”


      “We’ve had a few thank yous.”


      “We don’t deserve them.”


      “Hush, my love, go to sleep and have cosy dreams. We can help Tracy, believe me. And she’ll help us find that maniac monster.” He slipped back up onto the pillows, one arm clamped firmly around Sylvia’s waist. We go around there tomorrow mid-afternoon. I like her. It’ll be an interesting day.”
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        * * *


      


      “I told you. I mean, Dad was worse. Far worse. But I didn’t know that back then. He just went off most of the time and I hardly saw him. But Mum kept me in that bloody cage and kept on and on telling me it was to keep me safe from my dad.”


      “Did she really mean it? Believe it?”


      “Yes. Well, half and half.”  Tracy was in her own room upstairs over the pub, a small cosy room with a double bed and a big sofa. She was sitting on the floor, head back against the footboard. “That is, yes she thought Dad might find me and do horrible things. She said I was lucky he just fucked me, since otherwise he might have killed me instead. She didn’t seem to mind about the fucking, perhaps it was good cos it left her free of him most of the time. But she seemed to enjoy things that made me cry as a kid. She whacked me with a real whip. She said it was a sex-toy that Dad used to use on her. He never did on me. If the whip wasn’t to hand, she slapped me round the face or just knocked me over. She nearly pushed me onto the gas cooker once, and one time onto the telly, and broke it. She had to go ages without one, but I wasn’t allowed to watch it often anyway. But she clobbered me with something or other when she said I’d been naughty.”


      “It sounds as though you’d try very hard not to be naughty.” Sylvia was sitting on the bed, feet on the floor but leaning back on the pillows. “What did she class as naughty?”


      “The sins of the child,” mumbled Tracy. “Anything. Everything. Eating too quick. Asking for food. Saying I wanted to go to school with other kids.”


      “Home tutoring?” Morrison, Harry and Rita were somewhat squashed on the two seater sofa. It was Morrison asking. “Did she do the legal home tutoring stuff, or just keep you away from prying eyes?”


      “I’ve no idea. She never taught me a thing but there were three books in the house, and I used the telly and those three books and the occasional newspaper and official letter, and I taught myself to read and write. I must have read those three books a hundred times.”


      Curious, Rita asked, “What were they?”


      “The Story of ‘O’, The Infamous Secrets of Oliver Church, and the tales of Peter Rabbit.” Tracy sighed. “I really got sick of them all but there wasn’t anything else. I’ll never forget those titles. I remember half the words in the books too.”


      “And the tales of Peter Rabbit was the orthodox version?” asked Sylvia. “Seems rather an odd mix.”


      Tracy was nodding. “I was too old for it. But of course, I was too young for the others. They just seemed silly to me, but I knew what they were all about. Dad taught me all that stuff before I was nine. At least I taught myself to read and write. But I’ve never been any good at maths. Don’t ask me what a percentage is. I just ask for the money I want off some bloke, and I manage to count it out to make sure he’s paid fair.”


      “And why the cupboard under the stairs? It’s as bad as Harry Potter.”


      She giggled. “Yes, isn’t it. I’ve read Harry Potter now. I got them all from the library. Loads of other stuff too. And I read that tacky little book by Paul Stoker too, about my dad. It made me sick. It wasn’t true, was it?”


      “Not all of it. But most.” Morrison watched Tracy’s face as he told her. She was staring into her lap.


      “We’d better find him then.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Five
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      Thunder.


      “He’s crazy. Who has a gun? Just shoot as soon as we see him.”


      “It’s your father who has the gun, unfortunately. I wouldn’t know how to use one, even if I had it.” Harry was plodding and staring down at his boots, trying to avoid the slushy puddles. “But the police have searched and searched and found nothing, so I doubt we’re just going to walk into him.”


      Rita was gazing up into the dark clouded sky, blinking at the vivid forked flashes of lightning. “It’s going to pour,” she said, and the clouds opened on cue. It pelted with windblown sleet and Tracy yelled.


      “Can’t we get back to the car?”


      Rita agreed at once. It was hard to see anything except the long rows of birch trees and their straggling tangle of new growth and soaked leaf. Sylvia, Harry, Tracy and Rita began to scramble back up to the road.  It was the waiting police car they pushed back into with a sigh of pleasure at the contained warmth. Rita drove and turned the heating up. The windscreen wipers didn’t help much. “Dear old England,” Harry said with bright sarcasm, “always provides the weather we need.”


      The two helicopters had also returned to base. The one which had taken Morrison up as a passenger looked somewhat bedraggled with water streaming from the overhead blades.


      Morrison’s office was small and cluttered, with or without him. He and the others arrived at the same moment, with thunder surging around them and wind rattling the one small window.


      “We gave up.” Rita waved in explanation at the rattling window. “We wouldn’t have seen him if he’d leapt from the trees, and we wouldn’t have heard him if he’d done a Tarzan screech.”


      Tracy, sitting directly in front of Darcey on the other side of his desk, was attempting to dry her hair with her hands. She smiled through her wet fingers. “Your woods and hills out there – they look like the right place. But as for Dad’s cottage, I don’t know really. He said it was a long way from any roads, but there’s a path, and then a lane, and then another path but not going to the front door. You can drive quite close as long as it’s not a truck.”


      “A windy helicopter ride didn’t come up with a thing. But as soon as the weather clears, we’ll try again. And keep trying, I imagine. It’s a country-wide search and gets more urgent with every killing.”


      “No increase on the two in Nottingham?”


      “No. But he won’t stop at two. I can only assume he’s living up there at present, but if we can close in on his more permanent home, that could be almost as valuable.”


      Rita stood and wandered over to the wall where Sullivan’s photograph was pinned, large and scowling. “You look nothing like your father,” she said, turning to Tracy. “Did your sister look like him?”


      “I hardly remember her.” Tracy now sat with her hands clasped in her lap. She looked meek, an unlikely possibility. “Karyn was a lot older than me. Eleven years. I know she played with me when I was a little kid, but I was about six when she disappeared. Well, she died of course, but I didn’t know that at the time. Poor Karyn.”


      “Rumour,” said Morrison, fingertips tapping together, “says that your sister was killed either by your father or by your mother and father together. Have you any idea about the facts? Did your mother ever speak of it?”


      “Yes, she did.” Tracy still stared into her lap. “She told me later that Dad did it. That was why I had to be kept safe, locked in and everything.” Sighing, she looked up quite suddenly. “Then in one of his messages, Dad told me that Mum did it. I didn’t believe either of them. I reckon they did it together.”


      “Why?” Harry gulped, leaning forwards.


      “’Cos Dad’s a monster and so’s Mum. She did what he told her anyway. Besides, she’d want to see what the fun was all about.”


      Harry looked somewhat sick. “Did she have a funeral? Did you go?”


      “No funeral,” said Tracy. “I found out later Dad took her to some back street miles and miles away and dumped her in someone’s garden. God, can you imagine what the poor sods did when they woke up and found a body? Dad was never done for it, nor Mum. I don’t know how she died or anything, no one told me nothing. Then Dad just started fucking me. I suppose that was because Karyn wasn’t available anymore.”


      “You never asked?”


      “Yuck, no. I don’t want to know things like that. My sister who played with me and stuck a plaster on my knee when I fell over. No one else bothered. I don’t like sick things.” She shook her head, and the last raindrops flew. “Try being the kid of two sick people. You certainly don’t ever want to think about it. I should never have read that Paul persons’ book about Dad. But – well – it was my father. I couldn’t just ignore it. And it woke me up. I mean, it was Mum made me hate her. Dad – we,, until I found out about the killings, I was really quite fond of him. Don’t make faces at me – it wasn’t my fault. I knew the fucking was wrong – dads don’t fuck little girls let alone their own daughters. Well, actually, lots of them do and the kids never say anything about it their whole lives long. But after the first hurting times, he was kind and cuddly. Mum never cuddled me in her whole life.”


      “Many violent criminals are the children of abuse and cruel parents,” said Morrison quietly. “I understand your father was also abused as a child.”


      “Yeh. He killed his mother.”


      Morrison raised both eyebrows. “There was always a suspicion of that,” he said. “But there is neither proof nor evidence of the circumstances. Your father denied any such thing.”


      “Dad denied all sorts of things. He denied I was his kid. I’d like that to be true.”
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        * * *


      


      The storm had passed by the time Kate took Iris’s arm and helped her down the stairs. “Thanks, dear. These legs aren’t what they used to be.” Iris regarded the short, plump well stockinged legs barely appearing beneath her tartan skirt and the woolly red coat over the top. She believed in sturdy shoes with a small heel. She liked to add a little height, being barely five foot, but couldn’t walk in real high heels.


      The tea and cake shop was shut. Sundays and Mondays except in the height of the tourist season, was their escape from baking and serving and cleaning up endlessly. Having expanded to six tables and twenty-six chairs, a professional coffee machine and pies as well as cakes, it was a thriving business.


      “But we can’t run it alone,” complained Iris.


      “I did it without anyone,” said Kate. “Completely alone. Mind you, it was a smaller affair. But I managed. Now if we build it up even more, we can afford a waitress and a bigger oven.” She locked the door behind her with three different keys. “And maybe even a cleaner. How about an assistant cook for the easy stuff?”


      During the bitter winter, the opening hours had been erratic. Having depended on her husband’s desires and his twin brother’s activities, the shop eventually closed for over a month. “Now,” Iris murmured, “we can be the best little café in the Cotswolds.”


      “Naturally. Aren’t we that already?” Kate smiled as she stuffed the small envelope in her handbag, carefully checking the letter folded inside. “The bus should be along soon.”


      “It’s always late on a Sunday,” said Iris.


      “It’s late most days,” said Kate. “One day I’ll get rich, learn to drive and buy a lovely big car. I’ve always wanted a Citroen. How about red?”


      Iris shook her tight grey curls. “Red cars always drive too fast,” she said. “It’s a car for show-offs. How about pretty pale blue?”
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      “He’s a good boy,” she said. “Such a thoughtful lad, and always has been. And yet he’s had bad luck over and over.”


      “I sympathise, Mrs Curzon. And I understand how difficult it must be for both of you. I’ll do what I can, but there’s very little I’m able to do I’m afraid. “


      “Dean’s strong,” mumbled his father. “The lad’ll pull through. Don’t you worry about him, Reverent Phabbing. He’ll be alright. We’ll see you on Wednesday for the funeral.”


      It was an old church, although the windows, having all been smashed during the forties, were now new. The old spire was complete with gargoyle’s, and the images of marching saints. The hushed beauty created its own impression. Mrs Curzon, trotting down the aisle, whispered, “The reverent will help, won’t he, George?”


      “Not sure.” George Curzon turned and faced his wife. “Dean’s coping well. Yes, it’s a tough time for him, and we’ll keep that in mind. Make allowances, of course. But Dean’s not into the church the way we are, Daisy dear. We’ve tried and tried over the years. We’ve done our best. But we can’t force him. He’ll find his own way back to the Lord in good time, you’ll see.”


      “But at such a hard time, George, this is when he should be praying. It would help so much.”


      Shaking his head with determination, George took his wife’s hand. “Daisy, my dear, you mustn’t fuss. I’ve spoken to the boy’s teacher. She thinks he’s adapting very well. To be honest, he seems to be coping better than you, my love.”


      “Oh, George! Do you think so? I hope you’re right.”


      “Well, let’s get home.” He opened the passenger door for her. “You can snuggle down in front of the telly while I’ll put the kettle on. If Dean’s in, then perhaps we should talk. But I expect he’ll be out playing with his little friends.”


      “He’s seventeen, George, not seven,” said Daisy as she climbed into the car and scrabbled with the seat belt. “But you’re right. I expect he’s off at football practise.”


      The house was dark, so she had been correct. Dean was out. “Good. He needs to take his mind off things,” said his father as he filled the kettle and switched it on.


      “Well, the lad’s had a good Christian upbringing,” Daisy said, sipping her tea. “It shows how well we did, George, in spite of – well, you know. We did a good job, and Dean’s growing up to be a good boy.” She lowered her voice and peered around as if expecting spies. “Which is more than I can say for young Brian Gauci. He’s a trouble maker, and I’ve known that since the first time Dean brought him here. I do wish he’d been the one – well – you know – instead of poor Ian Price.”


      Her attention was diverted. George offered, “Do you want help with the roast, my Daisy-doll?”


      “Ooo, dinner,” Daisy remembered, leaping up from the armchair. “It’s all ready. Just needs the gas turned on. I’ll do it, dear, won’t take a minute.”


      “We can go for a nice walk in the fresh air afterwards,” her husband suggested, calling from the living room to the kitchen where his wife now pottered and clattered. “Healthy fresh air, and not too cold. We can walk down by the new estate they’re building over the other side of the village.”


      “Estates aren’t pretty, George, and it’s all dust and cranes and holes. The lane towards Nottingham is prettier. We can cross the little bridge and walk past the Webster’s farm. But dinner won’t be ready for about an hour.”


      He had turned the television on, stretching into the large armchair that Daisy had recently vacated. It was the sports news. “What was that dear? Something about the Websters and dinner. Are they coming here?”


      “No, George.” She trotted back into the living room. “Just watch the telly. Dinner won’t be ready for at least an hour.”


      “Is Dean back for dinner?”


      “I have no idea,” she answered him. “When do either of us have the faintest clue about what he’s doing? If he doesn’t appear, I shall put his plate in the microwave for later.”


      “He’s a good boy,” George muttered to himself, “but I don’t know why he doesn’t like the football. Doesn’t everybody love football?|”
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        * * *


      


      “Just a headache,” said Sylvia. “It’ll fade. I’ve taken pills.”


      “Are you sure they’re the right pills?” Harry looked up from the newspaper.


      “Harry dear, I haven’t turned into another Amy quite yet.”


      “I was just thinking about all the mix-ups and problems and how many people die by mistake. Taking the wrong pills. Or side-effects of the right pills.”


      “Or suicide. Or murder.”


      “Not quite the same thing, my love. I suppose I’m not making any sense. It’s just being surrounded by murder.”


      “Not quite surrounded, thank goodness, my love. And our choice.”


      “So we’re mad.” Harry stretched out his legs and crossed his ankles. “I’m so stiff. My own fault. Tension. It’s thinking about what makes these people want to kill. Yes, alright – power. But there’s sex in there too. Sex is so exciting and thrilling, for goodness sake. And one of the biggest parts of enjoying sex, is to know you can bring the same feeling to the other person.”


      “That’s benign power,” Sylvia decided. “I mean, the first time I really knew I was in love with you was when you walked into the room on a freezing cold day, and I felt a flood of golden warmth. The lights had come on.”


      Harry’s face immediately lit with the same golden warmth. “That’s a wonderful thought. I felt the same. I used to scurry over here, and all of a sudden the miserable greyness turned into sparkling luminescence.”


      Sylvia leaned over and kissed his cheek. “So where does murder come into the game?”


      “I just can’t understand it. It’s the opposite of sense. Emotion all wrinkled up and turned on its head. Finding pleasure in pain.” Harry yawned and pulled Sylvia onto his lap. “All this talk about sex is most distracting.”


      “Mind the headache and the aching bones and the arthritic joints.” But she leaned down, kissing his forehead. “Let’s stay alive for as long as possible.”
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        * * *


      


      The Mental Hospital was long, low in front, and surrounded by soft grassy lawns. A pretty place, trying hard to be tranquil. Succeeding except for the long, tortuous scream coming from the top floor., five stories up.


      Kate shivered. Iris seemed unaffected. They approached the entrance where a series of desks were entirely unmanned. Iris rang the bell which sat large on the central desk. A small man looked with suspicion around a half-open door, then smiled. “Ah, yes, it’s Kate isn’t it? A little early for your appointment, but that’s all to the good.” He shook hands with Kate and Iris. “I’m Satya, and I’m Milton’s principal carer. But he’s sedated at present, I’m afraid, due to a bad series of nightmares. He’ll wake soon. Would you like to come upstairs?”


      “I’d like to talk to you first,” Kate said, following him to the grand staircase.


      “Oh, indeed yes,” said the nurse. “We can sit and chat in my office upstairs and I’ll know as soon as Milton wakes.”


      The office wasn’t exactly comfortable. “I had a letter from Milton as I told you on the phone,” Kate said, sitting bolt upright. “I mean, I’m impressed since he couldn’t even write his name a few months ago. But what he says is rather upsetting.”


      “I’m afraid he has a huge number of misconceptions,” added the nurse. “Living in a world of his own, you see. Poor Mr Howard has endless nightmares day and night. I know the full story, so it’s a little hard to feel sorry for him, but sometimes I certainly do. He does beg for sympathy of course.”


      It’s Eve Daish he’s written about.” Kate frowned. “She pulled the little envelope from her handbag and passed it over to the nurse. Satya pulled out the folded paper and stared at it, glasses on.


      “Lady come. Where my Evie. Must have. Dying her. Gotta runs long way. Help. Kisses from Master.” Satya looked up. “He’s certainly learning how to write. Very good.”


      “But the letter’s contents?” Kate objected.


      “Miss Daish must not be approached,” the male nurse said quite unnecessarily. “But we must see if we can cheer up our sad little Milton.”


      “And the remark about running away?”


      “Ah,” Satya assured her, “that certainly won’t happen, Mrs Howard. We have excellent security here.” He stood with an intake of breath. “Now, I’ll just pop in and see if your brother-in-law is awake yet.” His disappearance from the room was entirely silent, but his entrance next door was not silent at all. “Naughty boy,” echoed the voice from next door.


      Iris sat where she was, but Kate hurried out into the corridor. The door to the larger room was open and Milton could be seen struggling with the nurse.


      “Milton,” Kate called, voice stern. “I’ve come to visit you. What are you doing?”


      With unexpected enthusiasm, Milton rushed to Kate and flung both arms around her. His face buried itself into her ribs. “Katekins,” he said, half whimper. “You gonna takes me home?”


      “But this is home,” Kate said, extricating herself.


      Milton shook his head wildly. “Not true. Tis big and bright and it ain’t so bad I s’pose. But t’isn’t home. Where’s Number One and Number Two? I needs me brovvers.”


      Wondering how to explain what had clearly not yet been explained, Kate spoke slowly. “Mark is – not well. Maurice is working in another country. He’s – very busy.”


      Aghast, Milton stood a little unbalanced, wobbling on his misshapen legs, a horrified expression further spoiling the shape of his face. “Me brovvers can’t come? Don’ wanna see Milton?”


      Kate hovered. Satya bustled around pointlessly retrieving pillows and plastic cups which had been thrown around the room. Milton toppled backwards onto his bed and began to cry. Marching between Kate and Satya, Iris came directly to the bed, sat beside Milton and put her arm around him. “Now, now,” she said. “Your brothers love you dearly. But they cannot come to see you while you wait for those exciting operations. And when you go into hospital, you’ll have lovely food and lovely nurses. Then, even more exciting, when you come out of hospital, you’ll look wonderful. You always thought you were ugly, didn’t you? Well, when you come out of hospital, you’ll be tall and handsome, just like Mark and Maurice.”


      Milton cuddled tightly to Iris’s woolly arms. “Is you my mummy?” he asked. Everyone stared.


      Milton could be sweet, he could be astonishingly simple, but he could also be manipulative. “I’m a surrogate mummy,” Iris said. “That means like a copy-mummy. And I shall come and visit you in hospital.”


      “And brings my Lady Evie?”


      “Definitely not,” said Iris. “Evie needs hospital too, Milton. You hurt her lots and lots. She needs to be looked after, and she’s cross with you. You have to forget Eve.”


      He looked puzzled. “I ain’t got no arrows,” he said with plaintive confusion. How does I kill off wot’s in me head? Them be called memories and they’s stuck in there.”


      Iris had taken over the conversation. Kate and Satya stood watching. Iris remained on the bed and held onto Milton. “Try hard to stop thinking about her. You can have a mummy and a sister instead of a lady. And you have a nice kind nurse to look after you. Do you go for nice walks in the sun?”


      Once again he shook his head “They doesn’t let me. I likes the sun. Number One never let me walk in the sun neither. Please, Suggit-Mummy, take me fer walks?”


      Iris looked up to the nurse. “Is that possible?” Satya pulled a grimace and plonked himself down on the one small chair. Iris turned back to Milton. “I shall ask special permission to walk with you in the garden next time I come,” she said. “But in the meantime, you have to be wonderfully good, to show everyone you can be trusted in the gardens.” Smiling, she patted his shoulder. “And I’m so proud of your writing. You write so well now, my dear. You have been so clever at your lessons. Can you read too?”


      “You writes me summint,” Milton’s exuberance fired up again. “Reckon I can read lots o’ stuff.”


      It became a long visit, twisting and turning from subject to cuddles, and back again to other subjects. After a patient hour, Satya slipped out and asked his superior, coming back quickly with permission for a very short walk in the park. The nurse walked close behind Milton while Kate walked to one side and Iris to the other, holding Milton’s arm. The birds sang. “’Tis birdies.” He breathed deeply, relishing fresh air.


      It was another hour later when Kate and Iris left, breathing with relief themselves.
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      Making police interviews a little easier without becoming too improper, Sylvia smiled at Tracy as she was handing around Lavender’s biscuits in the smaller of Rochester Manor’s living rooms.


      “At least the kids are  off with their grandparents today. Bourton-on-the-Water you said. I expect they love that miniature place. All the kids do.”


      “I like the pub.”


      “ Not the best conversation for the moment, I suppose. Now, Tracy, would you like tea or coffee?”


      “Tea. A bit weak. One sugar.”


      The offer went around the room. “Strong tea, no sugar.” “Strong espresso, three sugars.” “Any sort of white coffee, two sugars.”


      Mouth full of biscuit, Tracy leaned back in a placid and contented daze. “All you people have such nice cosy lives,” she murmured happily. “I wish I could live like this all the time and forget Mum and Dad ever knew me. I reckon I could get a job in a shop or as a waitress or something. But would that give me enough to pay the rent?”


      “Depends on the rent,” Morrison nodded. “Not in London. And not too large. Certainly not grand.”


      “No holidays in Mallorca?”


      “Doubtful.”


      “Oh well,” Tracy concluded, “I’ll make the most of my free flat while I can, and then, well I’ll go back to work. But can I stay in the same place?”


      “The flat belongs to the Metropolitan Police,” Morrison said. “Unfortunately it has to be returned to them. But we’ll drag out the time period.”


      “I presume it would help if I found my dad’s house and got him arrested again,” Tracy added. “But that’s four days we’ve trekked those boring woods and hills. I wouldn’t know where to go next.”


      “The helicopters have found nothing,” Morrison said. “So we assume the house is either in pieces from the winter storms, or it’s well concealed beneath the trees. We might as well keep looking for some more days.”


      “Good,” said Tracy. “Keeps me here, all paid.”
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        * * *


      


      Ruby woke up in a sweat and rolled out of bed, landing with an unpleasant bump on the floor. Well carpeted, but still a nasty bump. She crawled on hands and knees, sniffing loudly, to the bathroom and collapsed on the loo. “If I get a horrible bruise,” she informed the shadows, “it’ll be your fault. Fancy having horrible dreams at my age. So stop it. Hear me?”


      The shadows did not reply, but they moved slightly as Ruby stood up, flushed the loo, and strode back to the bedroom. She took that as an apologetic ‘yes.’


      Having stumbled downstairs as usual, and into the breakfast room, she discovered that Sylvia and Harry had left early as they seemed to do every day since the girl Tracy turned up. After scrambled eggs, toast, shredded wheat with a little cream dolloped on top, three cups of tea and a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, she trundled back upstairs and got dressed. She wore the floating stuff, energised by the sunshine, and wandered outside. The cake shop was shut, however, and there was no sign of Kate or Iris, so Ruby kept walking. There weren’t even any puddles, and that was true encouragement.


      Eventually, getting bored, she caught a bus into Cheltenham and sat by the fountain eating the sausage roll and ham sandwich she’d bought around the corner.


      “Hello,” said the young man. “Can I ask you the way to the nearest pharmacy?”


      Ruby wasn’t sure, and waved the hand holding the sausage roll. “I think there’s one just up there. And there used to be one of those big supermarket ones around this corner. But to be honest, I’m not sure anymore.” She stuffed the remains of the sausage roll into her mouth and smiled with crumbs. “You just moved here, have you?”


      He was walking away, but seemed to think of something different, walked back, and sat on the same bench beside Ruby. “No,” he said. “Just passing by. Never been here before. I just wanted some Aspirin.”


      “You have a headache too?” Ruby rummaged in her handbag. “I had one this morning after I fell out of bed. Silly old fool, I am, but I had a bad dream. But I think I’ve got aspirin in my bag. Or maybe it’s Paracetamol.” It was Paracetamol, and Ruby handed the packet to the boy. “But you’ll need a drink,” she said.


      With a long-fingered and unmarked hand, he took the pills, extracted two, and passed the rest back. “That’s really – kind. I’ll get some water somewhere.”


      “There’s the fountain.” Ruby pointed, and the boy laughed. She liked him. “What’s your name?”


      He was, Ruby decided, a good looking boy, quite handsome in fact, good cheekbones and a nice smile, though extremely young and probably only nineteen or twenty. It was his hair that spoiled him. It had once been bleached white and cut in a mohawk. However, it was clear that he had then changed his mind about such extravagant styling. The Mohawk was growing out, although the hair still stood stiff. the colour only remained white at the ends, whilst the boy’s own colour was now growing through. From the roots it grew dark brown and silky in contrast to the stiff white prickles at the ends.


      He said, “Brad. Brad Peacock.”


      “What a lovely name,” Ruby told him. I’m Ruby Pope. Delighted to meet you.” She held out a somewhat sticky hand, and the boy managed an exceedingly limp shake in return, almost as though he disliked touch. Ruby smiled. Well, she was an old crone after all. Not someone to grasp tightly.


      “Where do you live then?” Ruby grinned. “Come and let’s see what that café offers. I’ll buy you a cup of tea or a coke or whatever you want. I might have a cake.”


      “Cornwall,” the boy said. “With my parents. “And I’d love a coke. I’ll be able to take my pills.”


      “I love Cornwall.”  She was tempted to inform Brad that having once been married to a world champion Formula One racing driver and had once insisted on them going to Cornwall on holiday. But he was too young to remember Rodney Pope, and Ruby stopped herself from repeating the old story. “O.K. Coke and cake it is.”


      The headache and the bruised back both sped away, and Ruby passed an extremely pleasant hour chatting about nothing in particular. The boy brought up different subjects to discuss as though reading from an exercise book while teaching a class at school. “Climate change?” he decided suddenly. “Now, what do you think of that? True or untrue?” He listened politely, added a few words himself, then asked, “I hope I don’t sound too inquisitive, Ruby. But do you live at home with your husband? Do you have children?” And then Brad wanted to know all about Rochester Manor. “It sounds grand. What a fantastic place to live. How many inhabitants, did you say? That’s quite impressive. And the cook makes delicious meals? Not like the school canteens?” And finally, “I must come and visit one day. Would you mind?”


      “Not in the least,” Ruby told him, a little too gushy for her own pride but her enthusiasm was hard to squash. Young, handsome, intelligent and wondrously polite, this was such a gift out of the wide blue yonder. “I’d be delighted. Any time. There’s always cake and drinks available.”


      They parted company at the bus stop, and the boy waved goodbye as she climbed on, and waited until the bus was out of sight, which Ruby found very touching.


      “He must have been lonely,” Ruby told Sylvia later.


      “He just looked and knew at once you are a darling to talk to.” Sylvia, having traipsed through the woods again, was exhausted. Ruby decided not to bother her with any more pointless detail concerning a passing teenager who lived miles away.


      “You look worn out. I’ll make some tea.”


      It was the next day and the sun was still shining when Ruby realised that Sylvia and Harry yet again intended going off pretending to be policemen, and so decided she’d go back into Cheltenham. The boy lived in Cornwall, so surely he hadn’t travelled up to the Cotswolds just for a few hours. He would hopefully still be wandering around, and she might hopefully bump into him again.


      It was while walking up to the further bus stop, express coach to the city, when she saw the box by the side of the road. And old cardboard box, somewhat tattered, was wriggling as though something inside was attempting escape. Ruby hoped it wasn’t a snake. The likelihood was small, but anything was possible. She walked over, and bent, glasses on.


      The tiny brown shape squeaked, more whimper than greeting.


      “Good Lord,” said Ruby to the thing in the box. “You’re a puppy. A teeny-weeny scrawny little starving screwed-up puppy.” She managed a somewhat painful knee-locked bend . “Poor little thing.” Never having owned one, Ruby knew little about dogs, but this one was unmistakably lost. Presumably abandoned. “You look,” Ruby told it, “like the brown paper envelopes I get from my accountant after I’ve screwed them up to put in the bin.” Brown eyes gazed at her. She apologised. “I didn’t mean to insult you, dear. It’s just that you’re so very small and showing all your tiny bones. You certainly wear no collar, and those poor minute ribs stand out like badges of unmistakeable mistreatment and serious hunger.” As she bent closer, one finger gingerly touching the grubby little head, the tongue appeared, not to bite but to lick her finger. She felt she was probably now contaminated with whatever the puppy suffered from, and a host of lice and fleas were bound to have leapt from puppy to human.


      Her long-ago-husband had disliked dogs and called them dirty. She had never before cuddled a puppy in her life and had never felt the need. But she could not bear the thought of leaving the minute creature to die in agony. She took a deep breath and picked it up.  So small that it fitted almost entirely in the palm of one hand, it was warmer than she had expected, softer, intensely sweeter, and noticeably trembling. Ruby had large pockets in her woolly coat, so she popped the puppy into one. It immediately cuddled up and soundlessly lowered its head. She wasn’t sure whether it now felt safer or was simply too weak to do anything and therefore lay still and ready to die.


      Ruby discovered that she was crying. She fished her phone out of the other coat pocket and entered a search for the nearest vet. It wasn’t far, so she marched off in the right direction with a hopeful pat on the puppy-pocket.


      “Injections against this and that,” said the plump man in a white coat. “I’ll inject against the usual things.  Your name and address, ma’am? And the little dog’s name?”


      “It hasn’t got one.” Ruby was a little flustered. “I mean, I hadn’t meant to keep it. I just wanted to leave it with you for food and a new home. Checked for diseases of course, and treated for worms and those horrid lice things dogs get.”


      The vet paused, looking up, a little impatient. “You simply wish the dog to be taken to the pound?”


      She shook her head. “That sounds a little cruel,” clicking her tongue. “It’s so small. And starving hungry, I imagine. Can’t you feed it?”


      Doctor Robinson glared over the top of his glasses. “I have stocks of puppy food, various kinds, here for sale. We could start with a bowl of clean water. This dog is clearly dehydrated.”


      “You should have said that before,” Ruby complained. “What sort of vet are you to see a dying creature and not offer even water?”


      The vet stared coldly. “I have just offered water, madam.”


      “Do it then,” grumbled Ruby. “And a tin of whatever’s the best food for something that little. And I won’t leave it with you at all.”


      “Just as well, madam, since I would not have accepted it.”


      “Boy or girl?” she demanded, fumbling for her purse.


      “Clearly male, Miss Pope.”


      “Mrs Pope,” scowled Ruby. “So I’ll call it – him – Brad. Do all those proper injection things, feed the poor little wretch and give it – him – water. Then I shall take Brad home with a few more tins of food, though I daresay you over-charge.”
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        * * *


      


      Harry was standing in the bedroom, making strange faces. Sylvia watched him in mild curiosity for a few moments. Eventually she said, “Are you remembering some strange event from your previous life?”


      “There’s something stuck between my teeth.” Harry shook his head. “Spinach, I think. I just can’t get it out.”


      Sylvia regarded her husband. “You’re that hungry, dear?”


      “Honestly, “Harry spluttered and then stopped. “Damned woman, you’re joking, aren’t you? I’m never sure.  “The frown eased into a grin. “It’s stuck between my teeth and I just can’t move it. I don’t want to smile like a vampire or something, with long green tassels dripping from my gums.”


      “Come here and open your mouth dear,’ Sylvia said with kindly patience. “I’ll make you respectable again.”


      Facing her and bending his knees to the two centimetres shorter than his wife stood, Harry opened his mouth wide. Sylvia obligingly stared at his teeth, including two at the side where a generous strand of green had stuck. She moved closer, and instead of using her fingers, she fastened her mouth to his and kissed him hard.


      “Well then,” Sylvia said, finally moving a step backwards as the kiss slowly lapsed, “that was an extra tasty bite of breakfast.”


      Harry laughed, exploring his mouth with his tongue. “And it really has gone. What an efficient kiss you have.”


      “Efficient in all things, my love.”


      They were interrupted by the running feet and the call, recognisably Ruby’s urgent voice. “Look, you two. Look what I found.”


      “Lionel Sullivan?”


      “Oh yes, and I’ve brought him here to prove it.” Ruby held out the cringing puppy. Its mournful whispered whimper attracted a surprising amount of attention. Heads appeared around the four doors on that corridor, two each side.


      “What’s that?”


      “Are dogs allowed here?”


      “Can you keep pets?”


      “Is it a rabbit?”


      “A hamster?”


      “We do what we like,” Ruby said, “since we own the place. I’ve spoken to Lavender, and she says the only problem will come if any other residents complain, and then I might have to buy a kennel and keep him in the garden. But he’s too little for that, so no one’s allowed to complain. If they do, I really will call in the local rat-catcher.”


      “But what is it?”


      “He’s a puppy called Brad.”


      “Brad Pitt? Is it a pit bull?”


      Ruby held Brad close, stroking his tiny ears. The puppy closed his eyes. “No. He’s an abandoned stray and the vet think he’s a mix of Staffordshire terrier and sheepdog but there might be other bits and pieces in there too. Anyway, he’s the runt of the littler and someone just dumped the poor little baby in a box by the road. He was starving. Well, he still is but he’s had lots of food and lots of injections and milk and water and kisses, and he’s not quite so frightened anymore. He was terrified at first. He had scars and things on his tummy and bottom, and he’s obviously been awfully badly treated. So don’t anyone even think of not loving my little Brad.”


      “He’s delicious,” said Sylvia. “I’ve never seen a puppy so tiny.”


      “You’ll need to breastfeed,” decided Derek.


      “I have a syringe of special milk,” Ruby replied with disdain. “But he likes a little of softly mashed solids too. And anyone who wants a cuddle will have to wait till he stops being scared stiff.”


      Sylvia and Harry smiled at each other. For a woman who had once attempted suicide, this seemed the perfect answer. “Did you always keep dogs when you were married?” Harry asked.


      Indecisive, Ruby gazed back. She finally said, “Well, actually no. I never had one, and I don’t know the first thing about them. But Brad has never had a human before either, so we are both innocent newcomers and will get along fine.”


      “You could get one of those baby slings,’ Sylvia suggested. “Carry him around all day. He’ll think he’s back in the womb.”


      “I could.” Ruby thought about it. “And of course he’ll have to sleep in my bed.”


      “I suggest you avoid that until he’s house-trained,” mumbled Stella, stopping on her way to the stairs. “They pee a lot at first, you know.”


      “Look what happened to Iris,” added Harry, scratching his ear lobe.


      “House-train?” Ruby thought about it. “I’ll Google that on my tablet. Nothing horrid will happen to my little Brad.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Seven


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Quite suddenly aware that he was the talk of the country, one brief glimpse at the news broadcast on television in a shop window, Lionel once again wrote to his daughter. A text, rather than an email.


      “What they think is always wrong. Silly buggers. Tis Olga that does most of it, but sometimes tis me. She makes me. I miss you, little girl. I think of you. They want me back in that fucking cell. I’ll shoot meself. Don’t you dare tell anyone where I am. You don’t know anyway. I did nothing wrong. That Harry guy is a real nasty idiot. Don’t let him anywhere near. Nor the law. Love from Daddy.”


      Tracy Sullivan, now back in the comfy apartment supplied by the police, phoned Morrison. “Can you tell where people are from their emails and stuff? I heard from my creepy father.”


      “Yes, usually.” Morrison grabbed a pen and paper. “Give me the return phone number.”


      “I phoned it already and it’s disconnected. Dad must have chucked the phone.  And he says he did nothing wrong, it was all Olga. I don’t know anyone called Olga. It must be his girlfriend.”


      “I’ll contact Cosmore and she’ll come around to pick up your phone.”


      “That’s fine. I have the new one you gave me anyway. Dad’s the only person who uses the old number.” She phoned Sylvia immediately afterwards. “My sick father contacted me again. Shall I come back to Little Woppington? I’m a bit bored here doing nothing. I’m happier at your pub with you and Harry to talk to. I even like your funny friend Ruby.”


      “Come, please come,” Sylvia approved loudly. “All we do at the moment is puppy-sit. Shed-searching is much more fun, and the weather’s improved. Less mud.”


      Harry grabbed the phone from her and said loudly, “But he can’t be here. No point in coming. He’s up in Nottingham. There’s been another murder.” The gasp followed by an eerie silence echoed throughout the living room. Sylvia turned to Harry. He handed her back the phone. “Just heard it on the radio. Some little town near Nottingham. Very nasty, typical Sullivan murder.”


      “Yuck,” Sylvia spoke again into the phone. “Tracy, it’s probably a waste of time, but we just got up to Nottingham again. When I was there before I admit I got rather bored. But this time we know he’s there.”


      “I’ll come with you. Please.” Tracy remembered a slight handicap. “I’ve got no money for the train. Unless I go back on the game for a couple of days.”


      “No, don’t do that,” said Sylvia. “I’ll send you some money. But you shouldn’t come, not really. I don’t think Morrison would approve.”


      “I reckon he can’t stop me,” Tracy bounced back, sounding cross. “I’m not under arrest. I just fancy a trip north.”


      “I’m not objecting,” Sylvia told her. “There’s a nice cosy pub called the Black Out near the Nottingham train station. Meet you there. When? Day after tomorrow?”


      Tracy thought about it. “The day after. In the evening. Time to get the money, have a bath, get up my courage But don’t tell your cop friend.”
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        * * *


      


      It was the following evening and Sylvia was packing for both herself and Harry when Morrison turned up. He flopped down on the larger couch in the small living room where Harry was half asleep, feet up on the coffee table, a glass of wine undrunk.


      He woke up at Morrison’s arrival. “Humph?”


      “Young woman discovered dismembered just outside Southwell, Nottinghamshire. The pieces of her remains were collected into a large black plastic rubbish bag. She had been chopped as usual. Yet her head had not been taken from her torso. I can’t remember any other of Sullivan’s victims ever escaping the usual beheading. Sullivan has a system. First a serrated knife cuts the windpipe. Then a similar knife severs the sides of the neck, but not as deeply. Finally the head is removed by axe.”


      “Shit,” Harry muttered.


      “Not this time. The head remained attached. He must have been in a hurry. But all limbs were separated, the internal organs also collected into a smaller bag. Interestingly, this second bag was a small carrier bag from Harrods. Somewhat recognisable. The entire bag , including the Harrods bag, was left outside the iron gate to a somewhat large and grand estate and farmland. The dead girl’s under examination by the Midlands pathologist at present, and there’s plenty of DNA for tracing her name.”


      Harry shook his head clear of the nausea and sat up straight. Darcey, I appreciate you bringing the information. But it’s not like you. What’s going on?”


      Crossing his hands over the slightly increasing bulge of his chest. Morrison sighed. “I was never on the original case years and years ago,,” he said softly. “I was too young. But that vile creature murdered six young women, each mutilated and beheaded. Having presumably comparatively little privacy, there was usually some months between each brutal crime. Then he stopped.”


      Harry hauled himself from the depths of his armchair and launched himself towards the antique sideboard, fished around amongst the bottles clustered on top, and asked, “Scotch? Gin? Red wine? Sherry?” He took one of the glasses from behind the doors, inspected it for cleanliness, and began pouring himself a neat Scotch.


      “The same. I’m off-duty,” muttered Morrison.


      Harry passed a glass and began to drink from the other. “You’ll have to yell if you want ice.”


      Morrison did not seem bothered by the lack of ice. “DNA wasn’t understood much back then,” he said. “Not much to go on, in fact. Neither killer nor some of the girl’s identities were found. Failure. Bloody misery in the Force. And then it starts again. DNA was readily available, and Ostopolis is quite an expert. Yet we still couldn’t trace the bugger. “


      Watching the Scotch disappear from Darcey’s glass, Harry nodded. “At least you could identify all the victims.”


      “Every single one, lying out in that horrific mutilation, had been a beautiful young girl full of energy and hopes for her future. One was engaged to be married a week later.  I promised each and every one to catch her filthy killer. I swore vengeance. I stood there staring at empty eye sockets and promised on my own life that I’d arrest her bastard murderer. And thanks to you, my friend,” he looked up at Harry, nodding over the rim of his glass, “I kept my promise. But now I’m forsworn, for the filth has escaped. And he’s been free for months. Made a fool of every police force in the country, he has. So much for Morrison and his Homicide Squad. Useless. I’ve considered retiring, but I won’t.”


      He slammed down his empty glass. With a sudden impatience, so did Harry. “I’ll do anything. I’m hoping the daughter will help.” He thought a moment, then added, “We’re going up to Nottingham tomorrow, and she’s meeting us there. I hope that’s not an unwise confession. We won’t get in the way of the local detectives, I assure you.” Said Harry.


      “Your original help was indispensable.” Morrison held out his glass as Harry approached, waving the bottle of Scotch. “But this disgusting prick of a maniac has started again. In a different area. I’m not in charge up there, but I’m going to offer every atom of co-operation I can.” He scratched his chin, frowning. “But it’s better not to involve the daughter. Sullivan killed his other girl. And she’s too young.”


      “But street-wise. And knows her father’s habits.”


      Having refilled both glasses, Harry smiled at his passionate visitor. Harry said, “Darcey, you’re pissed. For the first time I’ve ever seen you, you’re pissed. And, joy upon joy, so am I. Pissed as a salamander.”


      “A newt,” said Sylvia, entering the room. “Salamanders are gentle sober little souls like Bluebell’s new puppy.  But tomorrow both of you will hopefully be sober, and we’ll all be off to see Robin Hood and the Sheriff of Nottingham.”


      Both men smiled tipsily back at her. “Tomorrow,” slurred Morrison, “I shall be off to walk every bloody inch of that forest until I find the bastard.”


      “With us trying not to get in the way,” nodded Sylvia.


      Harry was falling asleep in the large armchair. Since he had not finished his last glass of Scotch, Sylvia obligingly finished it for him.”
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        * * *


      


      With a huge smooth stone, slick with water from the plastic bottle, Lionel was sharpening his longer knife. Both sides, across and down, Across and up. Shheeeth, sheeeth, the blade slid across the wet stone. Lionel watched the steel reflect the sunshine through the trees.


      Even without the hope of capturing and playing, even without hope of banishing Olga, Lionel enjoyed the sound of the metal against stone. Pictures swept through his head of past successes, and of others he had not yet tried. Experimenting was usually a delight. Sometimes it had failed. Cooking and eating the internal parts had rarely proved attractive, although kidneys cooked in red wine with a little blood had made a good supper on two memorable occasions.


      The tented hideaway within the cottage had proved his most home-like escape so far, and he hoped he could stay another week or two. But constant movement was the only real path to anonymity, and he hoped he had the energy to keep up the trekking. At present, he had no car and little food, but there was clean water nearby and an endless supply of wood for warm fires at night.


      There was something else, far more important. Up within the falling thatch of the ancient roof, was a space, cupboard-like, invisible from below, and sealed by beams, straw, reeds, age, and stacked pebbles. Here over the years he kept his memories, no playthings and no toys remained. No female had cried out as he grabbed her, he had not raped nor cut even a rabbit. But he had a bag of souvenirs, and these were a casual pleasure, bringing rich reminders. Underpants. Black lace knickers covered in blood. A bra with the points, nipple coverings, blood-stained too. A cheap bracelet. A pair of laddered tights. Earrings in the shape of hearts.


      Souvenirs and photographs. Many years ago he had bought a Polaroid camera. This no longer existed, but many of the pictures taken at the time, although sepia-tinged and crumpled, still remained along with the memories of filming them. Naked girls, terrified, being raped, cut, tortured and killed. There was also the contact details of his only living daughter. The previous one had not, of course, been his own blood. But he accepted that Tracy was. He wouldn’t kill her. Not unless he had to. In the meantime, it was a long bleak time since he had enjoyed a woman in his hands, and this was not only agonisingly dismal, leaving him in a constant pain of yearning without fulfilment, but also left him prey to Olga, feeling a failure, and worthy only of the death he handed out to others.


      There was not, he presumed, any comprehension after death. No pain, then. No Olga clinging to his back. Peace and darkness. So what he had given to many women over the years was no ghastly walk into hell. Just the endless sleep he wanted also for himself.


      Stretching out one barefoot, Lionel examined the bulbous growth of his toes. Mud and old sandy earth was ingrained beneath each nail, and although some were broken with jagged corners, others had grown into curved hoofs, long and thickened. This amused Lionel. He scraped a little between his toes, since the collection of dirt could occasionally itch. Cleanliness, once important during his time as a coach driver, was no longer of the least interest to him. He had avoided showering in prison since the water was invariably too cold, and some other inmates took the piss out of his naked appearance until he showed them he wasn’t the best man to insult. Taking the piss out of Lionel Sullivan usually led to serious injury.


      It was later that day when he decided to enjoy fresh air and sunshine, that he walked up through the thick evergreen woods along the higher ridges, that things began to get more interesting. A red-haired girl, early twenties perhaps, was leaning against a tree trunk. A cup seemed to hold red wine. She was enjoying a solitary picnic. Lionel, not attempting surprise, walked up behind her.


      “It’s a good day for a rest in the woods,” he said, keeping his face in shadow. “I’ve no intention of disturbing you, but you look as content as a robin on a Christmas card.” He softened his voice, carefully removing the gruff menace, and it seemed to work for the girl turned, smiling.
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        * * *


      


      The train pulled into the small rural station at Southwell, and Harry woke with a start. “We should have driven,” he said, scratching his ear.


      “We’ll be driving with Morrison and Rita,” said Sylvia. “Yes, I know it means we have to leave the choices to them, like when to leave and where to go. But it saves you from falling asleep at the wheel.”


      “Except that you could be a little fluttering navy clad angel and keep me awake with poetry and stories and songs, and little affectionate nudges every now and again.”


      “I’ll keep it in mind,” said Sylvia, grabbing Harry’s case as well as her own, and pushing open the door. Two steep steps down onto the platform and Harry grabbed both cases from his wife while marching towards the unattended exit.


      Outside the sun was shining, the hedgerows were bright with daisies and buttercups, the breeze was a pleasant interruption, and the Black Out pub they wanted was right opposite on the other side of the road. Since their room was already booked, they simply signed in, happily gave over the two small cases to the boy appearing behind the desk and climbed one flight of stairs to the open door, the large white bed, the little white bathroom, the huge window, and the magnificent view visible beyond.


      “Welcome to the Black Out,” said the boy, dumping the cases on the floor beside the long wardrobe.


      “Welcome indeed,” said a far more familiar voice. DI Rita Ellis had now reached the stage of hugging on sight, but Morrison stood back with a grin. Tracy isn’t here yet,” he said. “But we’ve been in contact. She’s still on the train. Both Rita and I are off duty at present, which allows a little freedom, so I suggest we start by visiting the spot where the last murder victim was discovered. This wouldn’t be possible with Tracy, so we can get it done now. Shirley Ramington, now identified, no other DNA discovered on or inside the body. She’s no longer there of course, and the site is sealed off, but they’ll let us in once Rita and I flash credentials.”


      “And then,” presumed Harry, loosening his shirt collar, “I suppose we start exploring Nottingham Forest for sheds and broken down cottages.”


      “I wonder how you guessed,” smiled Morrison. “The car’s outside. Room for all. I ordered a Range Rover in case bouncing over woodlands proved necessary.”


      They were on the road, and the plastic veiled entrance to the field was in sight when Morrison’s phone rang on the dashboard. Hands-free, Morrison answered. Then, white faced, he pulled over and parked the car in the ditch adjacent to the road. He sat there for a moment, staring at Rita by his side.


      Lionel Sullivan had almost certainly committed another murder the previous day, the remains having been discovered in the grounds of Rochester Manor, down by the walled entrance where the park grounds cut across the Torr.


      This body had not been contained in a plastic rubbish bag. Indeed, it had not been contained at all. The young woman had been violently dismembered and beheaded in the usual modus operandum. Past use of many different implements no longer applied, however. The killer appeared to have use only of a long knife with a serrated blade, similar perhaps to a hand saw, and an axe of the common country type. The neck had been cut deeply with the serrated blade, then more savagely at each side, and finally cut through by the axe.


      It appeared that whoever had disposed of the body without the use of any container, had simply stood on the outside of the Rochester walls, and tossed each piece of the corpse one at a time over into the grounds. The head had landed upside-down. One hand lay at a considerable distance. One foot had caught on the top of the wall where Cotswold stones had been built vertically.


      The police and forensic squad had collected the body parts and discovered that every piece was present except the kidneys. These had been almost ripped from within the corpse and were missing.


      The girl had been discovered by a puppy but had not yet been identified.


      In a horrified whisper, Rita said, “How can that monster be here and there at the same time?”
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        * * *


      


      Leaning back against the straw, Lionel murmured softly to himself. He lay naked from below the waist although above the waist he was well covered in a large grey woollen jumped, polo neck, but with the sleeves pushed up over the well muscled arms and the huge grappling hands. Between his naked legs, he wore the torn remains of some woman’s knickers, pink lace and nylon, which did not cover him but lay in their little frills, as though protecting the man’s most vulnerable parts. That part was erect.


      Other pieces of woman’s clothing lay strewn, and in the small pot on the little one ring cooker something, smelling unpleasant, was cooking. The smell hinted of lamb’s kidneys but was stronger, more bloody, and perhaps overcooked.


      A small pile of fancy topped hat pins were strewn across the floor, and one protruded from Lionel’s big toe. It had been deeply entered into the flesh, and an ooze of blood continued. The soft smile was of such immense contentment that the man refused to move until the chill or the burning kidneys forced him to complete the wallow.


      “Sing a song o’ sixpence, an no one here to spy.


      Fuck the girl unconscious, and stuff her in a pie.


      When the pie is started, the girl begins to scream,


      Oh what a dainty dish to eat with lots and lots of cream.


      


      Lionel was in his killing house, Counting out his money,


      The girl was on the floorboards, Cuts all through her tummy.


      The bitch was in pieces Missing all her toes,


      When along came Lionel And bit off her nose.


      


      There was no sign of Olga to snigger at his little songs. And that was exactly how he liked it. Lionel scratched absently at his crotch, smiled, and looked aside at his scattered pile of souvenirs. He had large clump of his dead wife Joyce’s hair, soft although dyed to hide to grey.  He had decided that  he’d force4 the next girl to piss over it and then eat it. That appealed. It made him feel powerful, sexually satisfied, and very much alive.


      The old spells all said that. A death for a life. And it bloody worked. It would work other miracles too, for he could imagine that bastard Harry’s shock when he found the girl’s bits and pieces in his garden. Lionel imagined Harry gulping, vomiting, and falling over in his own vomit. That made Lionel laugh.
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      “So much for being off duty.”


      Tracy arrived as Morrison and Ellis left Nottingham. She was hustled into the Black Out Public Hostel by Sylvia and Harry, unpacked her three items in two seconds, and hurried down to the bar to meet up and chat.


      “Well, we unfortunately have no car,” said Sylvia. “So either we hire one, or we get wonderfully thin walking and hopping on and off buses.”


      “Morrison had a police vehicle,” Harry explained, “A lovely spacious Rover. But now they’ve been called back urgently to Gloucestershire. Your father’s been busy.”


      “So far,” Sylvia told her, drinking her wine somewhat faster than usual, “they seem to think both the last murder here, and the last murder around the Cotswolds, were committed at roughly the same time.”


      “There’s a copycat.”


      Staring, Tracy gulped down the rest of her gin and orange. “There can’t be.” Her empty glass stood forlorn. “No one is so sick and disgusting as to do what he did.”


      “It seems he’s not alone after all. And look at what happened some months back with that Howard family. The one who did the terrible things was off his head. Really sick in both ways. But it wasn’t him who collected the girls. They were given to him by a psychopath, his loving brother.”


      “And how do you recognise a psychopath from a normal human being.?”
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        * * *


      


      The phone call peeled through the bedroom and woke Mia in the next room, and Iris in the room beyond. “Bloody Hell,” Kate mumbled to herself. “Piss off.”


      The invasive and repetitious notes did not piss off. Eventually, Kate rolled over and reached out one angry but frantic hand to her phone lying on the bedside table. She grabbed it and pressed the button.


      “It’s me. Maurice. I need to know how Milton is, but I can’t ring directly. And I want to know all about Mia. Tell me everything, and I’ll send money for both of them. For you too.”


      “You tried to kill me.” Kate sat on the floor, leaning back against the mattress. “And I don’t want your money. Mia’s fine. Milton’s sort of fine too. Now go away.”


      “I have gone away,” Maurice pointed out. “I’m in Miami. Great weather. Tell me more about Mia and Milton, and I’ll leave you alone for a month or three.”


      She inhaled loudly and her finger automatically moved to shut him up. “You abused me. You wanted to kill me. I obeyed you for years, and then you nearly killed me. This time  I should report you to the police, not help you know things to make you happy.”


      “I’m happy anyway, and the law wouldn’t ever find me. Even the FBI are fools. They care more about getting one up on the CIA rather than catching boring criminals. Now tell me.”


      “Oh, bother and shit,” sighed Kate. “Mia is fine. Loving the new school down the road. Not the one you taught in and certainly not a boarding school. It’s a high ranking primary in Cheltenham. We don’t talk about you. She doesn’t ask. All she wants is help with her homework. She’s brilliant at everything, especially maths. But she loves the guitar. I bought her a good one and she practises every night. I don’t even have to remind her.”


      “OK. Now Milton. Have you even bothered to visit?”


      Her next sigh was less patient. “Yes, I did. He’s in a mental Institution in Gloucester. For the criminally insane. He was sent there by the judge. Found guilty of multiple and premeditated murder. But really it should have been you accused and found guilty.”


      “That’s not telling me how he is.” Maurice was also irritated and impatient. He made no attempt to disguise the anger in his voice.


      “Alight,” Kate said. “He’s learning to read and write. He’s learning fast too, and he wrote me a letter I could easily understand. But the letter said he never saw you or Mark, so he wanted to go to the dead-place and sleep. So I went to visit. At first I couldn’t see him as he was tranquillised. Evidently this happens often. But when he woke and saw me, he cheered up. Actually he was quite bright. I got permission to take him out for a walk in the grounds next month if I visit again – and I intend to. But he’s booked in to have three operations in June. Already he wears funny sort of metal splints on both legs. Not to sleep, but for walking half the day. He likes that though he says sometimes it hurts a bit. So he’s fine. Nothing to worry about and he can’t kill anyone.” She paused. “But you haven’t bothered asking after me, I see.”


      “So how are you?” He sounded bored.


      “The police considered taking me to court too, but then they decided I couldn’t be held to blame for anything as I was nearly as much abused as Milton’s playthings.”


      After a thoughtful pause, Maurice asked, “And that skinny girl he called his lady?”


      “How can you ask about her after what you did?” Kate half screeched. “I wrote hundreds of apologies to her, but she never answered. The whole family moved house. The council re-housed them somewhere nicer. She refuses to have any contact with me and obviously not with Milton, though he keeps asking. I just hope she’s recovering as well as can be expected. I went and bought a nice warm pair of pretty pyjamas with a matching dressing gown from Rosebays, but it was returned to me and no message. It didn’t fit me, so I took it back to the shop and they refused to exchange because they said it smelled strange. I’ve no idea what that was about, so I washed it and I’m keeping it for Mia.”


      “You will visit Milton early in May,” Maurice said immediately. “You will tell him I love him and think of him and will visit as soon as I can. Tomorrow you will tell Mia that I phoned and love her dearly and think of her every day. That’s all.”


      “Don’t you order me to do anything,” Kate yelled at the phone. “How dare you. I might say some of those things and I might not, but that’s up to me, not you. And what the hell are you doing in Miami? I thought you were in Dubai.”


      But Maurice had hung up, and the faint buzz of an empty line rang through the earpiece. Kate flung the iPhone onto the bed, threw herself on top of it, and finally fell asleep. She was questioned the next day by both Mia and Iris, and reluctantly recounted what they had partially heard anyway. Kate was fairly sure that Mia had crept out of bed and eavesdropped at the door.


      Six days later the sum of one million American dollars was paid into Kate’s bank account.


      Kate started a trust fund for Mia and named herself as executer. She gave a small but useful sum to Iris. She invested a reasonable sum in the cake and coffee shop and asked the Mental Institution whether she could contribute in some way, and leave some cash as spending money for Milton. Naturally, this was accepted.


      There was an attractive amount left over, which Kate kept for herself. She bought a better car , two weeks of daily driving lessons, and a cream cashmere coat with a huge collar.


      Maurice telephoned once more. “Milton needs those operations. Reading classes. All that stuff.”


      “Yes,” Kate told him, “I’m paying for that out of your money. It’s – been – so helpful. For Milton and for Mia. And – for me too.”


      “A little gratitude, that makes a change.”


      “I have other memories,” said Kate bluntly. “Shall I be grateful for you trying to kill me. For causing that haunting horror for the girls Milton killed? Could anyone ever forgive you for that?”


      “It was mostly Mark.” Maurice’s voice had gone soft, but more obstinate than ashamed.


      “Just remember,” Kate said, “if you ever go broke and want some money back, there won’t be any. Not a penny.”


      “Tell Mia her father’s a millionaire. Because I am. By next month I’ll be a billionaire. I’ll send more money for her birthday.”
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        * * *


      


      “The Nottingham cops told me you were both here,” said Daisy. “Well, I do phone them quite regularly, you know. Two murders by that horrible killer and almost on my doorstep. I was wondering if we could meet up.”


      Harry was immediately keen. He, Sylvia and Tracy had spent two hours on the previous evening arguing about when they should take the train home again. “Backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards,” Sylvia had complained. “Look, we might get back to Gloucestershire tomorrow, and there could be another murder here two days later.”


      “And if we can go backwards and forwards, then so can he.”


      “Dad?”


      “Exactly. Take the car, take the train, take the bus. It’s not impossible in our little country to be here today and there tomorrow.”


      But now it was Daisy Curzon on the phone, and the daughter of the killer was not likely to be welcome at that woman’s home. “We’re going to meet this couple,” Sylvia explained to Tracy. “Sorry, we’ll come straight back to you afterwards.”


      “I might just sleep,” Tracy said. “I’m bored.”


      “Find somewhere to play on the swings.” They left her room as Tracy giggled and snuggled back down into the warm hotel bed.


      The Curzon household was average, clean, tidy, cosy, and a little dark. On a street of two storey terraced houses without front yards, theirs occupied the corner and so enjoyed an extra set of windows. The curtains were, however, drawn tightly closed. “We don’t like being seen,” Daisy explained as she showed Sylvia and Harry into her front room. “We don’t know how many killers and creeping lunatics there are out there looking for the next victim. They look around first, you know, and target whoever they want.”


      “With this monster Lionel Sullivan,” Harry said cautiously, “he only seems to kill young women. There aren’t any in your family, are there?”


      “No.” George bustled in from the kitchen. “No young ladies. But he might go for anyone, you see, if he can’t find what he wants. Anyway, I’ve put the kettle on.”


      Daisy patted his shoulder and turned to the rather worn out armchair in the corner. “Come on Dean, my boy. Say hello to our guests. This is Mr and Mrs Joyce. They work with the police to solve these crimes and find the monster who does it.”


      The armchair seemed to swallow him, but the boy looked up with an expression of blank timidity. Skinny and dark-eyed. He looked more like one of the shadows. “Hello,” he managed. He seemed to be reading a book called Anticipating the Next Discoveries In Particle Physics by Rouven Essig. Harry was impressed.


      “Mrs Curzon, the suspicions regarding this serial killer are becoming muddled, I’m afraid, since there’s recently been another vile murder in the west. And, if you don’t mind my asking, how old is young Dean?”


      “I’m seventeen,” announced young Dean. “Seventeen and a half. Why?”


      Sylvia’s smile interrupted. “I doubt I’d have been capable of reading that book at your age.”


      “You wouldn’t,” said Dean, keeping the frown. “Because it wasn’t published.”


      George had bustled off again and was making the tea, clunks and jangles echoing from the next door kitchen. “Very true,” Sylvia said. “I see you like to be specific. But you’ve been having a difficult time lately. I sympathise.” She sat on the long hard spring sofa and accepted the mug of hot tea with a melting chocolate biscuit balancing on the saucer.


      “I like study,” Dean muttered. “It takes my mind off things. It was my girlfriend who was killed. We weren’t that close, but we had dates. She wasn’t very clever so we couldn’t talk much, but I took her to see Twelfth Night at the Theatre, but she went to sleep. I told her she was dull, but then she got killed and I felt horribly guilty. A boy at school died too, but that was because he got sick. It still seemed like death all around.”


      “Then his aunty,” sighed Daisy, sipping instant coffee. “I admit she wasn’t our favourite relative, being a bit silly and often criticised us all, but she was George’s only sister, poor love. She had a stroke. And then another horrible murder a bit further away, and I didn’t know her. But it was still terribly upsetting.”


      “Very upsetting,” Dean agreed. “I’m going up to my bedroom.” He clutched his book and scuttled from the room.


      “Poor Dean,” said Daisy. “He’s terribly sensitive.”


      “The problem for us,” said George, both fists thumping both arms of the chair where he sat, “is knowing how to take all this murder and mayhem. We’ve talked to the local parish  vicar. He’s a very down to earth gentleman for a vicar, but I am always happy to take his advice. I’ve discussed how we seemed to be in the centre of such bad luck at present. And poor Dean has been affected more than most.”


      “The reverent doesn’t seem to think it’s a curse from God,” Daisy nodded, clutching her empty mug. “And naturally that was a blessing and a great relief. But perhaps a message? A forewarning? Or even a diplomatic punishment?”


      Unprepared for such a possibility, Harry stuttered, “P-punishment for – what?”


      Daisy blushed. “You see, George and I – well, we haven’t always done exactly what was right and proper.” She leaned over towards Sylvia, whispering, “I was already pregnant when George and I were married. Dean was born just seven months later. We had the baby baptised at once of course, but we could see the vicar guessed the truth.”


      “That must be true of half the population,” Sylvia sighed. “And the other half don’t bother to get married at all.”


      “And I’m sure they have relations and friends who die too,” said George with another thump


      “I’m sure they do. We all do,” said Harry, reluctantly.


      “There you are then,” George said. “Case closed.


      It was a couple of hours later on their return to the Black Out pub that Harry said, “I think the Nottingham killer’s a copycat.”


      “We’ve discussed this before,” Sylvia yawned. “The police don’t think so. Lionel’s quite capable of driving up here and back to Cheltenham in one day. He’s used to it, for goodness sake. He used to drive to France and back with the coach.”


      “It’s not that,” said Harry. “It’s the details. That boy’s little girlfriend was raped, but no DNA left behind. Must have used a condom. But Sullivan’s never done that before.”


      “He didn’t know about DNA, did he! When he first started killing, no one knew about DNA. Now we all do, so he’s leaving no trace.”


      “The wretched man’s on the run,” Harry said. “We already know who he is. Why bother hiding it if it’s him?”


      “Same reason that he drives north, then south, and kills in both,” mumbled Sylvia. “He wants us to believe in a second killer. I don’t really know why. Just to confuse the police, I imagine. Which is working.”


      “I need to talk to Tracy again,” said Harry, driving into the pub’s car park. The hire car had been rented for two days only. “Wednesday today. Thursday tomorrow. Then the train home, Tracy to London and us to Cheltenham. What a waste.”


      “My cash is running out again,” Tracy frowned. “And it’s all fucking boring. Do I go back on the bloody streets? Or rob a bank? Or just go to bed on my own and stay there.?”


      Feeling much the same herself, Sylvia paused, then admitted, “At my age, I rather doubt I’d have much success on the streets, but otherwise I feel the same. Talking to the people we just went to visit was an irritating waste of time. Morrison and Rita both had to go flying back to Gloucestershire. Well, they took the car. That means this whole trip was utterly pointless and we have to go home by train without even tramping the Nottingham wilds. So – if you really are that bored – come with us.”


      Both Harry and Tracy looked exceedingly surprised. “Sure,” Tracy said quickly before Sylvia could change her mind. “Same train, same place as before?”


      “Yes, I’ll book you into the pub in Woppington very near us.”


      “So tomorrow it’s another dull, plodding, slow rumble home.”


      “It takes hours.  It’s not even direct.”


      The train left the following day at 3.05 and having all bundled together into the same place, four seats and a small table between, they leaned back. Harry obligingly stuffed all four little cases on the rack above the window. The voice announced the closing of the doors and the clatter and jiggle started.


      Everyone leaned back, sighed, and didn’t bother talking. A good time for sleep. Harry and Sylvia closed their eyes. Tracy’s eyes were glazed as she watched the world whizz past.


      It was fifteen minutes almost exactly before the disturbance woke them, and everyone else on the train. The explosion was echoingly loud. Enormous. Stones and smoke sprang against the roof and the glass. The train ground to a desperate halt and then, almost in slow motion, began to derail.
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      Once again, laid on the gurney in the forensic lab, the dismantled body parts of a young woman lay in the shape she had once assumed. Ostopolis ripped off his gloves and marched off to wash his hands and pull off the white coat, emptying his mind of murder. He went quickly into his own small office and began to write up his notes into a full document. He was desperately tired but had no intention of locking up before he had entirely finished. It would be the Di and the DCI the following morning who would rely on every word he had written.


      Indeed, neither Morrison nor Rita Ellis had yet left the building. Although it was past eight o’clock, they had not yet gone home.


      “Every serial killer,” Rita said, although more of a mumble to herself, “has a way of doing things that matter to him. He may have his own peculiar manner of eating baked beans for all I know. Known as methodical or chaotic, they still have their particular habits.” and she tapped the papers recently faxed to her which now lay on her desk, “so either Lionel Sullivan did not commit the Nottingham murders, or he is experimenting with slightly new methodology in order to trick.”


      “He’s a man who likes to trick,” said the deep voice suddenly from directly behind her.


      She didn’t bother turning around. “Hello Darcey, you still here too? And you don’t believe in a copycat? I don’t either. Sullivan likes tricks. Dashing backwards and forwards to Nottingham, well, that’s absurd unless he had a girlfriend.”


      “No girlfriend. Impossible. But he’s got some money from somewhere. He can’t constantly be travelling by train – too risky – he’d have been recognised by now. So he has a car and a fairly robust one at that.”


      “I have records of eighteen car thefts from our area over the past two months. They’d all fit.”


      But Morrison shook his head. “Not a copycat. But perhaps not pointless journeys either. I have a feeling he might have an apprentice.”


      “Oh, bloody hell,” said Rita. “You really find people who want to learn those sorts of skills?”


      “Sadly yes.” Morrison slumped into the other chair at the same desk. “A few years back when someone advertised for a willing victim because he wanted to eat someone and become a cannibal – there were two volunteers.”


      “We have three possibilities, then,” Rita said, hands tightly clenched. “All these murders are by Sullivan, trying to trick us. Or secondly, he has a willing apprentice. Or thirdly, there’s a sick copycat.”


      “Or four,” smiled Morrison with exhausted resignation, “there’s a completely different monster popped up, whose chosen method just happens to be similar.” He paused, leaned forwards again and added, “Actually, there’s five. For instance, like father, like daughter. Could Tracy be following in the footsteps?”


      “Is the world so vile?” Rita mumbled.


      “Of course it is,” Morrison answered. “Why else did you choose to join the force, and then make an even more idiotic choice and join homicide?”
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        * * *


      


      “I really didn’t ever expect to see you again,” said Ruby. “But I’m delighted. Up from Cornwall again? You should get a job here.”


      Brad bent, patting the puppy which slavered over his fingers. Straining against the lead, it climbed Brad’s chest as though hoping to sit on his shoulder. He sniggered. “What’s its name?”


      “Um – Brad,” Ruby blushed slightly. “You see, it was after I met you and was going back home when I found this poor little scrap abandoned in a cardboard box. I took it to the vet but he didn’t want it, so I thought, oh bugger, I’d better do the nice thing myself. No name came to mind. I hate those dogs called Doggie-Do, or Blackie or something, so I‘d only just been talking to you, so I thought of Brad. Brad Pitt, of course.”


      A long explanation, but the boy waited politely with a somewhat cynical smile. “I’d better buy you a coffee and cake, then,” he said.


      “With outdoor seating, or they won’t let Brad in,” Ruby said. “I mean the dog. Not you.”


      “There’s probably places that wouldn’t let me in either,” the boy grinned.


      The two Brads appeared to enjoy each other’s company, but the elder Brad did not stay quite as long as he had on the previous occasion. “I expect you have a train to catch,” decided Ruby, paying the bill.


      “No, I’m getting a lift from my brother this time,” Brad said. His smile had a little charismatic twitch. “And I should pay since I invited you.” Those long slim legs wore only scraggy jeans, and the shoulders were so narrow, they didn’t protrude from his T-shirt. “Actually, I’m in a bit of a hurry now. Got important things to do, as it happens.” He smiled again and the corner of his mouth reasserted the twitch. The smile was his nicest piece of clothing.


      “Pooh,” said Ruby. “I like paying. I hope to meet up again soon.” Although the boy did not confirm a future visit to Cheltenham, nor did he deny it. Ruby watched him go and toddled off to the bus stop. He looked back once and waved. Nice long fingers, she thought. Creative. Even artistic.


      She had expected Sylvia and Harry to be home to greet her since they had been gone longer than expected, but they were not. Instead, Ruby went outside, sat on a slightly damp bench, and taught the puppy to fetch the ball she threw, even though he had chewed it to such an extent that it no longer bounced.


      Amy sat beside her, and Percival followed and also sat, though left a large gap between himself and the women. He then unfolded his copy of the local news. Amy patted Ruby’s arm. “We went for a nice little drive,” Amy informed Ruby. She waved at the racing puppy. “Dear little thing. First pet anyone’s brought here, you know. It used to be considered naughty.”


      “Lavender didn’t allow pets?”


      “I don’t know if it was her.” Amy chewed her lip. “But when Percy and I bought our apartment here, they said no.”


      Percival looked over the top of his newspaper. “Because you asked if you could keep bats, my dear.”


      “Cats, Percy dear. Not bats. Cats.”


      “I imagine they have bats in the belfry now anyway,” Percival grumbled.


      With critical determination, Amy pointed up to the small dome aloft the Rochester Manor house roof. “That’s not a belfry, Percy dear. We don’t have any bells except that little electric thing on the front door.”


      Percival sighed. Then he sat up with a sudden attentive frown. “When were Harry and Sylvia due back? There’s been a most unexpected accident on the train just outside Nottingham. They think it was caused by a bomb.”


      “Bloody hell,” squeaked Ruby.”


      “Sylvia would never throw a bomb,” Amy dismissed the news. “It’s not her sort of thing.”
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        * * *


      


      The explosion echoed like an angry demon while slowly, as though with reluctance, the first four train carriages clattered from their rails and tumbled sideways onto the bank. The second carriage had been blasted and there was a gaping and jagged hole in the metal roof. Inside two passengers lay unconscious, and a small girl was screaming. A man, limping and bleeding, ran to the child and clutched her, asking if she was hurt. She was too frightened to reply. The man looked around. There was wet scarlet blood splatter over the blue padded seats. The child stopped screaming, but someone else was crying. Several people staggered to their shaking legs, and one of these was Harry. He grabbed the top of the seats, holding himself steady. Then with a gasp he sank to his knees again and reached out.


      “My love, are you hurt?”


      “A little,” Sylvia murmured. “Not sure I can get up. Perhaps just a broken leg. Or just a twisted ankle. Nothing too bad, dearest. I don’t think I’m bleeding. But I think you are.”


      “A grazed wrist,” he told her, gently probing her left leg, which was the only one visible. “Virtually nothing. Which leg?”


      “The other one,” she said, trying to smile. “It’s bent under me. Sort of stuck. Not moving.”


      Harry was already gabbling into his phone. “Someone else must have phoned already, but I need an ambulance for my wife. Sylvia Joyce. I’m Henry Joyce. Yes, it’s the train accident, the same one. OK, I’ll wait. Please don’t be long. Other people need ambulances too.” Then the police. “It was an explosion. There was a footbridge over the line. Something must have been thrown. It hit the carriage behind, but we all came off the rails.” He was still holding Sylvia’s hand. “They seem to know all about it. Every available ambulance and police car is on its way.”


      Sylvia had fainted and heard nothing. Harry did not dare examine her further. Suddenly remembering Tracy, he rummaged behind broken seats and collapsed tables, kicked at shattered glass and began to call her name. A very small grunt answered. “Here.” On her hands and knees, the girl crawled from the debris. “Me.” Blood was pouring from her forehead.


      Rushing over, Harry helped her to a neat pile of cushions ripped from their seats. “How are you?” he demanded. “What hurts?”


      “Everything,” Tracy mumbled, then changed her mind. “Nothing. Just – shock. Maybe a heart attack. How’s Sylvia?”


      “Maybe a broken leg. Are you sure you’re OK? You’re bleeding a lot.”


      “I hit my head. It feels smashed in, but obviously it isn’t.”


      “Stay here,” he patted the cushions. “I’ll see if anyone else needs help.”   He hobbled across to another woman who lay nearby, her eyes tight shut. He whispered, “Are you alright?” But she also made no answer.


      Carriages, bent, split and battered, lay stretched out over the bank. Another carriage had rolled back onto the tracks and there was a smell of hot oil, grease, blood and steaming metal. Bodies appeared from smashed glass and from tunnels of gouged iron and ripped cushioning. Heads, hair matted in blood, peered out as shaking fingers crept from the broken holes. Some who had already made it into fresh air and safety, were running desperately, shouting and crying, searching for their friends and families.


      Where Sylvia, Harry and Tracy had travelled, the carriage lay on its side. Both that side and the roof were now buckled and broken. Harry couldn’t see what had happened to the carriage immediately behind his own. He didn’t know where the small bomb had actually exploded.  Stumbling around the carriage where he and Sylvia had sat,, Harry found that in spite of the blood and panic, the fear and the pain, there was more damage to the structure than to the people. Only two women appeared to be badly injured, and one of these was Sylvia.


      The noises increased with shouting, falling metal, dislodged seats tumbling from the walls, and the spit of burning metal. Then the noises increased further as  he heard the sirens. From distant to blaringly loud, blocked out all other sound. Then other sirens, different, interweaving. Ambulance sirens merged with police sirens, then blended with the urgency of fire engines.  Blasts of relief. The staggering promise of aid. Help of all kinds.  Harry could see since one wall of windows was flat on the ground and the other, partially smashed, showed only the sky. Then the bright blue sky darkened. Police clambered across the broken frames, kicked themselves through the broken openings, and landed heavily inside. The ambulance men and the racing groups of paramedics managed to open one battered door, and leapt in. Outside the firemen could be seen heaving and calling. The stench of oil, scorching, and above all of fear, seemed monstrous.  They had already righted one carriage which seemed to now be empty. The noise was frantic and surrounded the clash and bang of running men. Bodies were winched out. From his own carriage, Harry watched Sylvia lifted by the paramedics, and carefully laid in the large sling which he had helped pull down from above.


      She was awake now. He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “She’s alright,” called one of the paramedics.


      Harry looked around for Tracy. She’d gone. A policeman patted Harry’s shoulder, “A broken ankle,” he told Harry, shouting over the roaring and blasting. “Maybe concussion. But no signs of internal injury. Not like that other poor woman.”


      “She’s dead isn’t she?”


      The policeman nodded. “Do you know her?”


      “No.” But Harry felt like crying too. “How do I get out? I want to go in the ambulance with my wife.”


      “Hang on,” the policeman said. “I’ll get you out in a minute. Just checking the door’s safe.”


      “And the young girl? I know her. We were together.”


      “Hospital. Another one. Just casualty. She’ll be sent home after a couple of stitches.”


      The ambulance had gone by the time Harry stood in fresh air, staggering on the slippery grass bank, then toppling backwards. He sat in the dirt, elbows on his knees, and sobbed. Other ambulances roared away. The police and fire engines stayed. Harry could see the footbridge above. No one stood there. Harry pointed and gulped. “That’s where the bomb came from.”


      One policeman turned immediately. “Did you see it thrown?”


      “No.” He hadn’t. “It didn’t even hit my carriage. But I know it came from above.”


      “Here,” said the cop, walking over. “I’ll take you to the hospital, same as your wife. But perhaps you’ll answer some questions on the way.”


      “I don’t know much,” but Harry scrambled up.


      “Anything is more than nothing,” said the cop, leading Harry to a dark blue van. Harry climbed in the passenger front seat but felt uncomfortably as though he was being arrested. “So what did you see?”


      “It was what I heard first.  And the sound came from above. Then the train started to collapse. It didn’t stop. It just swerved, and we all fell as if it was upside down. But the actual bomb hit the roof of the carriage immediately behind me. Does that help?”


      “I expect we’ll discover all that for ourselves,” said the policeman. “But it’s a great start. I need your name and address. I’ll contact you in a few days.”


      “I’ll be back in Little Woppington-on-Torr with my wife,” Harry mumbled, “as long as she’s alright.”


      “Where the devil’s that?”


      They had arrived outside a large white painted hospital, ambulances screeching and nurses, doctors and police all rushing through every available entrance. “Gloucestershire,” said Harry in a hurry and scrambled from the van. “I’ll find my wife now. Thanks.” The words trailed off. He ran through the swing door, nearly tripped, and stopped a doctor to ask for directions.


      Sylvia had not yet been seen, but she was sitting, fully dressed, on a portable bed looking slightly doped but awake, Harry grabbed the metal bedhead. “How are you? What have the doctors said?”


      “One said Rest here, madam. I’ll be back as soon as possible. No more.” She wriggled, trying to sit up a little, and winced. “It’s just my ankle. No big deal. Harry – people died. I’m fine. Others aren’t. There was a baby with a black eye. It wasn’t even crying. It looked absolutely dazed. Poor little mite.”


      Harry sat beside her on the edge of the mattress. “Did you get any idea of what actually happened? How it happened?”


      “The explosion,” Sylvia sighed. “Something fell on us. I really don’t know. I felt myself sliding through space. A horrible feeling, Weird and sickening. But I was lucky. I honestly don’t know anything else.”


      Once transferred into a small ward, four beds all occupied, the doctors began to filter in, pulling curtains around each bed and asking questions. Eventually Sylvia’s curtains were pulled open again. Your wife isn’t too badly hurt, Mr Joyce,” said one white coated and moustached man, fiddling with something in his pocket. “She has a nasty fracture to her right ankle, but that will be easily treated. But she also appears to be suffering from mild concussion. We’ll be keeping her here for two or three days.”


      “Can I stay?”


      The doctor shook his head apologetically. “We have no private wards available at present, I’m afraid. Too many casualties. But there’s a small motel just outside the station, not far from here. Walking distance, I’d say.”


      “Can I ask,” asked Harry, “about the others? I mean the accident? Are there lots of – I mean, death – badly hurt?”


      The doctor shook his head again. “There’s very little clear yet, Mr Joyce. Only two deceased, I believe, but quite a number of nasty injuries. Your wife certainly isn’t one of the worst.”


      Harry watched him leave and went back to Sylvia. “Three days here,” he told her quietly. “Then I’m hiring a taxi to take us all the way back home in comfort.”


      “The girl?”


      “We’ll take Tracy with us if she’s fine and drop her off at the pub on the way.”


      “And have a very stiff drink while we’re there.”


      “Six drinks. Seven each.”


      Managing to smile, Sylvia then winced again. “It bloody hurts. But I’m all shaky too. Goodness, I haven’t felt so horribly frightened since you disappeared into Sullivan’s hut.” She thought a minute. “No that was much worse. But when one minute you’re sitting on a nice comfy padded seat looking out of the window, and the next second there’s explosions and smoke and your nice comfy seat is rolling over and over and you’re lying upside down with a broken ankle, well, it’s bloody scary.”


      Leaning over to hug her, Harry whispered. “I love you to bits, Sylvikins. Get better quick, and I’ll look after you forever.”


      “Oh, my love.” She seemed to relax, slumping back, but added, “I can see a week of horrible nightmares stretching ahead, and crashes every time I close my eyes.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Ten


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      A week later after the corpse he had enjoyed so much was chucked over into the grounds of Rochester Manor, Lionel remained peacefully, content. Even when his games had become almost regular, and the shed he called his own contained every implement he could possibly imagine, he had never felt quite so serene. His crotch, which usually jabbed at him in constant fury, now felt at peace. He lay back on the narrow bed, His head did not thump, and his hands didn’t itch. He could wriggle his toes without discomfort. Olga was still nowhere in sight.


      There was no car available, but this no longer bothered Lionel. Picking up girls wanting lifts, some hitchhiking, others out too late at night, was the method he had always found easiest. Yet the last girl had practically invited herself into his eager arms. He’d got a bottle of wine out of it as well. That was all gone now, but he’d enjoyed it at the time. But the thrill of the last ten days had been something far more important. The game had banished hunger, diabolical pain, misery, self-pity, thirst, and Olga.


      Previous delights had centred around screw-drivers, different knives, hammers, nails and axes amongst other playthings. In fact, he missed his favourite knife. But although he no longer had the use of such a variety of tools, he had two knives, a small axe, and a gun he was busy working out how to use. He had shot this last girl in the arse and had thoroughly enjoyed the reaction. He thought he’d managed pretty well. She had died a little too quickly, just two days after capture, but he had continued to enjoy himself without hindrance. Some pieces were still around. He’d stewed the kidneys and that had been a real blessing for he’d not eaten in three days. Water from the creek, a little red wine, some wild thyme, and then boiled for roughly half an hour. Then when he’d got rid of the rest of the body parts, just chucking them over the big stone wall where the two stupid creeping busybodies Harry and his ugly wife lived. He’d enjoyed that too. There had been a crow watching. “Here, crappy Nevermore, Evermore bird. Watch this. Want to scavenge some juicy scraps? Go on. You’re welcome, Blackie. Fill your guts.”


      It had been around midnight, not that he had a watch, but the moon was high, just a wisp of silver behind the clouds, but high up there. Watching him too.  “Bugger off, nosey,” he told the gleam of pearly patient light.


      Then he’d stomped the long climb home. The cottage was deep into the valley bordered by one extremely steep hill, almost an escarpment, and on the other side by the creek before the countryside rose again into forested hills. It was a good place to remain unseen. But what he blessed most was the old hoard of sweet memories. And now he had the assurance that his pleasures were not over yet.


      But he needed money. He’d eluded the police for longer than most, but it couldn’t last forever, especially now with more proof of his intentions. He knew he’d need to go abroad, He had no passport, no identity papers, no car and at present, no money. This needed to be worked out. False passports were as easy to get as a cold in winter, but it cost money. It was a shame Olga was such a sick bitch. A friend to help and advise would have been useful.
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      The invalids were welcomed back to Rochester Manor with feast and fantasy. Roast lamb with baby carrots, scalloped potatoes in cream, roast mushrooms and mint sauce. Balloons swathed every doorway, pillar and empty fireplace. “Welcome home, in huge painted letters on a banner across their bedroom door.


      Ruby, Brad trotting at her heels, rushed to embrace and kiss both her best friends. Sylvia’s leg was partially cuddled in plaster, but she seemed able to walk quite confidently, although with a single crutch. Sinking into a waiting armchair in the larger living room, she grinned around at everybody. The puppy, having remembered her faint perfume, immediately curled up on Sylvia’s one foot. Harry sat on the chair’s arm.


      “Home,” he breathed. “I don’t think I’ll ever leave this place again except to join my own funeral. Going away is either staggeringly boring and unsuccessful, or damned dangerous.”


      “We’re going on holiday to see the cheetahs, in September,” Sylvia reminded him.


      “On past experience, I’d say I’ll probably be eaten by one,” he said.


      Amy, who was sitting close, nodded wisely. “You’ll never get away,” she predicted. “They run too fast.”


      “It’s nearly dinner time,” said Ruby, “for us, that is – not the cheetahs. And after that, we curl up, tell our stories and eat lots and lots of cake.”


      The plaster cast was uncomfortable in bed, and six cakes had additionally gifted a definite dose of indigestion. But Harry and Sylvia slept better than they had for quite some time.


      Police investigations uncovered certain facts and in particular the use of amateur bomb making attempts, and signs that the explosive device had been, as Harry had said, thrown onto the train from the small bridge over the rails.


      A large collection of local pebbles and larger rocks had been used to make the bomb more destructive, and vestiges of Nitric Acid on the side of the bridge. There were, however, no fingerprints and not the slightest possibility of extracting DNA was discovered anywhere either on the bridge or nearby.


      “It is fairly obvious that a fairly simple recipe was used to make explosive RDX, and a large quantity was ignited to derail some part of the passing train. The motive for this is unknown, and the culprit is as yet unidentified. Children have been known to use this bridge and others for throwing stones at passing vehicles, and sometimes causing appalling damage, this was a far more focused attack.


      “Two women died as a result, and twenty-one persons have been injured, three seriously. Police will not abandon the search for the culprit. If anyone has any information regarding this, please contact the police at once.”


      Sylvia and Harry looked at each other. “For once, it’s not bloody Lionel bloody Sullivan.”


      Sitting in the public bar at the Brass Farthing where Tracy had a small front room overlooking the garages. “Very scenic. But I see the lovely sunsets.”


      “You would, I hope, see your father if he ever walks by.”


      “I’d open the window and spit at him,” Tracy said.


      “Well, not very likely,” Harry smiled. “It was really something else I wanted to discuss. Your sister. I know you told Morrison a lot about her, and you don’t know what happened to her because you were young, and she just disappeared. But didn’t you ever ask your mother when you got older? Or can you actually reply to your father on that old phone of yours?”


      “Oh, pooh, bloody boring,” Tracy complained. “Yes, Karyn was a sweetie when I was little. But now I just remember her like anyone I once saw in the street. I mean, she was about eleven years older than me. And it was partly because of her I went on the game. She did it, so why not me? Can’t be too bad, can it? Well, it fucking was. I bloody hated it. All those slimy creeps and half of them wanting it half price. Some like the hurt. Pig men aren’t that rare, you know.”


      “Sadly yes.” Sylvia interrupted Harry’s immediate apology on behalf of his sex. “But luckily not so many like the idea of regular murder or rape. Prostitution ought to be better regulated. It’s the oldest profession and all that rubbish, but most of the girls seem to be wretchedly miserable.”


      “Drug addicts.”


      “You?” Harry sat forwards.


      “Well, I never told the cop,” Tracy lowered her voice, “but I tried most things. Not heroine. Too expensive. I liked smoking a bit, but in the end it got boring. Ice was tempting, but another girl got hooked on it, and fuck me, she went crazy and jumped off a balcony. So I stopped. I stopped everything and I didn’t miss it either. Load of expensive tricks and fiddles. I’m not gorgeous, but those things make you bloody ugly.” She grinned suddenly, snatching up her glass. “How’s that for an honest answer?”


      “And your sister?” asked Sylvia.


      Harry waved his empty glass in the air, but no one seemed keen to refill it, so he scraped back his chair and leaned on the bar, ordering another round. Meanwhile, Tracy was staring at the sloppy beer stains Harry had left on the table.


      “I don’t like thinking about it.”


      Sylvia nodded. “Do you know where your mother lives now, by any chance?”


      “Sort of.” She didn’t look up. “But I don’t want to go there, and I don’t want to see her.”


      “Don’t blame you,” Harry said, plonking a gin and orange and a gin and tonic on the table. He then reached over, collected his beer tankard, and regarded Tracy again. “If you could just wait in the car outside while we go in, would you take us to your mother? “


      He scratched his earlobe. “And then we’ll go off for a posh dinner afterwards.”


      “Not with her?” Tracy jerked her head back up.


      “No, no,” Harry reassured her. “And anyway, of course it can’t be tomorrow or anything since we’ve only just got back home, and I suppose your Mum’s in London?”


      “And I’m crippled and not a very active traveller,” Sylvia added.


      “One more thing,” Harry continued, “the idiot who keeps claiming to know everything about your Dad, except how to find him of course, how does he know these things? How does he know about your sister, for instance?”


      “Paul bloody Stoker,” Tracy nodded. “Well, I’m no cop but I reckon he visited my dad in prison ages ago and got him chatting with promises of this and that.” She paused, drumming her fingers on the table, then swigged half her gin and orange with a delighted smile. “Wow, I wonder if he helped my dad escape? Then I suppose he went to see my mum. Got the address from my dad. Makes sense?”


      “Actually,” sighed Sylvia, “it makes a great deal of sense. Most interesting. I think I need to talk to Morrison again.”


      “I imagine he’ll be wanting to talk to Tracy again,” Harry added.


      “No more trekking through forests?”


      “They’ve covered so much more than we can with police helicopters,” Harry said. “If you remember something important – than yes. But Sylvia can’t at the moment anyway. Let’s just pretend to be civilised for a couple of weeks.”


      “And nurse our injuries?” Tracy’s forehead was still striped with one long scar and the marks of plastic stitches, recently washed away. Harry had one bandaged hand. “But I suppose we’ll survive. Fancy the cinema?”


      “It would make a change from the endless pub chats.”


      “Nothing wrong with getting pissed after the film’s over.”
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      “I’ve sold it,” Benjamin told Harry. “Damned place. Cost a fortune just to clean up. It wasn’t the damned killers. It was the police that left all that mess. Especially the forensic staff. They ruined the immediate garden surrounding the house. Fingerprint powder everywhere. Floors ripped up. I wish I could charge that Howard person.”


      “One’s dead,” said Harry, “one’s in a mental hospital for life, and the third is living it up in Dubai or somewhere.”


      “Exactly.”


      “Well, I do sympathise.” Harry didn’t really. The only sympathy he had was for Eve and her family who had suffered more than anyone should ever have to suffer.


      Stella walked over to Benjamin’s side. “I thought of asking the cake shop girl. She was married to the surviving triplet, wasn’t she? And must be doing well from the coffee shop. She cooks well, I’ll give her that.”


      “She put up with an abusive husband for years, has a little girl to bring up, and very generously gave a home to a friend of Mine, Iris, who was homeless.”


      “The drug addict?”


      “Gambling addict.”


      “Well,” Stella conceded, “We got a good price for the house anyway. I made a point to the agent that this was the bodies in the chimney place, and that actually attracted people. They’re all idiots. Our profit was most acceptable.”


      “It was a nice house,” said Benjamin. “Tudor stuff, you know, fancy fireplaces and wooden panelling. Modern bathrooms. Newly painted.”


      “Mock-Tudor,” insisted Harry, wandering off. “Well done with the profit.”


      Stella turned back to Sylvia. “Your friend Ruby seems dotty about that new dog of hers.”


      “The whole manor seems to have fallen for the dog,” said Sylvia. “Everyone feeds it treats. He’ll be really fat soon. His personality is adorable, so I’m not surprised.”


      “Humph,” said Stella. “Stray dogs carry diseases. If she wanted a pet, she should have bought a proper pedigree. She could certainly afford it.”


      Sylvia was wobbling a little on the crutch, the broken ankle hovering in the air. “Rescuing stray animals seems like the ideal solution,” she said. “Brad is a very welcome addition to the manor. He arrived small enough to fit in a teacup. Already he’s somewhat larger. He’d need a beer tankard now.”


      Stella, somewhat shocked, hurried after her disappearing husband. Sylvia went to find Harry. He was in the smaller living room that they had often called their own haven since it housed no television or radio, but cosy old couches, and two walls lined with bookshelves. Harry was sitting on the narrow window seat.


      He said, “It’s started to rain.”


      “How unusual,” Sylvia said, sinking onto the cushions of the smaller couch, William Morris and a tartan blanket throw for wrapping around arthritic knees.


      “I used to love walking in the rain,” Harry told her. “Well, maybe that’s an exaggeration, but in a light rain I did. Even in a bit of a storm with lightning. I used to think forked lightning was God sending messages, especially at night with the stars in the background.”


      “Angry messages?”


      Harry shook his head. “No, just being luminous and straight from heaven. As a kid I used to take my shoes off.”


      “Like the song, barefoot on the grass.”


      “Well, not exactly dancing,” Harry grinned. “But perhaps we could do that one day. Take up the rumba barefoot on the grass in the rain.”


      “How romantic of you, my love.” Sylvia sighed, blowing a kiss.


      Harry pretended to catch it. “It’s a shame – such a shame I didn’t know you when I was much younger. Actually young, in fact. We could have had children. We could have sailed the Mediterranean.”


      “We could adopt Tracy.”


      “I shall be interested to meet this unpleasant mother,” nodded Harry, turning to sit, legs crossed, to face her. “But as for Tracy, she’s a nice kid. Perhaps not a kid so much, being thirty-one or something, but a kid in comparison to us.”


      “I like her too,” Sylvia said, “but I have a feeling that our Miss Sullivan knows a good deal more than she’s admitted so far.”
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      “He’s in the loo,” said Sylvia. “That means he’ll be gone for hours.”


      “I’ll come over later,” Morrison’s voice on the telephone became vague. “Not urgent. But important enough for a quick visit. And a decent cup of tea, naturally.”


      When he turned up, Rita was with him. Lavender showed them both into the smaller saloon. Tea would be ready in five minutes, Lavender waved one hand and trotted off down the corridor.


      Rita said, “The chapel and crematorium down past Pitville Park with the pretty graveyard, well, you went to Joyce Sullivan’s funeral if I remember rightly? I’m afraid it’s been disturbed. Not just vandalised but dug up. There’s no more nailed up coffin. I know there was no gravestone. Perhaps that seemed wise for this very reason, but somehow that man knew where to dig anyway..”


      “The grave wasn’t marked with any name,” Harry frowned. “Just a tiny cross and some flowers, which would have been dead by now anyway.”


      “Well, now there’s even less. Just a mess around a hole in the ground.”


      “The coffin still there though?”


      “Battered, forced open, and empty.” Rita stopped as Lavender brought in the tea tray, teapot, cups and biscuits, and then tiptoed out again.


      As Harry poured the tea and handed round the sugar, Morrison sat forwards. “It is fairly obvious it’s the work of Lionel Sullivan,” he said, stirring his tea and helping himself to a couple of biscuits. “But there’s neither proof nor positive culpability. It could have been anyone sick enough. The idiot author of those books, for instance, who seems to know far too much. Stoker.”


      “Not the daughter, I hope?” Rita asked.


      “She’s here,” said Sylvia. “At the pub like before. But she’s not that demented, and Joyce was never her mother. Actually, I’ve been asking about the mother. I gather she’s not dead.”


      “It’s as bad as those silly horror films,” Harry muttered.


      “Vampires and zombies.”


      “I sometimes feel that describes Sullivan perfectly,” Morrison grunted. “Damned monster of a man. Sadism is something I just don’t understand.”


      “This isn’t something we expect you to dash off and solve,” Rita smiled through biscuit crumbs. “But we particularly wanted to tell you, first because you were friends with the poor woman and I’ve no idea if you ever visit her grave. Secondly, because you know the daughter. I don’t suspect her, but who knows! She knows her father and might have ideas.”


      Sylvia pulled a face. “Sullivan has a love of dead bodies – female ones anyway.”


      “Yes, we’re fairly sure it was him,” Morrison sat forwards, elbows on his knees. It became obvious that he was wearing odd socks. One seemed to be a fluffy woollen ankle in obscure grey. The other was thin grey and white stripes. Perhaps he thought they matched well enough. “But not only do we have no source of DNA and no fingerprints, there are no clear footprints and no tyre marks. Nothing to go on at all, I’m afraid. No messy trails to follow. It’s clear only that a heavy spade was used to dig down, and to batter the coffin open. There’s DNA left within the coffin, but this belongs exclusively to Joyce Sullivan.”


      “What a disgusting thought,” decided Harry. “Bits of decay, I suppose. But she’s only been dead a few months.”


      “Long enough.” Rita shook her head.


      “There’s something else,” Morrison added after a thoughtful pause. “Better news, I hope. A small cottage has been discovered further south in the Forest of Wilton. Entirely hidden beneath the trees, so invisible to helicopters, and no road goes anywhere near. I’ve not seen the place, but others have. It fits.”


      Intrigued, Sylvia brightened. “You’re going there? Well armed, I hope.”


      “No, he can’t,” said Rita. “We have to go by the book with this sort of thing. But three  investigative teams are already out in the supposed area,  well armed as you say, and taking no risks. First we need to reconnoitre. A team of five, led by DC Tammy, has been searching for some hours now, step by step. Two other teams set off an hour ago. We expect to discover the spot, whether occupied or otherwise, to be pinpointed by later this afternoon. They’ll fire if necessary, otherwise, they’ll just phone in to report. Immediately another armed squad will follow, going straight to the target and surround the building. That’s the team Morrison will lead. Me? I’ll stay at home and bite my fingernails. Once I know the result myself, I’ll phone.” She sighed. “Wouldn’t it be a fantastic relief if they got him?’


      “A miracle,” muttered Morrison, who seemed to doubt the whole idea.


      It was sometime later that Sylvia told Tracy. She had evidently just arrived back at the pub and was not wearing the usual jeans and T-shirt. She wore a blue bra top with an astonishing amount of bling around the deep divide of the neckline, and a pair of pink shorts which revealed a good deal of rounded arse. Her sandals of white leather were the only items of clothing which Sylvia and Harry had seen on her before.


      “I’ll buy you a drink,” Tracy told them. “It’ll be nice to relax.”


      Sylvia smiled. “You have a little spending money then?”


      “Oh well – you know.”


      They declined the drink. “No, just a quick bit of news,” Harry said. “And a suggestion for a bit of forest exploration later on tomorrow if you like. But Sylvia will have to stay in the car with that broken ankle. It’s up to you if you can put up with just me. But I thought we could search further into Wiltshire. The police are searching today and think they have a clue. But tomorrow, if they still haven’t found a single thing, I feel it might be time to look further.”


      They told her about the missing body from the unmarked grave, and Tracy immediately slumped into reflective disappointment. “Yes, I suppose that’s him. What a bloody sicko. I’m not sure I want to find him. OK, yes, for hauling into the clink. But I don’t want to admit he’s my Dad. I went years without anyone having to know. Sullivan’s a common enough name. I hate the thought of the papers wanting to ask me stuff.”


      “You’d make money out of them,” Harry told her. “The telly pays huge amounts for interesting interviews.” He shook his head, scratched one ear lobe, and plodded over to the bar.


      “Like Oh yes, my darling dad raped me two hundred times before I got away.”


      “Wouldn’t that be better than slogging around wet streets for sweaty men who might beat you up?” Sylvia scribbled a phone number and passed over the corner of the napkin. “This is someone who does less sleazy interviews. I used to know him, though I’m not sure if he’s still around. Try it and see if you ever want to. He’d pay well.”


      “Well, I could.” Tracy thought about it. “But I couldn’t tell him I’d been on the game ever since. I’d just say I was always broke. Poor little me.”


      “Well it is poor little her,” Harry said after they’d left the pub with Tracy plodding upstairs to her room. “Being born to a family like that would be a curse. Indeed. What a vile childhood. And escape – only ending up on the streets. Not much choice, I imagine.”


      “We’ve helped a little.” Sylvia frowned. ‘When it’s all you know – yes, I understand. Sort-of. But anybody can ask for a job in a pub, or cleaning, or learn to drive and join Uber. Even night classes. “


      “I suppose we could just give her money,” Harry said. “But not for the rest of her life.”


      “It’s funny having to think about making money after all this time,” Sylvia said later in the car, driving the five minutes back to the manor. What they had once always walked, was no longer comfortable on one leg and a crutch. “Life hasn’t been lovely, but at least money was never a trial. Buying a place here helped. But meeting you was the big thing that changed my life.” She blew him a kiss from the passenger seat. “Much more precious than money, my love.”


      He grinned. “Nice to be a blown up life jacket.”


      “That’s what Tracy needs,” sighed Sylvia. “A really loving husband. But it might be hard to find a saint after being a prostitute for years.”
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      Lionel washed the parts of Joyce’s body where the deterioration of decay had made vivisection somewhat messy. He carried in a bucket of water from the stream, so heavy it hurt his back, used the only large piece of cloth he had, which he also used on rare occasions to wash himself, and began to remove the reeking rot from the corpse. The smell didn’t bother him. Lionel found it quite sexily alluring. Yet the soft slush simply leaked into the floor and was less desirable for that. He finally took the bucket, now full of filth, back to the stream, emptied and washed it out, and took clean water from further upstream back to the cottage. He was naturally disinterested in what anyone else might now collect unknowingly downstream.


      Not much remained of the body he had stolen. The skeleton was now distinct, but plenty of flesh remained and all the hair he had not already wrenched from her at the time of death. The internal organs were largely in place. He found her flat discoloured heart fascinating.  Lionel had good dreams that night.


      The skull, which still retained flesh in parts, he took to bed with him. He told Joyce she had now grown more ugly than ever, but was actually finding her gaping bones and rotting skin quite cuddly. “Stupid bitch,” he told her. “Shut your gaping mouth, shut your big yellow teeth, and be thankful for a warm blanket.”
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      Iris sat with her knees together on the end of the bench. In the middle sat Kate, legs stretched out, fingers twitching. Milton sat at the other end, leaning back against the wooden slats of the garden seating, the shade of the weeping willow fluttering over his face. Before them stretched the long flat lawn, sprigged white with daisies. In the distance, the huge hospital stood high beneath the sunshine.


      “Operations,” Milton said, “ain’t pretty, is they? I knows I’s not pretty. I knows right well I’s a monster. But I’s a master monster. So if them doctors go cutting, is I gonna be pretty? Not bloody likely, is it? I done cut my ladies. They didn’t get no prettier.”


      Kate gulped. “You were never a trained doctor, Milton. Cutting is only good when a very special doctor does it. These doctors are called surgeons. I’ve met the surgeon who is going to start making you pretty. His name is Geoffrey Swan, and he’s going to come and meet you in about half an hour. He’s going to explain the surgery. And I promise you’ll be asleep when he does the special cutting.”


      “I ain’t never gonna sleep through that,” Milton objected.


      “The doctors have special drinks and needles to make sure you sleep and have lovely dreams.”


      “I doesn’t have nice dreams neither. Not never. I doesn’t like sleeping,” Milton muttered. “I reckon these people is bloody silly. I wanna see Mark. Number One will know wot I ortta do.”


      “Umm,” Kate said, looking to the sky for answers.


      Iris peeped across her to where Milton slouched. “Your eldest brother,” she said warily, “has gone on a very long journey. He didn’t want to go and would much have preferred staying close to you. Indeed,” she paused a moment, crossed her fingers as though asking forgiveness for the lie, “he sent you money and all his love. But he cannot come back for a long, long time. Maurice hopes to visit you soon, but he is also abroad. But he approves of your operations and has decided that the surgeon Geoffrey Swan is the perfect doctor for you. He is paying for the operation.”


      Almost true in parts.


      Milton slouched further back into the leafy shade. “If Number Two says so. But I’d sooner have Number One. Number One knows everyfing in the whole world.”


      Iris mumbled, clenched her fingers together, ignored Kate’s astonished expression, and said, “I expect a letter from him for you soon. He told me he wanted to keep in touch.”


      The smile reappeared on one side of Milton’s face. The other side, partially paralysed, had never yet managed a smile. “Right proper. I’s happy ter wait fer that. Then being rotten cut ain’t so bad.”


      Nodding vigorously, Kate stood up and shook out her skirt. “Time to walk back to your room, or they’ll be looking for us,” she said. Milton’s problems walking would mean a half hour trip just across the lawn. “The operation is already paid for. Money from Maurice – and Mark.”


      “’Tis alright then,” Milton decided. “If’n they says so. And ‘sides, if I dies then it don’t really matter. I likes the idea. T’will be fun, and I’s gonna come back and tell wot ‘tis like being in the dead place.”


      “I wouldn’t be at all surprised if you did,” sighed Kate. “If anyone’s going to haunt me, it would certainly be a Howard.”


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      The bath was full, and the water steamed. She bathed every day, sometimes twice a day, sometimes three times. It cost quite a lot on water and heating, but Eve didn’t think of that since she knew little about paying bills, and her parents would never have dreamed of mentioning such a thing.


      The new house had two bathrooms, one attached to the master bedroom. Eve occupied the master bedroom by insistence of her mother.  “One day, my dearest,” Mrs Daish told her, “when you’re off with boyfriends and having fun again, then your father and I might pinch this lovely big room back off you. But in the meantime, my sweet, it’s all yours. Our bedroom is fine. Quite enough for us. After all, we only sleep in it.”


      So Eve had her own private bathroom and spent a great deal of time there. She even adored the flush toilet, the comfy seat, the privacy, and the fluffy turquoise mat beneath her feet. The bed was nearly as glorious as the bathroom, with a variety of soft clean sheets to choose from and a quilt as feather filled as any gosling. Yet, somehow, she never felt clean. Even when her skin sparkled, she could not feel clean. Once, as she saw her mother cleaning out the second toilet, she saw a bucket of water on the floor. Immediately she burst into hopeless tears.


      Her mother talked of boyfriends, and she never argued. But Eve knew she could never let any boy near her again. Even her brother Niles sometimes bothered her. He hugged her every morning. “You look marvellous, little sister. Pretty as a picture.”


      He was a darling and so she resisted the urge to push him away. But once, when she saw from the window that a past boyfriend had come to visit, she rushed to the bathroom and vomited in the washbasin.


      Refusing to read newspapers or watch the television was no great sacrifice. But lying in bed all day or constantly jumping back into the bath could get stunningly boring. Eve read a lot. She learned to sew and made herself a long nightdress in black linen, long sleeved and high necked, which was unfortunately uncomfortable in bed but made her feel safe. She had begun to put a little weight back on, but she was surprised to find that virtually none of her appetite returned. Her stomach had, she supposed, shrunk to the size of a button.


      But she liked to drink. Drinking seemed ever more desirable. Cold, clean water was her favourite, but a good hot cup of tea was a close second. Then, before bed and the risk of horrible dreams, she swallowed any sort of booze she could find around the house.  Her mother was sometimes worried that Eve would become an alcoholic, or perhaps was simply losing her strength in alcoholic escape, but Eve also knew that both her brother and father bought gin and vodka for her and smuggled it into the cupboard.


      Now the steam from her bath rose up into her nostrils and calmed her, whispering of peace, rest and forgetfulness. She had a glass of Scotch and ice, but the ice was beginning to melt, sending up tiny bubbles to the surface. Slowly, her toes turning bright pink, she dipped one foot into the scalding water and breathed it in again. Heat was a new world. After months of freezing in Master’s cell, clean water and steaming heat came as dreams come true. They were what she had missed so dreadfully.


      She knew of stories where girls had been kidnapped as she had, and taken by strangers, or even by their own fathers. They had then been raped, beaten and starved just as she had. But instead of escaping after three months like herself, they had been held prisoner for years. Years – and years – and more endless years of misery and torture. She told herself to feel lucky. She cried for those who had suffered more and for longer than she had, but she could not, however hard she tried, feel lucky.


      Sitting on the edge of the bath, both feet becoming accustomed to the boiling water, she sipped the Scotch and looked down at her own body. Some of the scarring and lash marks had faded. A few had now finally disappeared altogether. The sunken pit of her stomach now swelled in a small sweet convex curve and her breasts were also filling out, even though the bite and knife marks still persisted, faint but obvious. Some of her injuries were still clear against the pale flush of her skin. But marked or otherwise, her flesh was returning.


      There had also been books she had read, and more graphic explanations on her tablet, describing the easy suicide of bleeding to death in a hot bath. To drink yourself into a delightful oblivion and allow your life’s blood to float from your wrists into the painless drift of soaking heat. It seemed such an attractive idea, and it called to her. It sang to her. The song was rich and melodic and called most specifically promising the immediate end of memories. Those vile and bitter memories kept her permanently cold – unless up to her neck in bath water as scalding as her new soft flesh could bear.


      Slipping down, she was quickly immersed. Steam made her eyes water. She ducked down her head and came up only to breathe. On one ledge beside her sat her glass of Scotch, half finished. On the opposite ledge lay a Stanley knife, snapped shut in red metal. But inside the blade was sharp.


      Lying back, Eve closed her eyes and sighed, breathing deeply. She wanted the end. The absolute end. But she knew the utter terror and misery her abduction had caused not only herself, but almost equally to her mother and father, and even to Niles. Could she be so selfish as to cause that dreadful sadness to those she loved all over again?


      No child was truly responsible for their parents. It was only her own life she needed to save. Or finish. The heat soothed her but brought her only temporary relief. Instead, she wondered what sort of creature would knowingly bring excruciating sadness to the people she loved most.


      Almost without noticing at first, she found that she was singing. The music hummed through her head, and her voice obediently followed. She was singing Olde Lang Syne and heard the soft melancholy of the bagpipes at the back of her mind. She had never before thought about what the words meant. One last sleepy sip finished her Scotch, and she let the empty glass slip from her fingers, falling to the soft safety of the bath mat. Her other hand groped for the knife.


      It had been some time since she had forced herself to make a decision.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twelve
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      The cottage was small, more shed than home. The roof was almost flat, old tin, bent and hidden beneath the trees. Branches hid the entire building. Age had hidden even more, for one wall was little more than a broken panel. The roof was caved in but still provided shelter.


      On a thickly treed slope of the Wilton Forest, the cottage had never housed a family, but may once have housed farm implements or a woodcutter’s work and rest. Leaves probably fifty or more years old now carpeted the old hard earth floor. There was a bed of sorts, being only of straw, piled and weighted down by the past exhaustion of whoever had stayed there. Mice, rats and insects had nested there but now seemed to have deserted the remaining rubbish. An abandoned bird’s nest stayed balanced within the cavity of the roof.


      The animals had left. The original builders and workers had left long, long ago. Yet there were signs that the cottage had recently been occupied.
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        * * *


      


      Gertrude Sullivan’s phone number had changed. ‘This number is no longer available.’


      “But that annoying idiot who thinks he knows my whole family history and certainly makes more money out of it than I can, he must have talked to Mum. No one else except Dad of course, would have known any of that stuff about Karyn, my sister.”


      “The DNA from her underwear,” suggested Harry.


      “OK, but that wouldn’t have given her name or how she died or anything.”  Tracy tried the same phone number over again. “Well, it was about eight years ago. Phones were different back then. Big things that wouldn’t fit in your pocket.”


      “We need to trace your mother’s address,” Sylvia decided. “A lot will have changed in eight years. She might be – gone.”


      Tracy shrugged. “I wouldn’t miss her. But unless Dad bumped her off like he did Karyn and his second wife, well, I reckon she’s alive somewhere walking the streets.”


      “Didn’t you ever love her?” asked Harry quietly.


      “When I was little. Not after I turned seven and Dad started fucking me and she did nothing to stop it. But she knew. Of course she knew. Then she turned nearly as bad as him. I was thirteen when I managed to get away. She didn’t even try and find me. Once gone, easily forgotten. I hated her by then.” But Tracy smiled. “But I suppose looking back she did sort of try and protect me from Dad. Maybe, as long as she was sober.” Suddenly Tracy laughed. “Boozy whore! I’ve taken after her, haven’t I?”


      “Well, stop both,” Harry suggested.


      Sylvia shrugged. “Your life, just like it was your mothers to do as she wanted. But with the disadvantage of a father like that, you get disadvantages and advantages too.” She gazed serenely as Tracy looked astonished.


      “Advantages. And what exactly are they?”


      “First. Knowing just how disgusting it feels to be raped,” Sylvia said, counting off on her fingers. “Second. Knowing how getting pissed all the time doesn’t help one bit except give you more headaches and less brain. Thirdly, bringing the possibility of instant fame and celebrity if you try and fix a goal.”


      “Fame as the bitch daughter of a sadist and serial killer? Nice!”


      “In a way, yes, I’m afraid so,” said Sylvia. “But the one made good. Writing a good book about your father and early life – much better than the Paul Stoker stuff. Do TV interviews. Try designing something. I don’t know, but there’s plenty of variety out there. Practise hockey. Open a bar.”


      “With what exactly to use as capital?”


      “Get a backer, explaining who you are and how you can use that as a marketing tool.”


      “No one would trust the daughter of that pig murderer.”


      “I might.” Sylvia sat straight and didn’t smile.


      The following silence lasted some moments. “Oh, bugger,” said Tracy eventually. “That’s – well, too kind to even think about. Shit. I’d fail you. Honestly I would Let’s find my mother first. Then at least I’ll feel I achieved something.”


      “I’ll ask Morrison,” said Harry. “He may have done it already. Who knows?” With a crunch of chair legs on the wooden floor, he stood, stretched, and nodded to Sylvia. “We’ll drive south tomorrow and look for cottages,” he said. “And we really must stop meeting in pubs. No good saying not to get pissed when we pass our lives at the bar.”


      Tracy laughed. “So come and pick me up tomorrow – at the bar.”


      “Early,” said Sylvia, standing with a good deal more difficulty as she leaned on the one crutch and the back of the chair with her other hand, “about eight thirty?”


      “Evening?”


      “You fancy meeting up with your father again at midnight? A sweet thought, no doubt.”


      “He’s sick any time, day or night. But I’ll see you in the morning,” said Tracy. “I’ll be at the bar, but I might even be drinking cocoa.”
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        * * *


      


      Tracy stumbled from the back of the car, and did up the zip on her jeans, which she had undone while lounging unseen behind Sylvia. Sylvia took somewhat longer to extricate herself, and as Harry helped, she leaned back against the bonnet and breathed deep.


      “I’ll come a little way,” she said. “It’s interesting. Anyway, we never find much, but it’s still more interesting than sitting in the car staring at the same three trees. Besides, a little exercise will do me good. I’m becoming root-bound.”


      Tracy was now bouncing. “It’s sunny. Hardly any mud. And look – there’s bluebells. I always loved bluebells.”


      She took the lead, choosing the long winding descent down the slope, a path which was more like a deer track but as gentle as a breeze with no threat of jogging the hillside or creating a steep descent.  She stopped twice, picking bluebells, as Sylvia caught up with her. Harry was close at Sylvia’s back, ready for rescue or to stop a fall. But Sylvia did not fall. Although simply ground earth, the pathway was ground with pebbles and small grassy tufts. There was little chance of slipping.


      Dancing a little ahead, Tracy called back, “Not out of breath yet?”


      “I’m not that feeble,” Sylvia said. Then, “But I may not feel that way when I have to climb back up to the car.”


      “I’ll carry you,” grinned Harry.


      Sylvia sniggered. “You might just as well carry the car down to get me.” The bluebells grew thick in one flat clearing where the sun flashes brighter with little interruption. Sylvia thought of Ruby and wondered if she could take her back a cluster, but decided that clutching her crutch was hard enough without filling the other hand with flowers. Then she saw Tracy had picked some. “Are you getting those for yourself?” she called. “Or could I share a couple?”


      “Have the lot,” Tracy yelled back, and carried on picking.


      “I think I’d better stop here,” Sylvia sighed. “If I sit on that nice round rock, I can get enough energy back for the return. I’d hoped to come further but never mind. I’m completely drained. Leave me that bottle of water, will you?”


      “You really think I’ll let you sit here alone with that monster around?” Harry frowned as he  handed over her own bottle which he’d been carrying for her. It was no longer freshly cold, but that didn’t stop her drinking half of it and getting the hiccups. “So I’ll wait with you, then we can walk back to the car together.”


      “Go on without me,” she insisted. “Bloody Sullivan isn’t going to come leaping out from behind the trees, is he now! And I have my phone handy. It screeches when I press the button, and phones 999. You go and find the shed. That’s what you’re so good at.”


      “Very little hope of that.” Harry began to descend  the next slightly steeper  pathway down. He caught up with Tracy, but  he started to regret the choice of direction when the hillside began to dip into a deep crevice. “I’m eighty-one, for goodness sake, and a bloody idiot,” he said, puffing loudly. “I like to think I’m fit. Well yes, fit for my age. But I should have stopped with Sylvia.”


      “You just shouldn’t have come,” Tracy grinned. “But look, if we wind that other way, it’s just a hop and a skip.”


      “Hopping and skipping aren’t really my forte.”


      She was down before him, and, delighted, swung in a circle, arms outstretched. Some of the bluebells dropped their bells. “Look, it’s lovely down here. There’s a big ledge and a load of little baby trees all poking up between the mummy trees. They’re birches or beeches or something aren’t they?”


      And then she stopped, quite suddenly, as if she had run into a wall. Harry was still several feet up the path. Tracy pointed but didn’t call.


      Peering from a little above, Harry asked, “What? A complete castle with a drawbridge over the moat?”


      She put a finger to her lips, mouthing, “Hush.”


      New urgency and new excitement quickened Harry’s climb. He stumbled beside Tracy and stared at her quivering finger and its bitten nail. They both saw the cottage snuggled beneath the branches. A dribble of ivy closed off the only tiny window. The door, an old lightweight coupling of planks, hung ajar.


      Inside was only black shadow. Tracy hovered outside. She whispered, grabbing Harry’s arm, “Dad wouldn’t be here. It’s too little. He said it was a comfy little place, well – this is little, but how can it be comfy? It’s just one room big enough for a couple of spades and a pickaxe.””


      “You stay here,” Harry whispered back.


      He owned no gun and had not thought to carry a knife, but he picked up a fallen log from the ground and kept it in a tight grip. It wasn’t mighty enough to kill a killer, but it might knock someone from his path if used with accurate aim and admirable energy.


      Staying two steps outside, Harry leaned forward and pushed the door further open. There was no sound except the groan of the hinges, and he could still not see a thing inside. So he risked one step nearer.


      Finally, kicking the door fully open, Harry stepped inside, his stick raised. He cursed himself for not having brought a torch. There was a good one in the car. There was a knife in the car too. But in spite of his long ago meeting with Lionel Sullivan in the horror shed, he had not expected any success this day – nor any other. He still didn’t, but he had to see. After all, the police had already combed the area and discovered nothing. It was the old crying wolf nonsense, positive you wouldn’t find anything but going off to look for it anyway – and then – lo and behold -------


      “I’m behind you,” Tracy said. “And I’ve got matches.”


      Harry wouldn’t enter the cottage. One step into the doorway already seemed unwise, but no one jumped him, and only Tracy spoke. He heard the scratch of the match on the box, and the sudden flame flickered over his shoulder, two seconds of golden visibility, and then black nothingness again.


      But Harry had seen as much as he wanted to and crashed backwards out from the little shed into the sunny fresh air.  Tracy grabbed his shoulder. “What the shit?  What did you see? Anything?”


      Harry gulped. “It’s just a shed. There’s a pile of dirty straw and a couple of old rakes and bent spades.”


      “That’s what frightened you?”


      “Bloody hell, no.” Harry found his voice again. “There’s a body. It has to be a dead body, and it’s lying in a lot of dark sticky stuff. I’m guessing blood. It’s a young man. I don’t know him. And it’s not your wretched father. I think it’s someone who got hit over the head. And I’m thinking the obvious about who by.”
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      The doorway was blocked off, a squad of men dressed in white plastic and speaking softly to each other, moved around the shed, Nicholas Ostopolis pointed, moved back, and discovered something else. The sad and lonely body still lay on the unwelcoming floor, and it was out of sight that Morrison stood, speaking to Tracy Sullivan. Rita, sitting on a fold-up stool, chatted with Sylvia and Harry, both also supplied with stools.


      “Don’t worry,” Rita said. “We’ll get a special truck down here. A couple of them if possible, One for poor Tammy. The other one for you two, and Tracy too if she wants a lift.”


      “He’s one of yours?” asked Harry, almost whispering.


      “Yes. He’s Ralph Tammy,” Rita said, “who I liked very much. Been in the force longer than me I think, at least ten years. He found that horrid little shed and arranged to reconnoitre with some of the others. Now where are they? Who did this? Why just Tammy? And what the hell is going on in this area? Could this really be Lionel Sullivan? It’s a straightforward killing and no nasty mutilations, but then, it’s a man. Perhaps he doesn’t take any interest in men. So why kill him? Or was it someone else? The owner of this silly little room of no use to anyone and abandoned for years by the look of it. I don’t know, but I’m damned furious. Tammy was a good man.  A nice man and a good cop.”


      “I’m sorry.” Sylvia felt almost guilty.  “But you said there were five of them.”


      “And it really seemed all five disappeared.” Rita tossed her curls, all in hurried knots. “But there seem to be signs. Well, three are on their phones. Morrison is handling all that. If anyone else is dead, I’m going home to cry. Then I’m coming back with an electric saw and a combine harvester.”


      “I don’t know many of your men,” said Harry, slumped back against a tree trunk, his stool uneven and unbalanced on the stony ground. He was unbalanced himself, and still shaking slightly. “But I hope to God no one else was hurt. The thought of all five – it’s not possible. Against one man? Sometimes I feel we bring bad luck with us. It’s a horrible feeling.” He watched Morrison from a distance. “I suppose we’re keeping you from your own work.”


      “Sullivan has a gun now,” Sylvia murmured.


      “But Tammy wasn’t shot,” said Rita, twisting her fingers so tightly, they looked white. “He was killed from behind with some sharp object, maybe an axe.” She bit her lip, leaning forwards, but still spoke quietly. “What if it’s all him. I don’t understand the backwards and forwards unless now he’s got an accomplice. But this murder, and the last murder of that poor woman last week. And – think about it – the train crash. Who knew you’d be on that train? And perhaps more to the fact, who knew Tracy would be on that train?”


      In blank silence, both Sylvia and Harry gazed back, and then at each other. Finally Harry said, “Honestly, I don’t know.”


      “The Nottingham police,” said Sylvia. “And that Daisy Curzon woman. But she only knew about us. I don’t believe we ever mentioned Tracy at all. I think the train crash was just kids.”


      “No.”  Morrison walked up behind them, Tracy following. “That bomb was not sophisticated, but nor was it the work of kids. Not unless some child is practising to become a terrorist. That happens – I’m not joking. But the situation is quite puzzling. Whether it was aimed at you, or at Tracy, or at someone else we haven’t yet identified, we can’t know at this stage. Obviously, the easiest probability is that the bomb was an experiment and had no connection to any of you. But I never believe in coincidences. However, at this precise moment, it’s Sargent Tammy I’m concerned with and the whereabouts of the other four men.” He looked briefly behind him. “The forensic team will be here for quite some days. Maybe a day or two. I have to get back to the station, and you too, Rita. Meanwhile Harry and Sylvia, I suggest you go back home and await further information. Your help may yet be needed.”


      “And Tracy?”


      Morrison nodded. “She’s coming with us. No, no, no threat of arrest. But there’s a lot we need to talk about.”


      Rita stood, stamping her feet back into circulation. “I’ll phone later,” she told Sylvia. “And immediately I hear what happened to our other men.”
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        * * *


      


      “It must have been beastly,” said Amy, her voice quivering.


      Ruby was cuddling the puppy, who was tempting to eat her fingers. “It must have been ghastly. “You have such amazing adventures, Sylvikins, but they’re all so unpleasant. Aren’t you a bit tired of seeing dead people?”


      “It sounds like that film,” sighed Harry.


      “And first of all the horrible climb down into the pits,” Amy said, imagining the nightmare of falling into the Grand Canyon.


      “Not really pits,” said Harry, somewhat pointlessly. “Just a bit of a slope down.”


      “It sounds like a real platypus,” Amy shivered.


      Percival looked over the top of his newspaper. “She means a precipice.”


      Amy nodded at her husband as he returned to the headlines. “I get giddy-go too,” she told him. “Is that the right word, dear?”


      “Vertigo,” Percival suggested without reappearing.


      “That’s what I said,” Amy smiled. “Giddy-go and a broken foot as well. Poor Sylvia. You could have hit all the murderers over the head with your crotch.”


      “Crutch,” Percival muttered.


      “None of that was the problem,” Sylvia sighed. “It was finding that poor detective on the shed floor. I’m glad I never got that far until afterwards.”


      It had been an hour earlier when Morrison had telephoned. Rita had phoned a little later, and finally Tracy had phoned from back at the pub.


      “DC Crabb fell, and was injured,” Morrison said, briefly running through the details. “His telephone was smashed, and the others were out of the reception area. They stayed to patch up Crabb, but like an idiot, Tammy wanted to check on the cottage he’d seen already. He had no authority to carry on alone, but that’s what he did. Then the others couldn’t find him. Eventually they got Crabb up and found reception again back on the lower road. They still hadn’t found Tammy, but they reported in. They’re back at the station now, except for Crabb.”


      “He’s in hospital,” Rita said later. “A broken leg. Same as you, Sylvia. Seems to be all the fashion. But Tammy, well, he disobeyed orders, but I feel sick about it. He was a good man. I shall find that bastard, I promise you.”


      Two hours later, Tracy told them, “The cops want to meet my Mum too. They reckon they can trace her. Well – good luck to them. There’s that poor sod’s funeral first.”


      “We never knew him,” Harry said from over Sylvia’s shoulder. “No need to attend. But we still haven’t found the right cottage, have we? That wasn’t it, I’m positive.”


      “No it couldn’t have been.” Tracy agreed. “Two small, too empty, and too few corpses.”


      Unamused, Sylvia arranged to meet Tracy again the next day. “We have one evening and a couple of hours tomorrow morning to discover this woman’s address. How about contacting that Stoker person? He must have talked to her.”


      “If he found her, so can we. And so can the police.”


      “But if he already knows, it would be simpler just to ask him,” Sylvia pointed out.


      “Except that we’d have to find him first,” said Harry. “But I’ll phone the publisher. They won’t tell me of course, at least, they certainly shouldn’t. It would be a terrible break of trust. But I can phone easily enough.”


      “And there’s still the problem of Joyce’s grave,” Sylvia added, although more to herself. “It’s all so horrid. At least Joyce can’t suffer anymore, but him having her corpse – so sick. Of course we already know Sullivan, and we know how sick he is. If he’d been put in the same mental institution as that other man, the Howard triplet, then I doubt Sullivan could have escaped.”


      “He was judged sane enough to stand trial,” Harry said. “And surely he was. He certainly knew the difference between right and wrong. The Howard kid never did.”


      “Lionel was just sick enough to prefer wrong over right.” She had grabbed the telephone directory from the sideboard. “Is that mentally deranged? Surely.” She pointed out the telephone number of the same publishing firm which had accepted the offer to market Paul Stoker’s small book on the true crimes of Lionel Sullivan. “You can phone in the morning,” she told Harry. “Ask if they’ll give you Stoker’s number. They won’t. So then ask them to ask Stoker if he’ll phone us back right away. We’ll be out by lunchtime – off to find Tracy.”


      Harry yawned. “Yes, I know,” he said. “I can nag, as I’m sure you know.”


      He dreamed of falling down a precipice and hitting his head on a printing press with an old man watching, in charge of the press, and cackling with maniacal delight. Harry woke with a headache.


      Falling out of bed and reaching for the first bit of covering he could grab, which happened to be Sylvia’s old threadbare dressing gown which she had put out for the rubbish bin, flung it on and staggered to find where the paracetamol had been hidden.


      “Not hidden, darling,” Sylvia blinked and pulled open the top drawer of her bedside table. “And there’s a glass in the bathroom. Get some water. And that worn out pink flowered silk really doesn’t suit you at all.”


      He gulped down the water he’d poured into the glass in the bathroom, accepted the two little white tablets his wife handed him and shrugged off the dressing gown. “So where’s the one I bought you?”


      “Hanging up on the hook on the back of the bathroom door – like always,” Sylvia said. “Right next to your own.” She fetched it for him, took the empty glass and refilled it, then drank it herself. Harry shrugged on his own dressing-gown and collapsed onto the small armchair beside the bedroom door.


      “I have a vile headache. I’m going back to bed for half an hour. Go and have a nice breakfast without me. Then come back and wake me if I’m not up already. Sorry – but I feel ghastly. Bad dreams.”


      Half an hour later Sylvia telephoned ‘Stanhope, Grisham and Sons, Publishing and Marketing Literary Fiction.’  Since Paul Stoker’s book, written in a rush and full of mistakes, could never have been described as literary fiction, Sylvia was not expecting to speak to anyone impressively intellectual.


      “Mr Stanhope, or Mr Grisham?”


      “Umm. What about?”


      “My name is Sylvia Joyce, and I have an urgent need to speak to one of your authors,” she told the mumble on the other end. “Paul Stoker would be extremely pleased to hear from me. He’s already mentioned my name in one of his books. I’m sure you know his details, so I’m contacting you for his telephone number.”


      “Ummm.” The man was evidently thinking. “Can’t do that,” he said eventually. “Wouldn’t like it.”


      “Mr Stanhope, by any chance?” Sylvia paused but received no reply. “Well, this is urgent, and I can promise you that Mr Stoker will be delighted to hear from me.”


      “I can ask him first,” suggested the unnamed voice.


      “I can give you my own number,” Sylvia suggested. “Please ask Paul Stoker to phone me back immediately. I’ve no time to waste and will be travelling on business within a couple of hours. If Mr Stoker can’t phone me back at once, I’d be grateful if you could phone me yourself to let me know.”


      “Um, maybe,” said the publisher with vague disinterest.  “So what’s so ruddy urgent? Found that creep Sullivan?”


      Sylvia paused and then smiled. “You’re Paul Stoker yourself, aren’t you?” she said. “That fancy publisher’s name is all pretence. I don’t care. Congratulations on publishing that book on Sullivan yourself. You must have made a fortune.”


      Silence. Then, “I could be Alfred Grisham.”


      “But you’re not.”


      There was a faint snigger. “So, the famous Sylvia Greene, what’s so urgent now?”


      “Sylvia Joyce,” she told him. “I married Harry, the one who found Sullivan’s shed the first time. We saw your interview a couple of months or so back. I presume you found Sullivan’s first wife?”


      “Only wife,” he corrected her.


      “So, Mr Stoker,’ Sylvia asked politely, “how do I contact Mrs Sullivan?”


      “My secret,” Paul said. “I found her. You didn’t.”


      “But the police will,” Sylvia answered, wanting to hit him, “and so there’ll be no secret in a day or two anyway. But I have Sullivan’s daughter Tracy with me, and she wants to find her mother too. You tell me how to find her, and I’ll arrange a meeting for you with Tracy.”


      “Wow. Put her on the phone.”


      “Not until I have the mother’s address and phone number.”


      “Look, where are you?” the voice demanded. “Let’s meet up. I’ll even buy lunch for you and Tracy if you like. Harry too. Have you still got him?” Sylvia admitted that she still had retained her husband. “Hopefully you don’t live too far away.”


      “I expect we do,” Sylvia told him. “I live in Gloucestershire, but I intend coming up to London with Harry and Tracy sometime this afternoon. I could meet you tomorrow morning.”


      “Fair enough. I’ll buy breakfast. It’ll be cheaper.”


      They travelled that afternoon on the express to London, Tracy nervously walking the aisle, Sylvia dozing, and Harry listening to a book on his earphones. In spite of still excellent eyesight, reading at the same time as resting his eyes had become a favourite occupation. The train trundled and surged to a stop only a few times, when Tracy distracted her nerves by flirting with a young man in the same carriage and offering him a handful of Smarties. Once they arrived at the station, she leapt off the train and stretched, smiling.


      With a comb-over hairstyle, Drink in one hand and nose in a large paper handkerchief, Paul Stoker waited the next morning in the corner café, having already finished his eggs, beans and bacon. It was his napkin, stained with a blob of bean sauce, that he used as a hankie.


      Tracy had been ten minutes late, so now the whole party was roughly fifteen minutes late. “You’re late,” Stoker said, screwing the napkin onto his empty plate. “I was early. Been waiting for hours.”


      Harry sat abruptly. “I might add that we’ve been waiting for nearly two days,” he said, seizing the coffee stained menu from its stand. “You could simply have told us what we need to know on the phone.”


      “Too one-sided,” said Paul. “I need something in return. So, tea and toast for everyone? And then we’ll be off.”


      Sylvia scowled. “You’re coming with us?”


      “The only way you’ll get the woman’s address is if I take you there.” Paul looked across the table to Tracy. “I reckon I know who you are. So you want to meet up with your mum again?”


      “That’s my business,” Tracy was scowling too. “But I’ll have scrambled eggs and bacon and toast and a large tea first.”


      “Same for me,” said Sylvia.


      “Bloody hell,” Stoker sighed. “OK. Your mum works all night anyway, so she’ll be home by now. And it’s only round the corner.”
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      Tracy knocked first. There wasn’t any answer, so she peeped through the window. It was a tiny two up two down on the outskirts of the large council housing estate where a narrow street of attached houses remained with no gardens, but a wisp of twiggy bush in front between pavement and front door. One ground floor window was heavily curtained. The upstairs window looked simply obscure.


      Tapping again on the window, Tracy called her mother. Still there was no reply.


      Paul banged hard on the door. “Open up, police.” He shouted through the letterbox.


      There was a rattle from inside as if someone had possibly fallen from the bed, or woken up and reached out for the alarm clock, missing and knocking it to the ground. A long pause followed, then the sound of a cat meowing. Then a voice, “What the fuck do you want?” and another scuffle. It seemed that Gertrude Sullivan was feeding the cat before bothering with the police.


      Finally the door opened a crack. Tracy looked at her mother and tried to smile. “Mum?”


      “Oh well, better than the cops I suppose,” said the woman, and flounced off, leaving the door open behind her. The kitchen at the back of the house was in a state of astonishing mess, but neither Tracy nor Paul seemed surprised. They sat at the central table while Gertrude put the kettle on.


      About eight saucepans, each shedding the remains of the previous meal cooked there, were piled on the draining board. Piles of dirty plates, cups and bowls filled the sink yet the tap swung aside, enabling the filling of the kettle. A small working surface was also covered, both in pots and crusted food. The floor was a clutter of whatever had fallen or been left without any other place to go. The small kitchen table was swirling with spilt tea, but Gertrude found and roughly rinsed five mugs, discovered the packet of teabags on one of the chairs, and the milk which actually sat upright in a half-empty fridge.


      “Dunno if I’ve got any sugar,” she said, managing to light a cigarette and speaking through lips clenched around it, “so you can’t have none.”


      Tracy got up, rummaged in two cupboards, and found the sugar. “You moved. I didn’t know your new place. You changed your phone number too. I guess you hoped never to see me again.”


      Her mother shrugged. “Reckoned you’d find me if you wanted to. I’m on Facebook.”


      Tracy rolled her eyes. “Never thought of that. I’ve got no computer stuff.”


      “That’s how I found her,” grinned Paul. “Clair Sullivan. I wasted the first month looking for Gertrude.”


      “Bloody shit name,” the woman said, vigorously stirring the teabags. “Now, what the fuck do all you people want? And if it’s worth it, how much are you paying?”


      “You’d like me to pay you for a mug of brewed yuck and the chance to see my mother again?” She sipped the tea with a grunt. “Are these second-hand tea bags?”


      Her mother grinned. Her two front teeth were missing. “No, kiddo. Just a bit stale. I get ‘em cheap, and I like ‘em strong. Suits me fine. So drink it, don’t waste it.”


      Drinking her tea without complaint, Sylvia rested her elbows in the spilt slops on the table and smiled. “I should introduce myself. I’m Sylvia, and this is my husband Harry. Paul Stoker here mentioned Harry in his book. Almost by mistake, Harry was the first to discover your husband, which is what led to his original arrest.”


      “I don’t suppose you’ve heard from him lately?” asked Harry.


      Gertrude thought about it. “OK,” she said at last. “I have and I haven’t. I don’t reckon I can claim no fucking fortune. How about a hundred?”


      “Pounds?” Tracy was aghast.


      “Twaddle,” said Paul, crossing his arms and leaning back on the little wooden chair. “How about twenty?”


      “I can get more than that for a blow job,” Gertie objected.


      “I don’t want no pissing blow-job,” growled Paul. “Not from you, anyway. I’ll make it twenty-five and not one penny more.”


      She glowered. “Thirty.”


      Getting a little bored, Sylvia snapped open her handbag and pulled out two twenty pound notes. “Now,” she said, pushing these across the table to the other woman, “I need a good hour or more talking about you, Tracy and Lionel. I want to know every single detail you can give me. My husband has a little voice recorder, and Paul can take notes if he wants to. But,” and she stared solemnly into Gertrude’s tired eyes, “you speak only to me and to Tracy. Right?”


      Gertrude nodded. “But call me Clair”. She held up one of the twenty pound notes and fluttered it at Tracy. “Nip round the corner, love, and get us some fresh milk and a small packet of decent T-bags.”


      “Oh, shit,” sighed Tracy, who waved away the money and marched off, leaving the front door open behind her.


      Sylvia continued as Paul scrabbled with his notebook and a pen which didn’t seem to work. “First and foremost,” Sylvia resumed, “have you heard from Lionel within the past month, or indeed, since he escaped gaol, and have you any idea where he might be?”


      Gertrude began an afternoon of mumbled, “No’s” But she had some remarks to offer while Tracy made cups of tea.


      “I was just a kid on the streets. Lionel weren’t nothing more. But I felt sorry for him. His mum had been a worse bitch than you could guess, I reckon. His dad ran off. Now I do know one thing, he killed his mum. My poor lion, he was no more than thirteen. He’d come home from school after being bullied all day. He didn’t go to school often, but he’d gone on purpose ‘cos he wanted a job and decided school had to teach him maths and reading. Well, the kids had tripped him up and sniggered and called him names all day, calling him a deformed monster. One had thrown a brick and it hit his head. He come home to be alone and miserable, but when he got back his mum were on the floor pissed out of her head, and he had to climb in the window cos the door was blocked. So he got a carving knife and banged it in all over her. She never even woke up, just gurgled and bled out.”


      Paul was writing furiously, having got his pen to work. “Did you know him then?” he asked.


      “Nah,” Gertrude said, shaking her uncombed tousle of greying hair. “But he told me cos I felt so bloody sorry for him. An ugly sod, he was, with that nasty megallo thing he has.”


      “Acromegaly.” Everyone ignored Harry.


      “She tried to cut his prick off, you know,” Gertrude said, “when he was just a little kid. And she never took him to no doctors. Anyway, he dragged her body upstairs, bunged it in the attic, and washed the blood off the lino downstairs. They didn’t have no carpet.  A year later before he was going to move, he flung her outta the window into the back yard and burned the remains. I reckon that started him off liking the wrong stuff.”


      “Was he a good husband?” asked Sylvia with considerable doubt.


      “Hardly.” Gertrude laughed. “He beat me rotten and got me working the streets for money. He worked on building sites for a bit, but when we had enough cash, then he got driving lessons and went off on them coaches. I stopped work when Karyn come along. She was a pretty little tot. He didn’t see her much.”


      “And then Tracy?”


      “Leo got the sack,” Gertrude continued. “He come home after ever so long away. I didn’t want him no more, but it were mighty hard saying no to that bugger. So yes, I had Tracy, and I put Karyn on the game. I joined her when I could. Leo wouldn’t babysit so I left Tracy alone at nights. But she was alright. Nice little kid.  Always alive when we come back in the morning.”


      Tracy was biting her lip, then jumped up abruptly and put the kettle on again. Gertrude looked up. “Yes, child of rape, you are, kiddo. But I’d had rotten kid deaths before and I didn’t want another – so I kept you. Be thankful.”


      Turning with sudden vehemence, Tracy said, “You were on the game too, Mum. How do you know I was Dad’s? With a bit of luck he’s not my father at all.”


      Sylvia raised an eyebrow. “Well, Gertrude. Or Clair, as I’m happy to call you. Can you be sure who Tracy’s father is?”


      Her voice was just audible over the sound of the boiling kettle. “Dunno. But I used condoms and other stuff when I was working. I didn’t with that pig, ‘cos he raped me. I couldn’t stop him. Then he buggered off. It was nice for a little bit, with Karyn looking after Tracy and me working and getting the dole, and that bugger gone away. But then he came back.”


      Nodding, Sylvia said, “And then Karyn?”


      Interrupting, Paul said, “You told me. You took some of the blame. Don’t go changing that.”


      “I always take some blame,” Gertrude muttered. She wore a thick flounced nightdress, cream flannelette with pink roses patterned over. Now she began to pick at the lace on the bottom of the cuffs. “Karyn was out working. She did most evenings, but never till late. She kept it to a couple of hours a day, and if it was raining, she didn’t go off at all. She never brought the blokes back here either. She went to a room in a place nearby. Anyway, she went out one night. Lionel had been here on and off for a couple o’ weeks, but I didn’t see him that night. I knew some of what he’d been up to. He liked talking about it, but I never asked. It was sick. I wanted a divorce, but I never dared ask. He went off more than he was at home, so at least that helped. Well, Karyn never came home that night, but she came the next morning. She were hurt and she said it were her dad. I was shocked. Of course I was. “


      Paul was grinning. Harry looked sick. Sylvia said, “Claire, did you help actually murder your daughter? Was it to keep her quiet?”


      Gertrude burst into copious sobs, but they did not sound entirely natural. “Karyn told me Lionel done raped her, and nasty too. He hurt her. She told him she never wanted to see him again, and she told me she was going to the police. Well, I knew he’d kill all of us if that happened, so I done shouted and screamed at her. Naught else I could do. I did lash out. Well, it were just a bit o’ temper. Frantic, I was. So I hit her, but nothing terrible. She went up to bed. Then later Leo, he came home and sniggered about what he’d done to Karyn. I told him I wanted a divorce, and I said as how if he refused, Karyn wanted to go to the police.”


      “So you knew what he’d do.”


      “No.” Gertrude continued to fiddle with her lace cuffs. “I thought as how he’d march off and never come back. He slapped me a few times, sort of nasty but I’d had worse off him. Then he marched upstairs. I hear bangs and thumps but no screams. He came down about half an hour later and told me I’d better not do anything about it, and he went out. I went upstairs to talk to Karyn. She were on top of the bed, all undressed, poor little thing.”


      “She was dead?”


      “Quite dead. Head near off. Lots of stabs. Real nasty. I went running downstairs and cried meself to sleep.”


      “No phoning the police?”


      “He done killed her. I’d be next. He come back the next day. I went into the kitchen and got a knife to defend meself. But he picked Karyn up and said as how he’d bury her, and I couldn’t never say a word or he’d roast me alive. So I never said nothing. Not till I met up with Paul and he paid me for the true story. And I never said as how I helped kill Karyn. That weren’t a fair way to put it. I just said as how it was part my fault ‘cos I said as how Karyn threatened to go to the police.”


      Tracy was now sitting crying quietly in the corner. “You must be my mum,” she mumbled to her knees, “but I hope he ain’t my dad. And I never want to see any of you ever again. I’ll never phone and I’ll never come here, and I’m never walking the streets again neither. That’s your example, and I hate it. I’ll be a waitress or something. And I hope Dad finds you and does you too.”


      “Bitch.” Gertrude snapped, but didn’t look up. Tracy stayed in the corner on the floor. She made no further attempt to clean up or make the tea. In miserable silence, she waited for Sylvia and Harry to finish.


      Sylvia was saying, “And have you spoken to the police lately?”


      “Not since about a month ago. Two months maybe. They came around and I couldn’t stop them looking all over the house, but they didn’t say much.”


      “So the last important point is just that,” Sylvia sighed. “Have you the slightest idea how he’s evaded capture all this time, and where he might be hiding?”


      Pretending to blow her nose and wipe her eyes, Gertrude scowled. “No. He ain’t gonna contact me, is he! Besides, if he got on the phone, I’d hang up. After all that happened as a kid, he don’t mind living in junk and old sheds and stuff. He lived on a cold beach once. And he steals easy, bits o’ food and cars and so on. Money. Clothes. Just takes stuff that’s easy to grab. With a stolen car, he could’ve done the tunnel. Might be in France. Switzerland. All sorts.”


      “He has no passport, nor legal identification papers, and a stolen car would be identified as soon as he tried to leave the country.”


      “I bet there’s plenty as manages it.” Gertrude stood, waving her arms. “I reckon you’ve well had your forty quid and more. So you can all buzz off. No I ain’t got no idea where the bugger is, and I don’t want to know. Ask that floozy kiddo of mine, I reckon she knows. I doesn’t. Now bugger off and leave me in peace.”


      And they left. Tracy was the first out of the door and did not bother to say goodbye or wave. She walked ahead down the road until Harry called her back. “She’s sickening,” Tracy said, suddenly angry and whirling around.


      “Not the sweetest woman I’ve ever met.”


      “The whole day was rather a waste of time, I’m afraid,” Sylvia said. “But if we hadn’t done it, we would have kept on thinking it should be done. So OK, now it’s over and done with.”


      “And apart from upsetting Tracy, it had very little purpose.”


      “I’m not upset,” Tracy interrupted. “It proves me right, doesn’t it? I slept in a pigsty, under the stairs. I didn’t always have anything to eat. My mother was a whore and a real bitch. My father – or step-father, whatever he is, was and still is a maniac. A bloody sicko. I hope he gets shot. Or chopped in little pieces like he does to other people.”


      “So you’ve met her,” said Paul, sulking slightly. “That’s what you asked for, isn’t it? And she’s OK. She put up with a lot from that monster.”


      “I’m not interested.” Harry shook his head. “Look, thanks and everything, but you got a lot of facts wrong in your first book, and I don’t recommend another one. In the meantime, I want a decent dinner and a decent night’s rest, and then I fancy going home.”


      “Sounds like an intelligent choice,” said Sylvia, hands in pockets.


      Tracy scurried after. “Do I come to dinner with you?”


      Sylvia smiled. “Yes of course. A slap-up dinner. But then we’re off to Gloucestershire again. I expect the police will be visiting you soon. You won’t get bored.”


      “I’d sooner come back with you.” She looked drained, miserable and lost.


      “After meeting your mother again like that, I suppose it’s damned depressing,’ Harry conceded. “But you can’t keep jaunting between Gloucestershire and Nottingham and London. Nor can we. It’s confusing. I want my home comforts, and you should enjoy yours.”


      “We’ll meet up for dinner,” said Sylvia. “We can discuss everything else over a decent roast beef.”
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      With Kate’s cake shop still closed, Ruby once again took the bus into Cheltenham.


      “What’s Kate up to? Has Iris eaten her up?”


      “No. That sweet old lady is doing very nicely.” Andrew Rockwell-Smith was one of the few Rochester residents who bothered to keep up with local matters.  “The Howard girl must have won the pools. She’s rebuilding the whole place. It’ll be a baker’s and a restaurant and tea place and everything else too. It’ll put Little Woppington on the tourist map.”


      “Why should I sit on a map?” demanded Amy from a corner.


      “You mean that whole building is going to be pulled down?” asked Stella. “All that horrid scaffolding stuff. I’ve just managed to sell my own ruined old house, and now there’ll be another on the doorstep.”


      “It’s a ten minute walk.”


      “We have a large doorstep.”


      “Oh pooh,” said Ruby. “It’ll be out of service for weeks. I shall have to go back into town. Damnation.”


      “Get us some cakes while you’re at it,” called Andrew. “My arthritis is playing up. I need peaceful solace.”


      “Cream cakes,” smiled Ruby, “are the true bringers of peaceful solace. I shall bring home I shall bring home sackfuls.” And she plodded out to the bus stop. No one offered her a lift since Arthur was busy raking up dead leaves in the grounds around the back, and Sylvia and Harry were still in London with Tracy Sullivan. Muttering under her breath, Ruby caught the next bus, discovered  it was so full she could not find a seat, and in spite of her age, and the occasional groan which she muttered as she stood in the aisle hanging onto a strap, no young man stood up for her.


      Having lurched through several puddles and holes in the road, the bus finally stopped in the town centre. Ruby scrambled, half tumbling from the bus, and straight into the arms of Brad Peacock who was simply walking past, ready with his infectious smile.


      “Good Lord,” said Brad.


      “Heavens above,” stuttered Ruby. “Where on earth did you come from?”


      “I was in the area.” He took her hand and shook it cheerfully. “I was so bored. It’s a real pleasure to see you.”


      Charmed by the greeting, Ruby giggled. “Yes, it’s a little bit old fashioned here, I’m afraid. So why do you keep coming back? Isn’t Cornwall more interesting? Do you go to college there?”


      “Oh yes,” he was still holding her hand, “but not every day. I come up just to see my friend, but he had to – hurry off. So I just thought I’d do some shopping before going home.” His smile somehow managed to sparkle. “How about a cup of tea and a cake somewhere? I’m not in a hurry.”


      “Nor me.” Ruby felt a little flushed. It was a long, long time since anyone , apart from Brad the puppy, had taken a liking to her. “I’d love tea, cake, and a nice chat.”


      He squeezed her hand. Without thinking, she squeezed back.


      Ruby already knew two small cafes which produced what she enjoyed, and offered comfortable seating without ludicrous prices. She led the young man to the nearest of these, and they sat at a small table facing each other, grin echoing grin.


      Brad said, “You know, I don’t have many friends. Even in college. It’s so nice to talk to someone who’s not my parents, but’s over the age of  ten.”


      Ruby laughed and decided on honesty. “Dear boy, I’m seventy-five. So just a little over the age of ten.”


      “I’m seventeen.” Brad did some mental maths. “Fifty-eight years too young for you. Is that right?”


      “Bang on,” Ruby ordered tea, a platter of six assorted cakes, and a refill if the waitress noticed anything running out. “We may eat everything you have,” Ruby explained, “and drink twenty cups of tea each. Just keep the supplies on tap.”


      Laughing, perhaps impressed, Brad thanked her. “Great. Good fun.” He reached one long narrow hand with bitten fingernails. “When do you have to get back home?”


      “Next year, sometime, never. Why?”


      “Well,” said Brad. “I thought perhaps you’d like to come out to dinner with me. If we don’t eat more than a hundred cakes each, then we should have room for a decent steak and spuds. Even perhaps another cream cake for dessert.”


      “That’s the sweetest offer.” Ruby was laughing too. “But I can’t let a young teenager spend all that. I shall buy dinner, and you will talk your head off all evening. The last bus leaves Cheltenham at around ten thirty, so I have to be at the bus stop before that.’


      “And I have to be at the train station at ten fifteen.”


      “So let’s start on cake.”


      The platter had arrived, oozing cream. Ruby seemed to be oozing too. Brad reached over the table and grabbed her hand, squeezing her fingers again. Both flattered and disconcerted, Ruby wriggled her hand away and tucked it in her lap. She continued eating and sipped her tea. Brad began to discuss the weather, which led to favourite summer holidays in Mevagissey, moving onto Blackpool, and finally in Spain.


      “My Mum and Dad took me to Spain last year. Lots of nice clean beaches. We stayed in a nice little flat with a great view over the seaside. I loved it.”


      “I know Madrid and Barcelona,” sighed Ruby. “I travelled a lot with my late husband. Where are you planning for this year?”


      “Dunno. My Mum and Dad decide.”


      Ruby finished the second cake and the first cup of tea. “Have you any brothers and sisters? Do you all travel together?”


      He nodded. “One brother – Steve. And a sister – Gemma. Yep, we all go together. I’m the eldest. You got a lot of family?”


      Inane chatter turned to possible career choices in the future, chef, bank manager, dentist or perhaps open a shop selling computers, and eventually, almost without aim or intention, drifted to a discussion of the recent murders.
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      Morrison was discussing the same issues almost word for word. Sylvia and Harry were not present since the talk took place in the Briefing Room at the station. Instead, they sat in Morrison’s office and waited.


      “I have an theory, perhaps more of a conclusion now, having thought it over for many, many days. There are two hubs, both centres of these particular crimes, and we’ve as yet discovered no motive for the killer to travel backwards and forwards between these cities, in order to commit his vile crimes. We’ve suspected Lionel Sullivan from the beginning. The particular methodology fits, more or less.


      “But,” and he stared around the upturned faces, “we can’t possibly imagine, sadly, there’s only one brutal creep capable of creating these massacres. I’m more and more convinced there must be two killers.’


      Some nodded. Others shook their heads. DC Leslie Napper simply grunted. “Poor bloody Tammy weren’t cut to bits, were he? Bludgeoned. That’s not Sullivan’s way, is it now!”


      “We don’t know,” said Rita, who was sitting at Morrison’s side, although he was standing. “Killing a man may not excite him. He brutalises women. But he killed our friend Tammy for his own protection. Being noticed, he had to stop his position getting out. It wasn’t a kill for pleasure.”


      “But everything fits together,” DC Walsh said loudly. “We know Sullivan haunts Gloucestershire. Our Tammy was killed – in a shed – right here in these forests. Nothing to do with Nottingham. So we got near proof who’s at it down here. Now Nottingham’s seen two nasty killings, both brutal and both involving rape and dismemberment.  The choice is simple enough. Some other scum in Nottingham, maybe a copy-cat, is still free up there. Or for reasons of his own, Sullivan got over there and fancied practising his hobby in a different place where no one would expect him.”


      “Going across there – why?”


      “How should I know why? To buy a new pair of shoes. First get them measured, and kill Chelsea Murrow. Then back home. Two weeks later he has to go and collect the shoes. So back he goes and kills Shirley Ramington. Home again, and so on. He has to get special shoes, doesn’t he? Those feet of his are ten times too large for shoe shops.”


      “I agree with I agree with Dougie,” DC Susan Grant said, looking up. “He steals cars, so he can pick up girls easy enough if he disguises himself, or pulls a hood over his face. And now he has a gun, I bet he’s gained courage too. Reckons he’ll get away with whatever he wants.”


      “Well – he is, isn’t he?” mumbled Rita.


      “One murder near Nottingham clashed with one down here,” remembered DC Napper. “Well, OK, not exactly at the same moment, but close enough.”


      “Estimated time of death couldn’t be proved, only estimated,” Susan Grant said. “And a fast car can drive between here and Nottingham in very little time. We all knew it was possible. Not easy – but possible. I bet he did it just to confuse us. A warped sense of humour.”


      “Warped everything.”


      “Everything seems too close together,’ Morrison said slowly, hands in his pockets. “Even that damned train crash. Right on the Nottingham killer’s doorstep. Now how did that fit in?”


      “It didn’t,” said Napper. “Kids on a bridge throwing stones. How the devil is that connected with Lionel Sullivan and the most nauseating murders we’ve known in a decade or more?”


      “Those two Nottingham killings weren’t as typical of Sullivan as the media wanted us all to believe,” Morrison continued. “Why would a different setting give such a monster different ideas?”


      “He was disturbed, or thought he was going to be. So he hurried.”


      “Yes, that’s possible.” But Morrison was still shaking his head. “But there’s something wrong. I’ve a gut feeling about this.”


      “Chief, you’d be calling me a proper fool if I went on gut feelings. You always tell us we need proof for every detail.” Napper laughed. “Come on, Boss. So what’s your gut say?”


      “Cheeky bugger,” Morrison muttered. “My gut churns just like yours. My gut says two killers. But I also remember this. Sullivan doesn’t necessarily base himself here. Not always. His vile hideaway was in these woods before, but that’s been destroyed anyway. We know for a fact he was living further north and on the Welsh border for some time after the escape. His first wife and the daughter lived most of their lives in London. One of the earlier murders took place in Monaco. So stop thinking he’s bound to Gloucestershire. He isn’t. He can’t leave the country without a passport, but he could be in bloody Scotland for all we know.” He paused, looked around, assured of attention, and finished with a thump on the table. “My gut tells me there’s two killers. But my common sense says Sullivan isn’t back in these woods since we’ve searched every step. So find evidence. Find proof. At least start by finding a likely  direction.” Heading towards the door, with Rita following, he turned once.  “Off with all of you, and collect the proof I need. Napper, you go back on helicopter reconnaissance with Budgie. Walsh, go over the dates again. I want that paperwork all checked meticulously. Grant, you come with Rita and me. I have an idea.”


      “Nottingham?” asked Susan Grant.


      “Not at the moment,” Morrison told her. “But I need to phone the Nottingham chief.”
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      “I went to Nottingham once,: sighed Brad. There was a football match my brother wanted to see and I took him. I didn’t think it was different to anywhere else.”


      “The sheriff was famous once. A great shot, he was, with a bow and arrows.”


      Sniggering, Brad gulped the last of the tea. “Is the forest still there?”


      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” said Ruby. “Never been there, and don’t like football either. But I shouldn’t make jokes about it. Those killings are just horrible. A couple of my friends used to know the disgusting murderer. And I once knew one of the poor girls who died. I shouldn’t be talking about it.”


      “Then we won’t,” said Brad. “We’ll talk about you. Ruby Pope, widow to a famous Formula One Racing Driver, who I’m afraid I never heard of. But he was a lucky guy. He had a great career and a great wife.”


      “Who me? Never, my friend.” Ruby wiped the last crumbs from her mouth. “I was never appreciated. Well – not after the first two or three years. Rod was so often unfaithful, and went gadding off for so long I just about forgot what he looked like.” Honesty again. Ruby smiled at herself. Admitting unnecessary truths had never before been her habit except with Sylvia. It seemed that Brad Peacock inspired her honesty as few others had. “But,” she added, “when he retired he changed. Too old. Too fat. And wanted me to look after him. He still tried a few affairs, but most of the time he was stuck home with me. He died some years back.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “Oh, don’t be. I wasn’t heartbroken when he went, though I was sort of sorry. I still get lonely sometimes, thinking about him. He was a good looking man. Just like you, Brad.”


      “What? Me? No way.” He seemed shocked. “No way good looking, lady. The kids at school call me Grumpy. I had a good hair cut once, and you can still see those bleached tips. But the headmaster didn’t approve. It was him who was grumpy. But no one ever thought I was good looking.”


      “Well I do.” Ruby patted his hand, which was resting on the table beside his empty cup. “And not grumpy – no way. You always cheer me up.”


      “Well,” he grinned, “you’ve made my day.”


      They walked a little down by the Torr which widened beyond the town’s  outskirts. The wind was chilly although the sun, once it sneaked out from behind the clouds, brought a meek and mild warmth.


      As they walked into the shaded pathway, the breeze chilled further and Ruby shivered. Immediately a long-fingered hand slipped around her shoulders, and Brad pulled her close to him. The unexpected touch seemed somehow magical. No man , except perhaps Harry, had touched her for so, so long, unless they were simply pushing past her. Instinctively and automatically, Ruby rested her cheek against Brad’s shoulder. She couldn’t see his smile, but she heard him say, “Well, sweet lady, you’re the sunshine.”


      It reminded her of what Sylvia had told her once. “Harry comes into the room and the light turns on,” she had said. “He brings the sun out from the grey clouds.”


      Mumbling and muffled against his shoulder, Ruby said, “What a lovely thing to say. I almost forget that you’re just a little boy.”


      Brad stopped abruptly and looked down at her. “Little? But I’m a good deal taller than you, my little lady.” He bent, looking into her eyes. Her own eyesight was not as clear as it had been in her youth, but she could see the soft unlined immaturity of his skin, the first vague discolouration of facial hair around his jaw, his upper lip almost like a baby’s.


      And then he kissed her. His plump softness pressed hard down onto her, and his tongue forced into her mouth, pushing against her own tongue and tasting the taste of her. She responded, her own memories exploding, of kissing Rod, of him climbing on top, both of them in front of the fire, then a hot afternoon under the trees.


      Banishing memories, Ruby pulled back, gasping for breath. She squeaked, “Brad. That’s – crazy.” She stared at him, thinking him mad and then thinking him gorgeously mad.


      “I just wanted to,” Brad said. “I really, really wanted to. Didn’t you like it? I’m a bit inexperienced.”


      “I can’t believe that,” Ruby said, which was true. She believed the girls must surely flock after him.


      But he shook his  head. His voice shrank to a whisper. “Lots of younger men have their first affairs with older women, you know.”


      “Older?” Ruby was blushing, but it was with flustered annoyance as well as embarrassment. “Brad dear, I’m old enough to be your grandmother. Maybe even your great-grandmother. Don’t let's exaggerate the truth – after all – that Mrs Robinson story of the older woman put her at thirty-something. Perhaps forty. Not a hundred and two.”


      He sniggered. “So what do I prove first? Intentions? Emotions? Come on, I look nice undressed. How about one mad night of passion?”


      “Stop. Bloody hell.” Ruby was perplexed. The kiss still lingered against her face with that tingle of wild excitement and the first awakening of attraction in more than thirty years. “This is - !” she did surely know what it was. And why would one night of absurd attraction hurt anyone? Maybe he could spread the news all over Facebook and make a fool of her, but she’s never know because she didn’t have a tablet let alone a computer, and she never looked at Facebook either. Just the one kiss had been so electric.


      “Come on. Let’s find a hotel room.” He was tugging at her hand.


      She tugged away. “Look,” said Ruby, “I admit, OK, it could be fun. But I can’t really believe you want to. The kiss was crazy, and now you want to go all the way. Is there some tricksy cheat in your head? I mean – get to the bed – get me to undress – look and cackle and then run?” But she knew he was sweet, and she knew she trusted him, and she knew she was madly dreaming now, of a cuddle, an intimate caress, and a long, long kiss. Something more? She’d almost forgotten how you do it.


      “I’ll show you.” He grabbed both her shoulders and hauled her close, bent and kissed her again. lips were determined, forcing her mouth open. Having given up hope of wearing lipstick sometime past, Ruby knew perfectly well that her own lips had disappeared into dry, wrinkled crusts. Yet she made no attempt to pull away. Both of them were out of breath by the time he let her go.


      Having avoided mirrors for a very long time even when fully dressed,  hating the way she sagged and wrinkled in strange places as well as the expected places, Ruby now actually had less idea of how she seemed that she had a decade past. Perhaps, she wondered, with the light off and all curtains pulled, and if she climbed very quickly under the sheets, she might escape scrutiny. Brad was sweet, kind, a little lonely, very gentle, easily touched, and must surely care for her since he had spent more than half the day with her and hadn’t complained of either boredom or annoyance.


      And if he laughed with his friends afterwards – well, she’d never know. She’d have lovely memories which she would even share with Sylvia, who might be shocked, even scald her, perhaps giggle.


      “I’ll do it,” she said, “on one condition. You don’t look at me too closely, and you don’t tell anyone else.”


      “And if I want to come and do it again and again and send you nice letters?”


      “Delusionary boy. Perhaps. Perhaps not.”


      Pointing up to their left, Brad said, “That’s a sort of B&B thing, isn’t it? Or a hostel?” He watched her face. “I said hostel, not brothel. I’ll book us a room. What do you say? Just this one night to start us off?” He started walking towards the old arched doorway, doors open, bustle noticeable inside. “And I won’t tell a soul, honest. Who could I tell anyway? And you mustn’t tell either. What about that couple of friends you mentioned? The ones who go killer-hunting?”


      “Sylvia and Harry.” Ruby smiled. “They’re actually a teeny bit older than me, and they only got married a couple of years back. So it seems we never get over that romance thing, even when we’re ancient.”


      He was halfway up the steps and paused only to reach out for her hand. “Well, they might understand. What did you say the name was?”


      “Sylvia and Harry Joyce. She’s my best friend. But I’m not going to be telling her about this.”


      She hid as he booked the room, then flitted behind him as he trotted into the lift. She wished she had a nightdress with her. She wished she had a brush and comb and spare knickers. And she wished she had enough sense to turn and run in the opposite direction.


      It was a small cheap room, but it had its own minute bathroom and loo, a wide bed, and a window with thick curtains. There was still a fading daylight outside, but they had not yet shared the promised evening dinner. Brad had nodded at the mention, saying, “When we’ve shared this special moment, then we can go over the road to Mackers and share another.”


      “I’m not very keen on MacDonald’s,” said Ruby as she pulled the curtains, “but I suppose that would be OK. Nice and cosy.”


      “Never mind about afterwards,” Brad said, pulling back the bedcovers and sitting to pull off his shoes. Ruby followed his example. She made just one silent but breathless prayer before she began to undo her shirt buttons.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Sixteen
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      She had to admit that the anticipation had been more exciting than the aftermath. An inexperienced boy, Ruby told herself, was not going to keep going nor prolong the foreplay. She remembered reading that youthful males had no delay capacity, and rushed head first, in a manner of speaking, into a quick and sudden climax.


      The kisses were what she would remember with delight, rather than the rushed entry, bang, crash, wallop, and out again. Flop back on the pillow, breathe deeply, sit up, and get immediately dressed.


      Ruby followed his example. Long disuse had now left her a little sore but she said nothing and scrambled back into her clothes.


      “MacDonald’s now?” she mumbled eventually.


      He had just reappeared from the bathroom. “I’m really not hungry,” he said in a rush. “You were all I needed. I don’t need to eat another crumb for a week. And my train’s leaving soon. But I have to keep in touch. I admire you – my lovely lady Ruby. Write your address on that envelope – look – here’s a pen, but I honestly have to rush to the station. Put down your phone number too. I promise I’m going to keep in touch.”


      She handed him the envelope with its scribble and watched him dash from the room. She heard the ding of the lift arriving, and the second ding as it left. Opening the curtains, Ruby let in the light and felt a little better. “I should be in love,” she said to herself. “I should be lying here dreaming and wallowing and going back over every detail. So why do I just want to get home to cuddle Brad the puppy instead? Oh well,. I shouldn’t have said yes in the first place, but who cares? No problem. I’m certainly not going to get pregnant. Hopefully I won’t get syphilis. I can just laugh over the whole thing and at least know that someone found me attractive, even though little more than a baby. And he didn’t take one look and lose his potency. That’s a good sign.”


      Back at the Rochester Manor, Sylvia said, “You’re late. Little Brad has been pining, Come and have some late dinner, I expect there’s plenty left, and I’ll tell you what Morrison told us today. Nothing secret. Maybe even a bit disappointing. What about you? Did you have a lovely day?”


      “Well – sort of,” Ruby muttered, bending down to sweep up her puppy. “Hello little gorgeous Brad. Just what I need, that’s a lick and a cuddle.” And now she was hungry.
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        * * *


      


      The next morning the local newspaper, the national newspaper and the daily television news were all blaring about the same thing.


      “Shit,” said Harry.


      Lionel Sullivan had been at it again. Somehow finding another young girl to abduct, he had tortured, killed, and flung out the pieces in a large rubbish bag, slung over the gate of a small park in outer Cheltenham on the road out to Battledown.  Ruby had finished breakfast and was sitting out on a bench under the sunshine, feeling young, attractive and refreshed. It was Sylvia walking with Stella who saw her and passed on the news. Ruby felt sick.


      “That’s – so disgusting.” She felt like heaving and vomiting. “There was me having a lovely time, and just a few miles away some poor innocent little girl was getting murdered.”


      “Well, I’m glad someone was having a wonderful time,” Stella said, peering over the top of her glasses.


      Sylvia sat down beside Ruby as Benjamin hobbled up to drag his wife away. “At least no one’s using our chimneys anyway,” he told her.


      Her reply was inaudible. Ruby turned to Sylvia. “I think I want to go and have a very long and very hot bath. I’ll soak for an hour and then pour in more hot water.”


      “I’ll go and phone Morrison,” sighed Sylvia. “But he’s sure to be too busy to answer. Yesterday he was saying it was possible not everything was down to Sullivan. But we can be quite sure that this one is.”


      “Has anyone looked in Wales? That’s where he was last time.”


      “Yes, they’ve looked everywhere.” Sylvia stood again, gathering up her jacket. “I think we should burn down every shed and every forest until we know for sure that he’s gone up in flames.”
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        * * *


      


      Tracy was at home in the neat little flat supplied by the council and police to ensure her safe-keeping. She had cried most of the night after Sylvia and Harry had left her, and considered travelling back to Little-Woppington-on-the-Torr by herself, and making arrangements to live there for the rest of her life.


      Then she decided it would be a stupid mistake since even Sylvia would soon get sick of her and not want her around any more. No one could ever really want her. Even her own mother hated her.


      Then she heard the beep on her old phone, stuffed away in the top drawer of her little bedside table. She was already lying on her bed with three tissues clutched tight, so she simply rolled over and opened the drawer. The phone showed the obvious.


      Tracy muttered, “It’s you, Dad. You must be crazy phoning me. Actually, I know you’re crazy. And the telly says you’ve done another one last night. Honest, I  reckon you must be really, really miserable.”


      “Yes, I’m fucking miserable,” Lionel told her, his voice shaking. “Fucking Olga sits on my head. She sucks my blood.”


      “You’ve got a girlfriend?”


      He grunted. “Never had one. You know that. Your mother was a joke. A bitch-joke. Then that filthy bitch Joyce was no better after the first year. Karyn was never mine. You know you’re the only one I ever cared for.”


      “So let’s meet up again,” said Tracy without expression. “So you can kill me like everyone else.”


      “I never did your mother. Though there was plenty of temptation.”


      “I’d answer you back and you’d say that was temptation. It’s safer being on the game.”


      “Tis me taking the risk,” Lionel objected. “Maybe I tell you where I am and you bring the law with you.”


      “Yer, I might do that.”


      “You’d lose as much as me.”


      Tracy thought hard for some moments. Then she spoke in a rush. “OK. I’m lonely and fed up. I miss having some fun, and I hate the miserable buggers who want weird stuff in back alleys. They’re really sick, some of them.”


      Her father chuckled with a faint splutter of irony. He said, “You already said you’d stop. So come over here.”


      “I bet you’ve got no food, no money, and no comfortable place.” She thought about it, then added, “I saw Mum the other day. If I was you, I’d have killed the old hag. She was really mean.”


      “Forget her. Come to me.”
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        * * *


      


      Having returned from a lunchtime beer down the pub, Arthur discovered Harry in the garage, busy cleaning out the crumbs on the floor, passenger side. “I could do that, y’know, Harry mate. Tis me job, near enough. David likes work like that too, for a small tip.”


      Sleeves rolled up and looking both sweaty and damp, Harry said, “I thought it would do me good. With the car, I don’t get much exercise. I’ve put on about five pounds since I came to live here.”


      “I put on twenty, and I work me legs off.”


      “We get huge meals. Sylvia likes puddings so I join in. And I haven’t walked further than upstairs to bed for a year.” Not quite true, but close.


      “Talking of beer,” Alfred told Harry, half back out of the open doors, “I met your mate Tony down the bar. Reckons he’s getting married too.”


      “Tony Allen? That’s mighty unexpected. Who is she?”


      “No idea,” Alfred said over his shoulder. “Someone called Doreen. Don’t know her. Never met her. Not interested. But I reckoned you would be.”


      “I am. Thanks.”


      “I don’t know her,” Harry told Sylvia later when he trundled back indoors. “But there’s a shy sort of bloke who’s a regular at the pub, name of Blair Dembar, who divorced his wife Doreen last year. I know Tony fancied her. In fact, I’m sort of guessing Blair got the divorce because Doreen had an affair with someone, and the someone may have been Tony. ”


      “How long since you’ve seen Tony?”


      “Ages. I stopped going to the pub for a bit. Too boring. Same people. No Sylvia.”


      “But she’s the same person all the time too.” It was Sylvia who said it.


      “Thank goodness,” smiled Harry. “A daily change would be a bit disconcerting.”


      “Well,” decided Sylvia, “You go down the pub this evening and try to talk to Tony and meet this bride-to-be if she’s there. And I’m going to visit Peggy Morrison. Darcey’s working late on this new case. She’ll be alone, and she’s worried about him. The kids keep her company of course, but they drive her mad as well.”
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        * * *


      


      Peggy offered red or white with no mention of tea or coffee. “I need a boost,” she said. “So I’ve pulled some of the expensive stuff from the back of the pantry. But they’ll be cold enough. English weather takes care of that, and the back of the pantry is in permanent winter.”


      “White then.”


      “If it didn’t make me sleepy, I’d have something stronger,” Peggy said, busily pouring two very large glasses of white wine. “I’m just so sick of this gruesome repetition. You see, I think this latest murder is someone I knew slightly. And liked. They haven’t finished identifying her officially, but Darcey gave me a hint because they’re fairly sure. It’s almost certainly Mary-Lynne Fleetwood. She’s a sweet young woman who works in the local library but never turned up to work two days ago. I took a book back to the library last week, and she was there and chatted a bit, and recommended a couple of books of the sort she knows I like – certainly not crime mysteries – and I took one of them and said I’d see her in a couple of weeks when I brought it back. And now I won’t. And I just wanted to cry all day, and I only stopped because of the kids. Now I’ve stopped crying anyway, so I just want to  get pissed.”


      “Carry on. I wish I could help. I really don’t have any crime-solving skills after all. Perhaps it’s me who should be reading the whodunnits.”


      “But it’s the same man,” Peggy said, staring into her glass, already half empty. “You found the bastard last time.”


      “I’ve tramped every damned forest path around here for miles and miles. Even quite a few around Nottingham. Wiltshire. Wales” Sylvia gulped her wine, too quickly to appreciate the quality. “I’d go to bloody Cumberland to search if there was any hope of him being there.” She finished the wine, folded her arms, and frowned. “You know I’ve met his daughter, don’t you? Well, she said he had some special little cottage around here, so we’ve searched and searched and searched. She’s a nice kid. Maybe the Sullivan creep isn’t her real father. Evidently, he wasn’t to the elder sister. But she’s deceased. Anyway, Tracy heard  from him and is sure he’s in a ruined cottage somewhere near. Hidden under trees, I presume, so no drone or helicopter would see it.”


      “And Darcey thinks there are two of them.”


      “I’m not sure why,’ Sylvia said. “But he knows a million times more about all this than we do.” She paused, then said, “We don’t really know a thing. It’s such a jumble – train crashes – murders up in Nottingham – murders down here too – Ruby being strange and me having nightmares. Honestly – it’s a joke.”


      Peggy poured out two more glasses of wine. They both drank slowly and were able to appreciate what they drank. “Do you fancy a walk in the right area sometime?” Peggy asked. “You know the parts you’ve looked already, so you’d guide me. You could take me wherever you hadn’t looked already. I’d follow without complaint.”


      Stretching out one plastered ankle from beneath her long navy silk skirt, Sylvia shook her head while saying, “Yes, certainly. But I can’t while I’m still on this damn crutch. I can hardly walk to the loo, and the one time I did make a more serious attempt, I fell down and nearly broke the other ankle. Stupid idiot, I know. But I’ll gladly search with you in a few weeks when I should be better.”


      “God. I hope he’s caught before that.” Peggy looked askance.


      “It’s been some months already. So who knows?”


      “Exactly. This last one was found just outside Cheltenham. The monster’s here somewhere. But he’s no magical wizard. Definitely no genius, I’m sure of that. So how does he hide?”


      “Because he lives on nothing, prefers to live in dust heaps, and has past experience of how the police work.” But Sylvia spread her hands, showing ignorance. “He’s so sick, goodness knows what he does all day. Maybe drives for miles and miles. Maybe just sleeps. I’ve met the beast, but that doesn’t mean I know him, thank goodness.”


      “Darcey would never let me go searching,” said Peggy, sinking back into the embrace of the armchair. “But if I go with you, well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? He can’t kill me for being sensible.”


      “You could go with Harry,” Sylvia said. “But Darcey would probably kill both of you.” She also leaned back, sighing, glass in hand. “But I shouldn’t joke about killing, not while this is going on. That monster killed someone I knew too, but of course it doesn’t actually matter whether you know the poor little girl or not. The misery this causes must be even greater for the family than it is for the one who died. She will have suffered horribly and then lost her life, but her family will weep for her deeply and horribly for the rest of their lives. You’d never get over it, would you? Could you?”


      “No. Never. Of course not.” Peggy clenched her fists in her lap. “But I’m so scared for Darcey. He’s in such danger all the time. He’s investigated a few singular murders before. There was a pig of a husband who killed his wife in a rage. It was obviously him though he denied it, but Darcey got him convicted. There was a rape and battery too just a few years ago. But then all the Lionel Sullivan killings, and then all those poor little things up the chimneys. I actually felt a bit sorry for the person who did it too, but those other two twins – triplets – they should have been carved into little pieces.”


      “One seems to be thriving in Dubai. Fancy becoming a millionaire after causing the deaths of so many, and the pain and horror of it all.”


      “Life isn’t ever really fair,” Peggy muttered.  “If Darcey ever gets shot, I’ll set fire to the police station.”
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        * * *


      


      The puppy sat on Ruby’s lap, licking its own paw first and then Ruby’s fingers. It had grown just a little and now overlapped the eager hands of Rochester Manor, nearly all eager to hold it.


      “Him,” said Ruby. “He’s a him. Brad. Not it.”


      “So he’s getting fat,” Harry said. “Every single person in this place smuggles him treats.”


      “Except for two people who shall remain nameless.”


      Harry grinned. He’d certainly passed the occasional bone from his dinner plate. “Is Sylvia back yet?” He looked around, but the living room was partially empty.


      “Yes,” Ruby told him. “Ages ago, and she went up to bed. Said she was tired and bloated with wine.” Ruby giggled and Brad flopped. “And she said you’d be twice as pissed after spending the evening with Tony. And,” she said with a sniff, “it smells like you are.”


      “Never,” Harry said. “I’ve been drinking water all night in celebration of Tony’s up and coming wedding.”


      “As if,” said Ruby. “The only one here who likes drinking water is Brad.”
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      Two gurneys sat central in the forensic lab. Ostopolis was still present, though his principal assistant had gone home for the night. Bruce Newark, on the other hand, still in the supporting role while practising to one day fulfil his ambition of becoming boss of everything, continued taking notes.


      A ripped black plastic bag, commonly bought for disposing of rubbish, lay on the one flat surface, with twelve lengths of old rope, some of it bloodstained.


      The second gurney held the mutilated body of Mary-Lynne Fleetwood.


      The dissection was obscene but not complete. Some parts of the body had been removed by use of a hand saw, while others had been partially dismantled by use of a knife, one serrated and one flat blade. Yet the neck had not been entirely severed and the head was still attached to the body.


      “The cranium,” Bruce Newark muttered to himself, “the superior mesenteric artery, limestone pebbles found in the small intestine and bowel,” and he continued to scribble notes.


      Ostopolis reported to Morrison. “This killer travels. Foreign objects found in the internal organs do not come from this geographical area. Ingested before death are small objects some of which are commonly discovered in the Cotswolds, but others are principally seen in the Midlands, and others mainly on the south coast.”


      “Shit,” said Morrison. “So Sullivan has become a traveller again. It’s no great surprise. He was before, but I’d hope no one is going to give him a job as a coach driver now. His picture has been widely splashed about for goodness sake.”


      “On her way home from the library,” Rita interjected, walking into the office behind Ostopolis.


      “Time of death is a little vague at this stage,” he nodded. “The body parts tell different times. One arm and both hands may have been detached before the dissection of the remainder of the body.”


      “Not before death?” Rita asked, horrified.


      “No, no.” Ostopolis stood a little stiff as always, his hands clasped behind his back. Being extremely short, he had long ago adopted habits that gave him dignity.  “All post mortem, but over a period of roughly thirty-six hours. And no food was consumed during that time since the stomach is virtually empty and the bowels hold only pebbles from across the country. That consumption was not post mortem.” He then placed a thick wad of papers on the desk between them. “First stage,” he said. “Quite a lot to read. But I want someone else to go through some things. I’ve contacted Jarven at Gloucester. There’s a few difficulties I wish to discuss.”


      Morrison regarded Ostopolis and then turned to Rita. “The neck wasn’t fully severed. That strikes me as odd. Sullivan’s habits rarely change. All his later practises involved strangulation followed by total removal of the head, then usually placed separately. Between the legs, or in a different sack. I still believe there are more than one killer.”


      “But if he’s run out of time – easy enough now he doesn’t have his precious shed.” Rita leaned across the desk, but Ostopolis remained standing and silent.


      “The bastard had all the time in the world,” Morrison said, frowning. “Hands and arm severed before the rest of the body was mutilated? Already post mortem? The girl’s been missing for at least two days, maximum of two and a half. But if Sullivan had that time free to feed his madness, why stop anyway? His post mortem passions used to take up to a week.”


      “When he had the shed. OK. So he thinks he has time to play, but then something happens suddenly, and he has to rush.”


      Ostopolis unclasped his hands and raised one. “Time I was off, Darcey. I’ve telephoned for Jarven, and he’s promised to get back to me. I’ll bring you the final results as soon as I’m happy with them.” He marched from the office, and Rita turned to Morrison once more.


      “Ostopolis may get something from Jarven, though I’ve no idea what he’s after. He likes minute details, and I don’t. But sometimes – just sometimes – that’s the proof we need.”


      “So we send a couple of the boys out to check on this woman’s friends. She accepted a lift during a time of absolute risk. With all the Sullivan publicity at present, no one would take a lift from a stranger unless she was basically blind. And I want to know where this crime took place, for God’s sake. Forget forest sheds for a day or two and start investigating abandoned cellars and back rooms. Attics. Sheds at the back of suburban gardens. I want to read what Ostopolis has said about whatever was found on the plastic bag. Yes, they’re sold in their millions from every supermarket in the country. But where did it lie after that? No DNA, no fingerprints and no suspicious traces indicating where the crime took place. But it’s often amazing what forensics come up with. The Harrod’s bag, for instance. That must have been purposefully used.”


      “Well, for a start,” Rita said, “making the girl swallow strange pebbles. Sullivan has never done that before. And why carefully choose stones from different places?”


      “One,” said Morrison, bent over the pile of papers, “was a chip of quartz, principally found in the Scottish Highlands and Islands. Now that’s been done with intentional eccentricity, and it’s not like Sullivan’s over-riding brutality.”


      “We shouldn’t be too ready to make little things seem important.” Rita stood and began to march the small office floor.  “He could have found it somewhere and it gave him the idea. OK, not naturally found in the Cotswolds, but some collector could have dropped it years ago. I’m not saying all that was probable, but nor is a second monster on the prowl, and I don’t believe Sullivan would ever take a partner.”


      Leaning back in the chair, Morrison sighed. “I’m going home to talk to my wife. No, I mean about what’s for dinner and where she fancies for a holiday this year and whatever the kids have done in school and what they’ve done to get into trouble lately. I have to clear my mind and concentrate on irrelevancies for a couple of hours. Hopefully, I will suddenly come up with all the answers I need in the middle of the night.”


      “I often wake up in the small hours with brilliant ideas,” smiled Rita. “But when I wake up properly the next morning, I realise how bloody stupid they all were.”


      “You’re obviously not a midnight fridge-raider,” Morrison nodded. “I get all my best inspiration peering into the fridge in the middle of the night.”
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        * * *


      


      “A wedding? In the middle of all this? And I hardly know the man.”


      “Yes, you do,” Harry pointed out. “He was one of your first suspects two years back when we started this nonsense. And he’s been through a lot lately,” he reminded her. “Virtually killing his wife, then being stuck in prison. I mean, shit, what a horrible thing to happen. And the woman too. Now I’ve forgotten her name, but she’s been through a divorce and so on. They’ve found each other out of the blue. Like we did.”


      “You told me her name was Doreen something. But I’m more interested in poor little Mary-Lynne. You go to the wedding. You keep complaining I’ve only got navy silk – so they’d think I was coming to a funeral.”


      “I’ll buy you some orange silk with white roses.”


      “I’d look like a statue in bad taste.”  Sylvia was actually wearing her navy pyjama trousers with one of Harry’s old blue baggy T-shirts on top. “So you go and take a gift of some kind, and make excuses for me. Besides, it’s a bit quick after the divorce isn’t it?”


      “Well, she’s sixty, so I assume she’s not pregnant.”


      “An ignoble thought,” Sylvia told him. “Take Ruby. She probably loves weddings. And an excuse for a new dress. Besides, she’s looked a little woebegone lately. I keep asking her what’s wrong and she usually likes unburdening her soul, but at the moment she just clams up.”


      “I damn well hope she’s not contemplating suicide again.”


      “I asked that. I got worried,” Sylvia said. “She keeps saying she’s fine.”
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        * * *


      


      Three letters arrived at the same time, all addressed to Mr and Mrs Joyce. One was an invitation to the wedding of Doreen Soper to Anthony Allen on May Saturday 19th  of May at the Cheltenham Registry Office, followed by a chance to get thoroughly pissed (in official print) at the Duck & Broom, which was the spacious and beautifully decorated pub next door. The invitation card came in an envelope decorated with little yellow rosebuds, which made Sylvia shiver.


      The second letter was a short page signed by Daisy Curzon explaining that her husband had become extremely ill, had been taken to hospital with severe salmonella, and her son Dean was deeply upset, as was she. Dean had almost fallen down the stairs when he heard the arrival of the ambulance. He could not stop crying. Daisy would deeply appreciate a visit from the kind friends who had previously helped cheer them all up, and also bring them up to date with the terrible news of the Cotswold Forest Killer, who for a short time had so menaced them closer to home.


      The third letter came with no sign of having been posted. Although the envelope was addressed to Harry and Sylvia Joyce, Rochester Manor, Little-Woppington-on-Torr, it seemed as though it had been personally thrust through the letterbox beside the front gate. The creased sheet of paper inside said very little and was printed in large letters with a red gel pen.


      ‘Crazy old wrinkled pair. Go drown yourselves in your silly little stream along with the fish and weeds. Stop poking your noses in and start knitting instead. If not, you will be oh so fucking sorry.’


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Eighteen
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      “Unfortunately,” said Morrison, “just like every other damn thing, there’s no DNA, no fingerprints and no other evidence to identify the pig-arse idiot who wrote this.”


      “It strikes me as extremely immature,” Harry said. “And I can’t imagine Sullivan writing this.”


      “Sullivan’s immature too,” said Sylvia. “I can imagine him writing this, especially as he knows exactly who we are and where we live. Perhaps he was bored and wanted to frighten us. He enjoys that sort of thing.”


      “I don’t agree,” disagreed Harry. “All of it might be Sullivan except the ‘oh so fucking’ phrase. That sounds like a kid to me. This might simply be a false lead. Some child living nearby who wants to be clever.”


      “Very possible.” Morrison’s late-night inspirations had not solved the situation so far. “I never believed Jack the Ripper’s letter was genuine. And I don’t think this is. But we can’t be sure. If so – handwritten – it could give more clues than we’ve realised so far. The paper – the ink – and your CCT camera on your front fence.”


      “That’s been checked. It had a broken tree branch flung over it. All you can see is a blur behind leaves. But your men have it, and they may find something.”


      “In the meantime,” said Harry, “we might be going back to Nottingham for a couple of days. We got a letter from that nuisance of a woman, wanting comfort. We don’t have to go, of course, there’s no real reason. But there’s not much reason to stay here either.”


      “George Curzon is evidently sick. Not a cosy visit,” smiled Sylvia.  “It’s not as if we’re related, and I’m not sure I even liked any of them. But they seem to think we could cheer them up, and personally, I’d like to ask them about the local people they know. Anyone who could be a copy-cat killer. Anyone who thinks they’ve seen Sullivan in the area. Even abandoned cottages or sheds. In other words, to do a good deed and help ourselves at the same time. Not so unselfish, but probably a complete waste of time.”


      With his legs stretched, the glass in his hand now almost empty, Morrison had looked extremely sleepy. “Unfortunately,” he said on a yawn, “half of everything the police do, turns out to be a waste of time. Inevitable. We must all follow every lead, and eighty percent of all leads turn out to be fruitless. You get used to it. So forget wasting time. What you might call waste, I’d call essential. It’s all good practise if nothing else.”


      Sylvia smiled widely as if having only just discovered something. “What an excellent point,” she said. “Time can’t ever really be wasted. After all, it’s entirely personal, and in another way, it’s entirely an illusion. So we’ll go to Nottingham. It’s a little bit relevant after all.”


      “The son knew the first girl killed up there,” nodded Harry.


      ‘Everyone’s interesting in one way or another,” Sylvia said, “even us, if you push in a couple of exaggerations. But at least we don’t give up.”


      “Well,” Harry said slowly, as though inventing excuses as he spoke, “that bugger Sullivan was first arrested because of me. I damn near died for it. And now the bugger’s running around again and killed off his wife who was becoming a friend of ours. He also threatened to kill me. And it’s not as though that might be an idle threat – not from a man like that. And whatever he’s up to in Nottingham, he still keeps living – and killing – around here. It’s about time someone stopped him and chucked him back in the Nick.”


      “You don’t need to make explanations to me. I know it all,” Said Sylvia. “And Nottingham again sounds just about as appetising as everything else. Except for one thing. This time, my love, we’re going by car.”


      “Fine. I’ll drive,” said Harry. “And after we’ve spent a maximum of two days in Nottingham, we can drive further north. What about Leicester? What about Cumbria and all those fabulous lakes?”


      “Now that,” smiled Sylvia, “makes a great deal of sense.”


      Morrison drained his glass. “Sense,” he said, “doesn’t have to be sensible. The best options usually just pop out of the wide blue yonder.”


      So Sylvia grinned widely again and refilled his glass.
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        * * *


      


      “My dearest darling,” said Eve’s mother in her most soothing voice, “I’ve just had a call from Aunty Gladys. We’ve been invited up there for a week. Summer’s close, and it’ll be lovely down there in Cornwall. Her cat’s just had kittens. You know, that silky Persian she bought last year. Well, six kittens. Quite a handful. If we go up there in a few weeks, they’ll just be ready for cuddles.”


      “Oh, Mum.” Eve was staring out of the window at the long row of shops below, the bustle and the noise of traffic. “You’re so sweet. But I hate being treated like precious crystal that might break any minute. It’s – embarrassing. Just ignore me.I’m longing just to feel ordinary again.”


      Mrs Daish did not mention that finding the Stanley knife open, blade razor sharp beside her daughter’s bath, had terrified her. It wasn’t a normal method of shaving, but far more of a suicide temptation calling from the  boiling hot water.


      “Say you’ll come to Aunty Grace’s sometime soon, and I’ll leave you in peace, dearest. Perhaps I’ll make some tea.”


      Eve looked up. “I ought to get a job, Mum. I’m OK now, honestly. I’d be better at work with people who don’t know who I am.”


      Blanching, her mother shook her head. “It’s too soon, my love. You know what the doctors said.” Belinda paused, then added, “But there’s one thing above all others, my darling. Remember – you’re free. Utterly free and you belong only to yourself. You can do anything – absolutely whatever you choose. You can jump off the Eiffel Tower, you can set fire to Buckingham Palace, you can rob a bank. Well, OK, I wouldn’t advise any of those, but you can design your own life now. Come to Aunty Gladys, or don’t. Your choice. Freedom’s important, though I do sometimes think it’s over-rated.” Another pause, then she hurried on, “Forget I said that. I’m just your silly old mother, my love. You know better than me.”


      “You know he’ll come up for trial sometime soon, and I’ll have to go,” Eve mumbled to the window. “And I expect you know other stuff too. Like me being an idiot and thinking of ending the whole stinking mess of memories and nightmares.” She turned away from the window, smiling. “I honestly want the rest of my life, and I love my freedom. I adore my freedom. But I honestly can’t go back to school. Everyone would be staring at me. I feel you all do that anyway. I feel I’m under a magnifying glass. Perhaps I’ll get a bit stronger first and then go look for a job. Perhaps I’ll join the police force. In uniform, people won’t recognise me. Besides, I needed so much help. Helping others would be nice, and I’d understand what they’re going through. I like the idea.”


      “They’ll forget,” said her mother. “The public forgets everything. We’ve all forgotten the last war, and that was just about the worst cruelty we’ve ever heard about.”


      “Perhaps I’m thinking too much about myself. Perhaps people have forgotten me or lost interest in me already.”


      “So what about Aunty Gladys?”


      “Oh, alright,” Eve said. “She sweet enough I suppose. Really boring of course. But the kittens won’t be boring, and maybe I’ll adopt one.” She looked up at her mother again, her eyebrows raised in question.


      “Freedom,” repeated her mother. “You can do whatever you like, my love.”


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      The second little book was almost finished, the laptop covered in coffee stains, and Paul Stoker, although his wife was in another mood and wouldn’t speak to him, was feeling rather pleased with himself.


      “THE SECOND EXPLOSION OF LIONEL SULLIVAN” he was calling it – and, “by the one man who really knows the truth.”


      In actual fact, he had lost his two principal sources of information this time around, and when he tried to question the Gloucester police again, they simply told him that they were involved in extremely urgent business and could not divulge a single detail. In other words, get lost.


      Ghastly Gertrude refused to speak to him, twice slammed the door in his face and hung up the phone as soon as she knew it was him. Tracy, on the other hand, had entirely disappeared. Since Felicity, his wife, was in a sulk too, Paul felt himself thoroughly badly treated. He started the final chapter.


      “Lionel knew he would be captured soon. No one escaped forever, and unless he could keep killing, life wasn’t worth living anyway. Having discovered the easy way of travelling to his old friend in Nottingham for new shoes and gloves to fit his gigantic and malformed hands and feet, for buying his ticket online and then taking the train or coach while wearing a long hooded coat, he was able to enjoy his sadistic practices in both areas.


      But this wouldn’t last forever. Lionel even contemplated suicide. But he was too much of a coward to go through with it. Should he enjoy one more ‘game’ or should he end it forever? Should he hand himself in, and return to prison? Or should he just continue to enjoy himself for as long as he could? Henry Joyce, who had bravely captured him before, was still looking. However, now that Harry had married a woman who lived in the same Old People’s Care Home, he had other things on his mind.”


      Pausing, Paul stared at the screen, decided that the whole thing was boring, and went off to pour himself a whisky.
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        * * *


      


      In the morning, the alarm woke Milton at seven o’clock. He opened his eyes, saw the same ceiling, and closed them again. Having virtually always lived in two small windowless rooms with only minimal comfort, the small hospital-style confinement did not bother him in the least. He had a bright little bathroom attached, but he didn’t always bother to use it and pissed on the floor, in the bathwater, or in his bed just as often as he used the actual toilet bowl. He preferred meals brought to his room and cheerfully sat alone at his little table to eat. He disliked sitting in company. The dining room he was invited to use held  two very long tables with ten chairs to each, every one of them occupied. Including himself, twenty of the criminally insane occupied the institution, although Milton had never counted them and did not care about numbers. But he did not like crowds. These were all male. Some were barely able to speak. Some threw their food. Some spat at him and mocked his face and legs. He had always been alone except when his brothers visited, or when they brought him a lady to play with.


      Milton dreamed most nights. First, he would lie in bed and his thoughts would drift to the wonder of the great perfection which only he could imagine. A pretty house with roses and bright sunshine coming through a hundred windows. He lived on the ground floor with no necessity to climb stairs with his crooked legs. But naturally his legs were now straight and when he looked in a huge mirror, he saw himself as tall, handsome, long legged and straight, beautifully dressed in many colours. He imagined bright red trousers, a gorgeously striped T-shirt, shiny blue sandals, and a little tartan waistcoat.


      He was no longer partially bald, and his thick black hair shone in the sunshine, cut beautifully like his brother Mark’s. Naturally both Mark and Maurice lived upstairs. Mark made mountains of money. Maurice lived with the pretty Kate, his wife, and the unknown little daughter Mia. They all loved each other, especially him.


      He could watch a lot of television and play ball in the garden (on straight legs) and even help Kate with the cooking. But his happiest diversion was with Lady Number One, who adored him, and who lived in a separate bedroom next door to his own. She came in every morning and woke him with a kiss. They would play games together every day. Sometimes she would cry, but he would remind her kindly that he was Master, and she would have to play along and do what he demanded. Then she would laugh and promise to be good. Sometimes he would cuddle up with her in bed, but usually he preferred his own room. She never annoyed him, and nor, of course, did anyone else.


      Quite often in such dreams, he  went on long holidays with the whole of the family, and that was best of all, out in pretty places and running around on his straight legs. Now he could even read a little bit, he might sit in bed to read a fairy story or a sexy picture book like the ones Maurice used to bring him.


      But heaven always crept away, and Milton would fall asleep and his dreams would change drastically. He would be stumbling on tiny bent legs through a desert, the sun scorching his back. He would be in excruciating pain, and up above within the clouds would be a hundred people laughing at him. He would see a pretty lady running towards him, but at the last minute she would run past, and disappear into the distance. The pain would increase. He usually woke crying.


      Now he lay, eyes closed but trying to forget the dream. A thump on the door was followed by a high pitched voice. “Come on, Milton. Have you bathed yet? And don’t forget to use the proper toilet for your wee-wees.”


      “I doesn’t wee-wee,” Milton said, gruff and annoyed. “I tinkles or I pisses.”


      “Just do it in the right place,” said the voice, fading along with the footsteps.


      Why, thought Milton, should he get up when some silly bitch told him to? He had always pleased himself when to sleep and when to wake. And when he had a lady to play with, his dreams had never been so miserable. They had often been most pleasant, even joyful. He was sick of obeying other people and having not one person to obey him. Maurice used to tell him what to do, but was usually polite about it, and gave him lots of nice surprises too. Mark never told him what to do. He had been the absolute darling, although sadly did not come very often.


      Milton was still defiantly in bed when the door flew open roughly an hour later and Mrs Bitch Fletcher. marched in glaring at him.  This was not someone Milton would ever want for his lady, but he would dearly have liked to whip her. “Well, Mr Howard,” she said, hands on hips. “It seems you’ve missed breakfast again.”


      “I doesn’t like what they gives me,” he muttered from beneath the sheet. “Then porridgy fings is real boring and there ain’t one single bit o’ chocolitt.”


      “It’s a healthy breakfast, Mr Howard. You want to get healthy before your operations, don’t you?”


      “Dunno.” Milton remained with only the top of his head peeking above the sheet.


      “In less than an hour, you have an appointment with Doctor Collier,” said Nurse Fletcher. Then there’s your reading lesson with Camilla. By then it will be lunch time, and if you ask nicely, I’ll have that served in your room again. Then in the afternoon, it’s exercise therapy and a final appointment with the speech therapist before dinner. If you aren’t late for any of these important matters today, and if you don’t make a fuss about anything, I shall arrange an hour’s television for you before bed.”


      “Pooh,” said Milton, blowing under the sheet.


      “Up, up, up,” insisted the nurse. “Come on. First the toilet and then the shower. And if you don’t do it yourself, then I shall call Jimmy and we’ll wash you ourselves.”


      “I doesn’t like Jimmy.” Milton stayed in bed. “I doesn’t like you neither.”


      “Irrelevant, Mr Howard. Now up with you, and into the bathroom.” She turned on her heel and left the room, but the door stayed open behind her, and Milton could see the marching boots of Jimmy Cockleham, who could hurt him and make him do things.


      Very slowly, Milton crawled from his bed, slouched into his little bathroom, closed the latch on the door, sat on the toilet seat, and tried to remember what life had been like with his lady Eve, and with Mark upstairs to bring his meals.


      “I’s proper fed up and proper not happy,” he croaked to himself, “I gotta try the dead bit. Reckon t’will be mighty more fun.” Staring down at the small bent legs as he squatted on the loo seat, he felt like crying. “I knows me nice dreams ain’t comin’ true. Them operations is a trick. There ain’t no Number One no more. My Subbit Mummy ain’t come no more neither.” Milton was still crying.
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        * * *


      


      When Lionel returned to the cottage, he quickly slung off the hooded fleece-lined coat, most uncomfortable on hot days, and humped down the large bag from his shoulder onto the trestle table.  Quickly he looked over the stuff he had stolen that day. Nothing to bring attention to himself  naturally, but he’d helped himself to a large shirt hung outside on the rack for sale marked at one pound, a small tarpaulin used over a nearby parked car, which he could use himself on the leaking roof, three potatoes from outside the greengrocer’s, a loaf of stale bread from a tray marked for the ducks and birds as stale, and a coin found on the pavement.


      Starting to eat the bread piece by piece, Lionel was uncaring about the lack of butter, he sat on the bed and leaned back against the cottage wall, half in the tent and half in the house. Olga turned up halfway through. She reminded him that there was no butter nor jam, that the bread was extremely stale, and that it wasn’t suitable for birds let alone humans.


      He told her to fuck off.


      Strangely, she seemed uninclined to comply. “So your little sweetie might turn up today or tomorrow,” said the dragon sitting on Lionel’s shoulder. “You’d like to kill her, just like the first one? Or will she climb into bed with you?”


      It wasn’t raining, but the broken roof now under the tarpaulin dripped condensation. Lionel spoke aloud. “I never meant to wallop Karyn that hard. Was a real accident, that was. She was a good kid  too, and did what I said. More than I can say for Tracy. She’s a wild little brat.  And I like that. Besides, Karyn was never really mine.”


      “You can’t be sure,” Olga cackled at his ear.


      Lionel stuffed another slice of bread into his mouth. There was about a quarter of the loaf left, but his violent hunger had passed. He spat out the crumbs that tasted mouldy, although he’d eaten plenty of rotten food before. “Leave me alone, bitch,” he told Olga. “You know I never meant to kill Karyn. But I lost my shitty  temper. Fair enough. Can’t help it.”


      “And Tracy. Kill or fuck?”


      “She never minded the fucking,” remembered Lionel. “Always said it was OK when I asked her. Besides, she went whoring just like her bloody mother and sister, so why wouldn’t she want me? Just another prick, after all.”


      “And a nice big hard one too, handsome giant of a man.” But Olga was sneering.


      The rabbit stew he’d boiled up a week back had lasted for several days, and he’d enjoyed it too. But lighting a fire held risk. Smoke could be seen from a distance. His broken-down cottage merged into the trees and was not visible either from above, nor from the path. You had to walk right up to the front door before you saw it. But smoke was another matter altogether. The smell of fire could travel too, never mind the smell of rabbit stew. He had strangled a couple of birds and eaten them the previous week, but after pulling off the wings and a few other feathers, there had been nothing left worth eating, and the tiny bits of feathery skin had been entirely unsatisfying. Now eating the bread meant for them, he was quickly full up and felt relaxed. If only Olga would bugger off, he’d be able to sleep. Chucking the rest of the loaf across the room, he lay down and closed his eyes. Yet Olga remained, clucking and whistling. “Look,” said Lionel loudly, “I’m pleased Tracy’s coming. Last time she was here, she really mucked in. Helped a lot. Didn’t complain except about the kidneys. And we laughed together. That was great for a change. You never laugh, you old bitch.”


      “Dragons don’t laugh,” Olga said, climbing under the blankets with him, and tucking her head under her wing.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Nineteen
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      Driving to Nottingham, stopping on the way at a café for lunch, and then arriving at a small hotel in the evening, seemed delightful to Harry. He was a happy driver, when not too tired and he was passionately in love with his luxurious Lexus, the first brand new car he’d ever owned, and a special one at that. He’d bought it from the proceeds of his house sale – all his own. Well, Sylvia had paid for a few of the extras, but that had been her own choice. Loving a car was one of Harry’s pleasures, and driving it was an equal first on sunny days. The windows were tinted, so no glare, but the sunshine still turned the leather interior to gold. It even brightened Sylvia’s navy silk lap. Harry’s smile was almost as bright as the sunshine.


      Sylvia was fidgeting in her handbag for her paracetamol tablets. She spoke more to the large handbag than to Harry. “Damned lose everything, don’t you. No help at all.”


      “Headache?” suggested Harry, eyes on the road ahead.


      “Backache, hip ache, arthritic thumbs and cramp in one foot.”


      “Then find those pills.”


      Sylvia grabbed them from the inside zip pocket, looked inside the box, and swore loudly. “Empty.”


      “Look in the glove box. Pills, sweets, address book, and no gloves.” Harry was still enjoying the drive.


      “Oh dear,” said Sylvia, “this so-called investigation involves far more driving around than anything else. I don’t like all this packing and unpacking and being cramped in the car and dropping crumbs on the floor, and stopping at wayside cafes that aren’t very nice. Then we arrive and nothing interesting happens, and we drive all the way home again.”


      “I like it,” said Harry. “Probably just the feeling that I’m doing something and not just sitting around and dozing off in front of the telly like some of the older ones back at Rochester. So I kid myself, and you grumble too much.”


      “True.” Sylvia found the pills in the glove box, grabbed the water bottle (“Dammed water’s gone warm.”), swallowed pills and water together, put everything away again, and settled back to stared out of the window.


      They arrived at the small hotel, explained that they were already booked in, and were shown upstairs. The room was small, bright, uncluttered and comfortable. “OK,” said Harry, “now you can complain about dinner.”


      Dinner, however, was pleasant, and bedtime was a cuddle of silent pleasure.


      The following day it went wrong. Rain began to sleet down the windows, waking them at six thirty to a shivering grey light and a slosh outside. After breakfast they hurried across the car park, and scrambled into the warmth of shelter, Sylvia half hopping, half slithering on her crutch.


      It was Dean who answered the door at the Curzon household. He looked as though he had cried for days, his eyes were bloodshot, his cheeks wet, and he clutched a piece of very screwed paper. He stepped back with a sniff. Sylvia and Harry stepped inside. The inner gloom seemed even deeper than the bleak gloom of the chilly rain outside.


      Daisy was sitting in the Living room looking very small. She jumped up as she saw Sylvia. “Oh, Mr and Mrs Joyce. I do apologise. It’s such a – horrible – time.”


      Sylvia sat beside her, stretching out a hand. “Your husband?”


      Daisy Curzon nodded, grabbing Sylvia’s fingers. “He was so sick, my dearest George.” She melted into whispers. “Vomiting and rushing to the toilet, but too week at the end to rush anywhere. The doctor said it was one of the worst cases of Salmonella. But we still don’t know how he got it. We all eat the same thing. But he does like chicken, and I made him some sandwiches for work, using up the end of a roast. I gave one to Dean too for school, but thank goodness he didn’t eat it. He went to MacDonald’s that day with his friends. Thank the Blessed Lord above, or I would have lost my son as well.”


      Dean had crept in again and was standing, very huddled, at the doorway. “Dad died last night,” he said in similar whispers to his mother. “We weren’t even at his bedside. He died alone. I think that’s awful. I’ll feel horrible about that for the rest of my life.” His short dark hair flopped a little over his eyes, and was as wet as his eyes. The boy couldn’t stop crying. “Look, I got a note. Dad left us both a note. Mine says – ,” but he could not say the words, burst once more into tears, and hurried upstairs.


      “Oh my poor boy,” Daisy said. “He’s taken it so hard. Well, at that age it must be so hard to lose the most important man in your life. But dearest George was the love of mine, and I shall never get over losing him like this. Dean says he’ll try and make me happy, but I feel neither of us may ever be happy again.”


      Sylvia hugged Daisy and murmured the right words. Harry, embarrassed, mumbled that he was deeply sorry, but doubted if anyone heard him.


      On receiving the early news from the hospital, the family had rushed there, but could only sit and kiss the cheek of a dead man. There had been fountains of wretched tears. They had returned home only because Daisy was expecting the arrival of Sylvia and Harry. Harry read the two sad little notes. Daisy’s letter was loving and sweet. She said she’d treasure it for the rest of her life. Dean’s note was old fashioned. ‘You’re a good boy, Dean. Please go on being good. Go to college and look after your dear mother. Duty and responsible behaviour, just as I have been teaching you over the years, will make you so happy as you grow to adulthood. I love you my dearest son.’


      “George was always so proud of Dean,” mumbled Dairy. “As I am. This is such a tragedy for all of us.”


      Harry passed on the offer to take both of them to lunch, but both declined and said they just couldn’t face such a public appearance. Dean sniffed a thank you, but said his face was all bloated, his eyes were swollen and bloodshot, and he had no appetite at all.


      Daisy said, “So kind of you, Mr Joyce. But I fear we’ve dragged you all the way across England for no purpose after all. I don’t think I could even eat a crumb. I just want hot tea, that calms me down.


      “I’ll make more tea, Mum,” Dean mumbled, and shuffled into the kitchen.


      “I should never have invited you,” Daisy said into her handkerchief. “I was so sure that my darling George would recover in hospital. But the doctor said it was bad salmonella, and told me George already had a slightly weak heart and a blocked artery. We didn’t know about either of those things, but they made the sickness sicker. The doctor told us that hundreds die every week of food poisoning. I’m usually so careful about hygiene, but chicken can be most misleading. I feel so guilty. I feel as though I killed him.”


      Dean wiped his nose on the back of his hand and looked around for a box of tissues. He took a handful and passed the box to the his mother. “That’s crazy, Mum,” he said, putting his arm around her. “And we don’t even have proof about those sandwiches. It could have been something else he ate at work. Or did you clean the table with bleach before you made the sandwiches? That would be bad.”


      “I always wash down after I do that,” Daisy said, looking around a little wildly. “Surely I didn’t forget?”


      “I don’t know, I wasn’t here, Mum,” Dean said, wiping his whole face with the handful of tissues. “But I think Dad ate something at work. He always went out somewhere for coffee. It wouldn’t have been the canteen, or more people would be sick too. But what about a cake or a pie from some bakers? He liked cake.”


      “He liked pie too,” Mumbled Daisy.


      Dean hugged his mother again. “Mum, it wasn’t you. I don’t think you ever made bad food. Your cooking’s great. I’m gonna rest now. I just want to close my eyes and fly away. Remember Dad and all the lovely things he did for me.”


      Daisy turned back to Sylvia and Harry. “It’s been such a miserable time,” she said, staring down at her slippered toes. “A friend of mine had a nasty car accident. Poor Florence. She died, but at least it was quick. Then a girl down the road, older than Dean, but a nice kid. She committed suicide. I didn’t know her, but I heard she was bullied at school and couldn’t stand it anymore. Thank goodness that Sullivan monster seems to have gone away. We’ve had no more of those brutal killings. But it’s been such a sad time. I keep feeling I have to hang onto Dean in case something bad happens to him.”


      “He likes school?”


      “Oh yes.” Daisy sighed. “He gets very high grades. He’ll go off to college or university soon, and I shall miss him even more now. Sometimes I wonder how I’ll cope. But I’d never stop Dean going away. He has such a bright future ahead of him.”


      “That’ll be something nice to think about,” said Harry. “And George will look down and be so proud of you both.”


      Daisy managed a smile. “Yes, that’s what our lovely Reverent Phabbing told me. He came up to the hospital as soon as he heard, and he gave us a lift home. He’s so kind. He and Dean are the only good things in my life now.”


      “I’m sure George would want you to stay happy,” suggested Sylvia.


      “Oh, I doubt it,” sighed Daisy.  “He always said that mourning the dead was part of a Christian man’s duty.”
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        * * *


      


      Having reluctantly agreed to attend the wedding, Sylvia also surrendered to a new dress, “Not navy silk,” said Harry. “You look wonderful in Navy silk, but something new has to be new.”


      “I have straight silver hair,” said Sylvia , shaking it  into her eyes. “That says navy silk. So I never need to think about clothes again. I never liked shopping for clothes.”


      “I used to think that about my own clothes,” Harry said, reaching out to smooth down her hair. “Not that I wore navy silk and I have horrid receding grey hair. I just wasn’t interested in clothes and didn’t want to buy them. But it’s different. Now. I want to buy them for you.”


      “Sweet. But unnecessary,” she told him. “I have four navy silk skirts, one pair navy silk trousers, two navy woollen jumpers, and a deep blue silk dress. Oh yes, and a navy trench coat.”


      “Now you’re going to have a yellow cotton dress with polka dots. Oh well, I don’t know exactly,’ Harry admitted, “but as far from navy silk as I can find.”


      “I’ve got a bright red jumper too. You bought it for me.”


      Harry grinned. “Tony’s idea.”


      Harry wore a white shirt and navy suit. Sylvia wore a turquoise dress, double layered, and black patent shoes with a fractionally high heel. Harry thought she looked glorious. The bride wore navy silk.


      Tony did as he was told all day long, drank very little, kissed his new wife with reverence, and spoke little except when he made a speech saying how much of a miracle it had been meeting the love of his life, and then hearing her say ‘yes’ when he asked her to marry him. Doreen, giggling, said she’d love him forever. Her recently divorced husband was not invited to the wedding
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        * * *


      


      The nurse regarded Milton as he lay in bed. He was fully dressed but had refused to get up that morning. He had clearly slept in his clothes. One hand, vigorously active, was stuffed down the front of his somewhat baggy blue inmate’s trousers.


      “If you don’t stop that, and get up immediately for lunch in the dining room,” she said, cold-eyed, “I shall take you to Mr Higgins for punishment.”


      “Don’t care,” said Milton.


      “He will lock you in your room and deny you exercise for a week,” threatened the nurse.


      “Don’t care,” repeated Milton. “I doesn’t like exercise.”


      “Just you wait till you get to trial,” muttered the nurse.


      The frown increased. “Them’s operitins comes soon,” Milton remembered. “Is one o’ them a trial?”


      “The operations are different, and will happen in hospital.” Nurse Tennyson breathed out deeply. “The trial takes place at court with a judge and lawyers and witnesses. Everyone you ever hurt will come back and say how cruel you were. The judge will discover exactly what disgusting and evil things you have been doing over past years. You will be found guilty and you will be severely punished before you’re sent back here.”


      “I ain’t scared o’ no trills,’ Milton lied. He shivered slightly, staring up, his hand still busy.  “Is trills wiv folks I doesn’t know wot I gotta talk to? Will they snigger at me legs? Will they calls me meany names?”


      “You should be in prison,” squeaked Nurse Tennyson. “Your disgusting behaviour will never improve.” And she marched out, slamming the door behind her.


      Lying in bed for another half hour, Milton wondered dolefully what he should do. The nurse’s outburst had interrupted his one enjoyable exercise, and his hope of climax had been ruined. If he started again, his own thoughts would probably spoil everything  anyway. He was crying, although not entirely sure why, when he rose and tumbled from the bed some moments later. He pushed at his bedroom door. It was not locked.


      There was a metal brace on his left leg, and he sat on the small chair and worked for some time to get this free. It took him another half an hour, but by breaking the plastic cup in his bathroom, he was able to take hold of a long plastic shard, which helped release the metal  brace.


      Stairs were now more challenging, for without the brace, he was badly crippled and almost entirely out of breath. Since everybody was at lunch, the back dining room echoed with chatter, and no one appeared to stop what he was doing. But holding both the metal brace and the plastic shard, Milton began to crawl up the first flight of stairs to the upper quarters. He hoped to see Nurse Tennyson, but this wasn’t his primary motive.


      Nurse Tennyson came trotting down the long corridor and saw Milton in front of her. She inhaled deeply, hissed through her teeth, and descended upon him.


      Withdrawing his hand from behind him, he stabbed her stomach with the long orange shard, and it entered deep though white starched uniform and whatever she wore beneath. She stared in complete amazed horror. As she gaped, Milton smashed the metal rod over her head. She fell, her eyes fluttering, half unconscious. Milton then proceeded to stab her twenty-six times with the plastic shard, and then rolled her body to the top of the stairs he had just climbed, and thrust her down. Already quickly dying, the woman toppled and fell like a rolling toy, heels over head and head over knees. The noise was inescapable.


      He then continued to climb the next flight of stairs upwards, and then the third. On his hands and knees, stopping every five steps to catch his breath and swallow back the pain, Milton very slowly managed to reach the fourth floor. He had never been here before, and had no idea what he would find. He hoped only that no official face of authority would appear to stop him. Now consumed with fear and wracked with pain, he found a room at the back of the building, which appeared to be empty. It was full of ladders, broken wheel-chairs and boxes. There was a window against the far wall, which was closed and covered in bird droppings.


      Milton looked out, then down. It was a long way to the garden below, a huge expanse of flat green grass beyond a paved area banking the back doors to the house. Several garden benches had been screwed into the paving. Here sat two men, presumably doctors since both wore white coats. He began to investigate the opening of the window. This happened surprisingly easily as he lifted the lower half of the glass. It slid upwards.


      One of the small ladders leaned against the wall just beside the window, and with no hesitancy, Milton climbed up the first three steps. It hurt, and it took time while he wobbled, but he was pleased. Now ignoring the last moments of pain, he put both hands to one leg and heaved it over, then the other. Once his legs were dangling free, he was able to  sit comfortably on the window ledge,  his small legs in the fresh sunshine.


      For some time he continued sitting there. No one looked up and no one appeared to see him. Then, from back in the building and echoing up the stairs, he heard a scream of utter horror. Firstly he inched, a little squirming wobble to bring himself to the very tip of the ledge. Then, with a small token kick back against the brick wall below, Milton hurled himself from the window.


      It was even better than he’d expected.


      A sudden thrill of excitement was cool like the wind in his eyes. He breathed and knew that he flew. Like a swan, like a butterfly, like a bird. He was singing on the way down. “Reckon the dead bit’s gonna be ------” but his voice stopped on impact.  The thud was loud, sudden, and conclusive.


      Several inmates standing around the benches, looked down with curiosity. This was an interesting event rarely seen. A bloody mess lay spread across the paving . Head down, no one could see immediately who this might be. But several were interested.


      “Tis that little mean killer guy,” said one of the inmates.


      “Then it was that mean doctor who pushed him,” another decided. “That Doctor Grubb don’t like Milton.”


      “I don’t like him neither,” said the first man.


      There was the distant sound of a siren, then another, and then a third. Someone had already phoned the police.
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      The letter from Brad cheered Ruby considerably. He was missing her, the letter said, and was so very much hoping to meet up with her again. They could go for a walk in the park, and end up in each other’s arms. It was signed Brad, with three kisses. She was momentarily puzzled that the envelope was posted from within Cheltenham, and not Cornwall, but this seemed sufficiently irrelevant.


      Ruby sat down on the edge of her bed, letter in hand, and pondered. She admitted to herself without shame or doubt, that she had no genuine heartache for Brad at all. Their one sexual adventure had been brisk and extremely boring. All she now felt for Brad was the pleasure of his flattery. That a teenage boy wanted her bodily, was a delightful compliment. Her recent depressions had already fled, but the attentions of a handsome young boy certainly helped banish the last dregs of gloom. Her confidence had climbed trees. She had dreams which floated on rose petals


      The boy himself was a silly little overconfident braggart, but he had some intelligence in some areas, he was certainly sweet, and he wasn’t embarrassed to express his


      feelings. She was, but then she didn’t actually have any feelings. She simply liked the tingle he gave her when he touched and flattered. No caress had fluttered over her check for a couple of centuries, she decided. So make the most of this while it lasted.


      


      The actual bedding had presumably been so dull because Brad was just too young. She wondered if she should teach him – always presuming she could dredge up those long ago memories. On the other hand, possibly she should forget the whole thing. Puppy Brad was a lot more fun than boy Brad.


      The letter asked her to meet him at the gates of Pitville Park in two days time, eleven in the morning of May the nineteenth.


      She went, of course.


      Brad had updated his hair, and the Mohican was longer, eagerly growing into a normal hairstyle, but with a good deal more bleach added. Everything now, except for over his ears where it was razor short, was a bright blonde. His clothes, however, were no more ambitious than jeans and T-shirt. As soon as he saw Ruby, he clasped her in a hug, which was warmly affectionate, and it cheered her up.


      With the breeze in her bright red dyed hair, and his bright yellow bleached hair, they strolled the pathways, bordered the flower beds and sat in the sunshine to chat.


      “So you’re not sure about a future career?”


      “What did you do?”


      “Not a lot. Hoovered the carpets.”


      “Ah. One of those cosy housewives,” Brad grinned. “Well, I never vacuumed a thing in my life. Shocking! I think I’d like to be a university professor.”


      “Very studious,” said Ruby, thinking it sounded very boring for a boy of his age. “What are you actually training for now?”


      “Medicine,” Brad said. “First I really fancied being a lawyer. I studied quite a lot and then gave up. They take ages before they make good money, you know. Then I decided on being a surgeon. I really do love helping people. Oh don’t go thinking I’m a saint or anything silly like that. But – you know – it just feels so good. I like medicine. I’m getting high grades. But now I’m thinking, if I don’t get good enough to be a top surgeon, I’d just like teaching everyone else.”


      Impressed, Ruby linked her arm through his. They found a park bench and sat amongst the roses, their conversation eventually moving from future careers to the weather, back to school, onto possible holidays later in the year, and finally moving to friends and family.


      “I never had children. To be honest, I never wanted any. Rod didn’t want any either, and I decided he’s be a horrendous father. But now I can imagine myself popping down the road to see my new granddaughter, or going up to Scotland to meet my new daughter-in-law and play mother of the groom at his wedding.”


      “Come to Cornwall instead,” Brad said, “and be sexy aunty to the groom – if I ever decide to get married.”


      “Someone in mind?”


      “Bloody hell, no. All girls my age do is giggle into their phones and take an hour to put on six centimetres of make-up.”


      Ruby laughed. Brad, she decided, was more intelligent than she’d previously given him credit for. Now he was pulling faces, mimicking the teenagers with their phones and make-up. “Oh, you’ll fall in love one day,” she said. “Everyone does. But I think I probably chose the wrong person. Be careful to choose the right one.”


      “Who? You?” Still grinning.


      “Oh, don’t be daft.” Ruby blushed. “And don’t tease. Neither of us want that.” There was one brief second when she wondered, and then, annoyed with herself, knew that even she was that idiotic. “But I have lots of friends at the manor,” she continued. “They’re a friendly crowd. Perhaps there’s a few I’m not so keen on, but more than half are lovely people.”


      “You have special friends?”


      It was increasingly pleasant, sitting in the sunshine with the perfume of roses and the small cool breeze. “Very much so. Amy. Now she’s getting very, very old, but she’s such a darling. Yvonne Norris, she’s very good with mending things, and she’s done all sorts of favours for me. Sylvia’s my best friend. Her husband’s  delightful too. I consider them my very best friends. But there are others I’ll sit and talk to, sometimes for hours. Some of them have sons or daughters who come to visit a lot, and I really like Sheila’s pretty daughter. She’s in her fifties now of course, but she looks younger, and I’ve been to the theatre with her and Sheila a couple of times.” Ruby yawned. “Then of course there’s Lavender. The manager. She’s so kind. We’d never manage without her.”


      With the appearance of having listened avidly to these details, Brad now suggested they go for tea and cake, which was not a suggestion Ruby would ever refuse. As they stood and walked slowly from the park, Brad put his arm around her shoulders, fingers playing at the back of her neck. She found it extremely pleasant and decided she was getting senile. But she resisted the temptation to lean against him.


      It was a café she liked. The cakes weren’t as good as Kate’s, but they were nice enough. Brad said, “I’ve heard of that Sylvia person before. You mentioned her actually. Used to be a policewoman and still likes to play detective.”


      “That’s a bit mean,” Ruby said through a fountain of icing sugar. “She’s clever and awfully nice. It was her father who used to be a policeman or something, not her. But she helps the police, I know the chief at the station likes her and her husband.”


      “I’d maybe like to meet her one day. The four of us could have lunch.”


      “Oh, dear, no,” Ruby said at once, thinking of the extreme embarrassment of introducing Sylvia and Harry to her baby boyfriend. “I mean, they’re too busy. All the time. And you must be too, with all that study. Besides, we’ll get fed up with each other soon, you know. This is just a game. Your age and my age just don’t mix. Everyone who sees us together are thinking I’m your granny.”


      “I’d like a granny,” Brad said, drinking his coke. “I never had one. Grew up in a Foster home. And neither of the foster parents had living mums. One dad – well, I called him grandad, but he never liked me much.”


      Ruby nodded. She had an idea that Brad’s stories of his past changed occasionally, but having spent most of her life exaggerating stories of her marriage and   husband, she could hardly criticise that.” A good imagination was not a fault.


      They did not book into the same motel as previously. That was Ruby’s idea. “No, somewhere else. That little place behind the library.”


      “Are you ashamed of me?” Brad asked, still smiling.


      “You should be ashamed of me,” Ruby told him. “But it’s no one else’s business, is it? And I don’t want to be stared at.”


      “Except by me.”


      “Especially by you.” Ruby shook her head, her frown a warning. “Remember – lights off and curtains drawn.”


      It was a slightly nicer room, and the bed was wide. Brad, with great thoughtfulness, had ordered a bottle of chilled wine, and they sat on the bed together for a while, already in the dark, talking of everything except sex as they drank the wine. Ruby’s inhibitions took some time to unfreeze, and she kept drinking. Brad drank little, but began to reach out, following the curves of her body with his fingers. As her breasts tingled, Ruby finally set down her glass and lay back. Brad began to undo her buttons, kissed her cheek, her forehead, and then her mouth.


      It was, she decided, a lot better this time. Not marvellous. But faintly pleasant. Ruby wondered if her own wayward imagination had, over the years, exaggerated the pleasures of sex with her husband. Rod had adored the romp, had sometimes chased around the bed, up and down stairs, whistling and calling her his paradise between the sheets. He had thrown little wrapped sweets at her, which she had enjoyed cleaning up the following day. He had bought her ridiculously sexual lingerie, and had been lavish with love notes while he was away. OK, he’d fucked a hundred other women too, made promises he never kept, and had been known to hurl saucepans at her instead of little sweets, when his temper  was aroused.


      But in bed, he had been a saint. He made her feel like Cleopatra. Whereas Brad made her feel like a silly old wrinkled woman, both unattractive and senile. Besides, she admitted the simple truth, he wasn’t very good at it. Kisses followed by fumbles. Then swish – inside – bump, bump, bump, a few shivers, an exhale of breath, and a quick roll off and away. Brad would then lie back, close his eyes, breathe deeply three times, hop up with a smile, and dress himself.


      “Ready?”


      She wasn’t. “Brad, I’m a little – tired. You go. I might stay here a bit. I’ll pay the bill on the way out.”


      He looked at her with faint concern. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”


      Nearly giggling, Ruby told him, “No, not at all, dear. I’m just tired. I’ll have a little rest. You hurry off and get your train.”


      There was only a dribble of wine left, and Brad swallowed this cheerfully, nipped into the bathroom, came back, and waved a little boy’s goodbye. “You’re a darling,” he said. “You will see me again, won’t you? I’m looking forward to it. I’ll write again as soon as I can get away from school and everything.”


      “Don’t miss any important lessons on my account,” said Ruby at once. “I mean – of course I’d love to see you again. But honestly Brad – you’ll find pretty girls your own age at school.”


      He looked back at her. “I don’t fancy silly little school girls.”


      Ruby wasn’t fully naked, he hadn’t bothered undressing her entirely, but now she pulled the sheet up to her chin and felt ridiculous. “So you fancy hundred-year-old mummified ruins?”


      “Actually,” Brad grinned, “that sounds quite interesting. He walked back to the bed, bent and kissed her cheeks, one at a time. “Don’t chicken out on me, lovely lady,” he told her gently. “I don’t want to lose you.”


      It took her some time to swing her arthritic legs from the bed, dress herself, and toddle back out into the street. She paid the bill, which wasn’t high, and she ignored the curious glances from the staff. Then she hailed a taxi, fell in, and took it all the way home. Once back at the manor, she went straight to bed.


      With a slowly increasing headache, a lurch of a sudden stomach ache, and  a rush of unexpected diarrhoea, Ruby staggered from bathroom to bed, and back again. Then she vomited, while the diarrhoea continued. Back to the loo. And once more, bed. Ruby wondered what on earth she had eaten to create this toxic attack from the blue. She’d actually eaten very little that day and couldn’t remember anything unpleasant. Now the headache was pounding. One more visit to the loo, a handful of Ibuprofen, and certainly no desire for dinner. Not even cake. She managed to smile at herself. Admitting she didn’t even want cake meant she  must be on death’s door. Or perhaps the shock of having sex with a kid brought its own punishment. She didn’t have a dribble of hunger, nor wanted wine nor conversation.


      That was rare for her. But so was having boring and embarrassing sex with someone young enough to be her great-grandson – almost. She decided it was the stress, tension, and guilt which were working their own natural effect.


      Then, at last, the comfort of her bed began to feel sweet. It was just six o’clock in the evening. But Sylvia was still away anyway, on another of those pointless trips to Nottingham, or Bunny, or whatever it was called. So there was no one to sympathise or look after her. She was starting to feel just a tiny inch better, but Ruby settled to a long night of troubled dreams.
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      A white Honda, shiny and clean, sped along the country lanes between Gloucestershire and Wiltshire, heading towards the tourist attraction of Stone Henge. Although it was a bright warm day in mid-May, the driver was wearing a rain mac with the hood up, shadowing his face. But he stopped, offering a lift to a young woman who appeared to be staggering under the weight of two parcels.


      The woman looked up. “No thanks. Very kind, but no.”


      The Honda remained parked at the side of the road. The driver nodded. “Yeh, I know you shouldn’t accept lifts. Too much danger around.  But I’ll offer again, just in case, since those parcels look as though they weigh a ton. What you got there, lady? Bricks and mortar? Or rifles for the army?”


      “Books, as it happens. And I can manage, thanks.”


      “Fine, I understand,” said the man, and revved up the motor. But then he stopped again. “Tell you what I could do, you walk – which doesn’t put you in no danger. And I’ll carry them parcels. Where you heading?  I could leave the packages outside the shop, or the house or the station, wherever. You pick them up when you get there.”


      “Most kind.” The woman kept walking. “A kind idea. But I’d arrive at least an hour later, and they could have been stolen by then. I’ll manage. Please just drive on.”


      The man drove on as asked, but Lionel Sullivan was peeved. Finding any female willing to have herself abducted was becoming more and more difficult. He muttered every curse as he drove, and passed no other woman walking, even though he drove for several hours. Getting back to the tented cottage was a longwinded and irritating process, being unable to drive close to the door, involving  hiding the car under a tree, and then a long scramble through bushes.


      He threw off the coat, slung off his boots, swore at the world and his surroundings in particular, and sat down on his low bed near the woman who lay on the floor nearby. This was his erstwhile wife, but she did not move. Joyce had moved several times over past hours, but this was due to the maggots and cockroaches, the decay and collapse of bodily tissue, and the wind in the trees outside.


      “Stupid bitch,” Lionel muttered. “Reckon I got more fun out of the first one, even though she didn’t like the straight bedding. Stupid slut got so pink and swollen from her work as a slut, she couldn’t take me afterwards. The mighty Sullivan prick needs respect. But the bitch was good in other ways. Shame about Karyn, but that was her fault too.”


      With a long handled corkscrew, Lionel sat forwards and pondered a more interesting game. Eventually, he inserted the corkscrew up one of the corpse’s nostrils and shoved it around a bit. It came out covered in maggots and white slime. “Brains, perhaps,’ he decided. “Not that the bitch had any.”


      He found a few other places to poke the corkscrew, but without the screams of the victim, it failed to amuse him. The body had been around too long. Even the smell had changed from spiced intoxication to plain filth. He’d found several of her inner organs already missing, presumably taken during the autopsy. What was left had almost entirely rotted away and he wasn’t keen on maggots. Fucking a corpse was a good game as always and naturally popular amongst necrophiliacs the world over, but although pleasant enough, not his favourite occupation since the body had  already fallen into broken pieces.


      Leaning back on the straw-filled bed, Lionel felt considerable sympathy for his predicament. After years of practising his pleasures in freedom and privacy, he now had to hide, and his pleasures were so few, he spent more time with Olga than with the victims he adored. He wondered if prison, with a proper bed and proper food, might be preferable. But it wasn’t, since at least freedom meant no one shouted at him to tell him what to do, and he was able to amuse himself with a few small pleasures. Small indeed. But not utterly missing.


      “Stupid twat,” said Olga through her teeth. “Think you’re free? This is freedom, is it? Skulking and hiding?  Scurry down the road on a hot day in your big coat, scared to show your face while trying to steal one rotten potato? Oh, great freedom this is!”


      “No one orders me to wash the shit bowls. No one yells at  me to get up and get out. No one sniggers at me or tells me I’m not allowed to watch TV.”


      “Oh,” sneered Olga. “You watch a lot of exciting TV now, do you? The last time was a month ago when you sneaked into a shop and watched five minutes of football. You had to run off so quickly you didn’t even know who was playing, let alone who won.”


      “Piss off, dragon bitch,” Lionel told Olga, who was wrapped right around his neck. “You’re even more of an unsatisfied idiot than I am.”


      With the white Honda still parked a short walk down the slope, Lionel collected all the various parts of his late wife, and stuffed them all in a plastic bag once holding a large number of worn out potatoes on sale, breaking some of the bones into smaller pieces, so they fitted more easily. The head would not even partially fit, but he dumped that on the floor of the boot, put the plastic sack on top, and drove out of the forest, heading north. He had not eaten for some time and felt light-headed, but the exercise and determination were enjoyable anyway, and Lionel kept driving. Since it was already evening, the darkness soon fell around him except for the thin halo of the moon, part hidden behind clouds. Few stars peeped beyond their hiding places. “Like me,” Lionel sniggered to himself. “We’re all slaves to nature. My nature ain’t the best sort, but I never asked for it. I do what nature asks. So piss on that, Olga bitch.”


      The road was almost empty of traffic as the night grew darker, and Lionel felt safer and drank in his freedom. He drove through the night.


      It was dawn when he stopped and looked around. A sign just a half hour previously had announced West Staffordshire. There was a long flat field bordered by a low hedgerow on his left. He threw Joyce’s head over first. An early morning scavenging crow was startled, and then interested. The head bounced and rolled. In the long shadows, it was quickly invisible. Then Lionel tossed over the bag of human scraps. It landed heavily and sank like a brick into the long ploughed soil.


      Searching the car for any possible spillage, Lionel spent the next few minutes at the roadside, but there was nothing left in the boot, not even any leakage of decay, and no other car passed him. So he climbed back into the driver’s seat, turned the car around, an illegal move where he was since the road was narrow, but he didn’t care and soon headed back south. He was smiling.


      As the pale rosy light lit the roofs of the farmhouses, the tips of the leaves and the puddles along the roadside, Lionel began to enjoy himself. He knew it would be sometime before he got back home, but hoped he might be able to steal some sort of food along the way. It was too early for the cops. It was too early for almost everyone. Just one or two cars passed him, and a few long-distance lorries roaring in both directions. He didn’t drive fast, and he wasn’t going to risk being caught on camera for speeding or crashing through red lights. As for CCT cameras, he couldn’t avoid every one, but beneath the hood of the raincoat, he could not be recognisable. He intended dumping the white Honda once he reached Gloucestershire within walking distance of home.


      But then it happened – one of the things he’d least expected. A young girl, barely into her teens by the look of her, was scurrying barefoot along the grassy ditch beside the road. Hardly believing his luck, he slowed, calling out, “You want a lift, love? You look tired.”


      She stopped, staring. He could barely hear her as she said, “Yes please.”


      The car screeched to a halt, and the girl ran up. He saw that her bare feet were bleeding. The sight turned him on, and his crotch tingled in anticipation. “Where are you heading?” he asked.


      Her voice was soft and exhausted. “Wales. But anywhere a bit south would be great.”


      “Hop in,” he opened the front passenger door and pushed it open for her. “You look bloody tired. Run away from home, have you?”


      She nodded. “Yes. But I won’t talk about it and don’t try telling me to go back. I’m going to my granny’s.”


      “Fair enough.” He caught his breath, stifling excitement, and said, “Your dad hit you, did he? Miserable sod.”


      But the girl shook her head. “I won’t talk about it.”


      Lionel had already locked the doors from the inside, but the girl made no attempt to escape. She curled on the blue cushioned seat, and looked ready to cry, “Do you mind if I go to sleep?”


      “You carry on, love,” Lionel told her. “It’ll be some time before I get into Wales and need directions to your grandmother’s house. Snooze away.”


      Within minutes, she was asleep. The blood from her feet stained the car seat and dripped a little onto the floor.
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      “I feel bloody sorry for the whole family,” said Harry, but as usual it’s been a waste of time.”


      “It was you who wanted to come,’ Sylvia pointed out. “And at least we were able to give five minutes comfort.” She finished the glass of wine she was holding and leaned back. “So we stay another day or not?”


      “You choose.”


      “Oh, bother,” Sylvia decided. “OK, let’s stay just one more day for the sheer hell of it. But let’s find something to do. Zoos or fish markets or local villages.”


      “Too exciting,” Harry said. “I couldn’t stand that much entertainment. And I don’t want to drive under road bridges either. Nor spend the day with Daisy and her dreary son. OK, that’s a bit mean. They’re both sodding miserable and I’m sorry. But there’s nothing we can do to help. We’re not even family.”


      “I’ll order flowers sent tomorrow.” Then Sylvia shook her head. “No, that would look like anticipating the funeral. And I can hardly send chocolates or something. I’ll write a note. Fair enough.”


      It was the following morning when Harry and Sylvia were still making the most of their comfortable hotel, that Ruby was sitting alone at the breakfast table she usually shared with them. The scrambled eggs tasted considerably less attractive. The toast was going cold and the butter no longer melted.


      Lost in her own dreary and drifting thoughts, Ruby didn’t hear the first time that Derek Major called to her from two tables away. Deafened by the crunch of her own toast, Ruby decided that she would refuse to see Brad again. She liked him. He was a nice boy, reasonably intelligent and certainly full of personality. He was kind, chatty and obviously, he liked her just as she liked him. But pushing it as far as sexual encounters wasn’t sensible. It felt sordid, and it was more dreary than fun. Apart from being no good at all at either seduction or pleasing a woman towards climax, it just felt creepy to climb into bed with a boy young enough to be her grandson. Perhaps even her great-grandson! Well, if they all started young. Brad had certainly started young.


      Now it had gone too far to tell him he was useless in bed, and agree to see him socially without any attempt at sex. So she’d have to turn him down altogether. No more being together in the altogether. Ruby giggled to herself and nearly choked on crumbs. Then she realised that Derek Major was standing over her table and staring down at her.


      “So Sylvia and Harry aren’t here again? They on holiday?”


      “Not exactly.” Ruby looked up in surprise. Derek wasn’t a close friend of either Sylvia or Harry. “They texted me this morning. They’ll be back later tomorrow.”


      “Bugger,” Derek muttered to himself. “It’s already twenty-four hours, just about, maybe thirty-six. Shouldn’t be waiting this long..”


      Ruby surrendered. “Go on then. What’s so important?”


      “That disgusting killing machine of course,” Derek said loudly so that the entire breakfast room turned to look. “I saw him. Well covered up with a blue mackintosh, even though the sun was shining. He was grabbing some bananas and stuffing them in his coat pocket. That greengrocer up on Tewkesbury Hill Road, where they keep their displays outside in good weather. I saw that huge hand come spinning out, grabbing bananas, and then a couple of apples. Then he nipped off. Straight out of sight around the corner.”


      “Gosh,” said Ruby, “if you’re sure it was him, then yes, it’s important. Phone the police. Ask for Detective Inspector Morrison. He’ll be extremely grateful.”


      “I haven’t finished,’ Derek said, tapping one foot on the carpet. “Fact is, he wasn’t alone.”


      She stared. Everyone stared. “A – victim? Or a man?”


      “An innocent victim,” Derek declared. “Clearly had no idea who the thug was. A young girl, pretty enough. A bit plump. Dressed OK. Once they got around the corner, he gave her a banana.”


      “Heavens above, Derek, phone the police now.”


      “I did,” he replied crossly. “I spoke to the girl on the switchboard and she put me through to someone. A cop called Gunter or something like that. He said the public had been most helpful since the situation was televised, and they’d had more than a thousand calls. Thanked me for my help and hung up. Heard nothing since. So I hoped to tell our cosy little pair of police assistants.”


      It was hard to know what to say, but Ruby nodded, thinking hard. Derek wasn’t known as an exaggerating idiot, nor as a media-keen liar. He never sought out notoriety nor wanted special attention. It was known that he wandered a lot during the day, finding places for a good coffee where he could sit and read without too much disturbance. So Ruby wiped Brad Peacock from her thoughts, dressed suitably, handed the puppy over to Amy, and set off for the police station.


      The desk sergeant did not seem impressed. “Yes, I shall pass it on, Mrs Pope. But if your friend has already phoned, it’ll be in the file. You see, ma’am, ever since the situation was publicised in the papers and TV news, we’ve had sittings and other information from as far as Glasgow. A thousand calls at least. We’ll get around to them all, Ma’am, I promise you.”


      Ruby leaned over the desk, even though it was rather high for her. “You don’t understand. Do you know Mr and Mrs Joyce? Friends of Darcy Morrison? Well, I know him too. And I can tell you this sighting, right here in the danger zone, is accurate and damned important.”


      “I’ll pass on your information to the Inspector, Mrs Pope,’ said the uniform politely. “No doubt the Inspector will get back to you as soon as he can.”


      “What about everything else?” demanded Ruby. “I was sorry to hear about one of your men killed. So you know Sullivan must be around here somewhere. What about CCT cameras?”


      “Not in the forests or on the hills,” said the cop, getting impatient. “But I assure you, we’re doing all we can.”


      “Obviously not enough,” muttered Ruby with no attempt to make friends. She left with a swish of deep grey jacket, wishing that Sylvia and Harry would hurry back. She phoned. No one answered. She left a voice message but was cut off half way. So she left a text message. “Answer your bloody phone.”


      Morrison was not in his office. He marched the Briefing Room, stood in front of a wall smothered in clippings, photos and maps, and addressed the Homicide Team.


      “OK, we’re armed and dangerous,” he said, hands stuffed in his pockets. One had a hole in it, and a long finger protruded from the depths. His cardigan looked as though it might have been knitted by one of the kids. “Ariel photography hasn’t produced any results. Endless foot patrols haven’t produced a bloody thing either. The public are sending us sightings from here to John O’ Groats. Lionel Sullivan has avoided recapture for three and a half months. Now it’s us looking like the idiots.” He nodded to Rita Ellis who was sitting by the window. “Anything to add, Rita?”


      “We’ve spent weeks following up every report of stolen vehicles within the area, Darcey. Unfortunately, although it’s helped us return nicked machines to loads of people around here, it hasn’t led to our man. We’ve had reports of other thefts that might have been him too, naturally. Stolen food, cars filling up with petrol and then driving off without paying. A couple of fast food chains diddled at the last minute, and fights started to divert attention. But nothing’s turned up the information we want.”


      “This man’s around and about. He may live secluded and nigh on impossible to find in the woods and countryside around here, but he has to eat. And he must still be looking for victims. I want all of you in the streets, walking and looking. We know this man. Don’t bother with libraries, museums and restaurants.”


      There was general cackling from across the floor. Ruth Ellis said, “Three more reports of cars stolen this morning, Darcey.”


      Someone else called, “Well, guv, there was a morning call from the station up in West Staffs. There’s a sack of human remains found chucked over a hedge. Very decayed. Mostly just bones. They’re wondering if it’s of interest to us. Sounds like yet another copycat.”


      “Tell them we’re interested,’ said Morrison at once. “I want all forensic reports, and I’ll talk to their chief of homicide.”


      “OK, Boss. I’ll get back onto them.” The man looked back. “I want this monster as much as you do, Boss. I won’t forget Tammy and what happened to him. He was a good bloke.”


      “We all feel the same way,” sighed Morrison. “And we’ll get him in the end.”
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      It was a small non-stick saucepan, green on the outside, black inside,  which seemed apt, and he had the ingredients lined up like little tame soldiers, all ready to do as they were told.


      As his favourite game, this engaged his focus to such an extent that his smile remained permanent. At least temporarily permanent. Occasionally, without knowing it, he licked his lips.


      Kidney beans had actually been a favourite soup at one time. But now he knew all about the vital differences in preparation, and was simmering a small quantity in unsalted water, making sure that the temperature was kept very low. He mixed in a handful of the various herbs and plants he had collected over previous weeks, including the foxglove, the nightshade, and the oleander. He had plenty of others, stored in Tupperware, how useful some of those things were. But he didn’t need anything excessive and wanted to limit wastage at this stage.


      More even than the pleasure of the game, was the fascination of essential learning. Brilliance through experimentation. Progression into a brilliant master. A brilliant expert. Self-taught. And he was both a brilliant teacher and a brilliant pupil.


      Watching and waiting, stirring and picking out the one or two leaves which refused to disintegrate, he sat complacent for the required passing of time, It wasn’t a matter of patience, for each passing tick tick tick was one of pleasure. And the delight as he saw the progress from a few unrecognisable floating items into the rich a dark sludge, which was the reward.


      He sieved the sludge five times, eliminating solids, filtering again, and then pounding the barely discernible grit left at the bottom of the pan, added three teaspoons of cold water, and sieved again.  The result, once he was satisfied, he poured into a small enamel bowl topped the bowl with paper, and stuck it in the fridge, pushing it to the back of the top shelf. Then he washed his hands extremely carefully. Again and again. Fun demanded considerable hygiene.
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      It seemed a good idea to take a detour. The weather was fine and the only sounds were bird song and the cows waiting impatiently to be milked.


      “I love seeing the English countryside,” Sylvia said, “sometimes it feels so huge with hills rolling into the distance and fields to the horizon. The dips and hollows of the Cotswolds going on forever and ever, with such a variety of trees waving to you in the breezes. But then there’s a cosy little village and tiny little winding streets and cottages that almost meet with the one over the other side of the road. It’s so vast one moment, and so teeny the next.”


      Harry, eyes on the road, passed her the thermos. “Drink your tea while it’s hot. We’ll stop later for lunch. You choose a nice looking pub if we see one in a couple of hours.”


      “Oh, gracious! That long?”


      “You’re hungry already? It’s only eleven, but I suppose that doesn’t matter. Wait till we get into Warwickshire and we can take a break at the castle.”


      Sipping, for the tea was still piping hot, Sylvia nodded and waved a vague hand at the window. “I love old ruins. They remind me of myself. But Warwick’s castle is in good condition.”


      “But I hear they’ve made a sort of Disney toy out of it,” Harry said. “And charge a fortune too.” He scratched his ear lobe. “OK, so we’ll drive on past and find a pub.”


      As the Lexus skirted Warwickshire, the stolen white Honda took the road through Herefordshire, but he did not suggest stopping anywhere for lunch. The girl slept on. Lionel watched her, anticipating all the fun of the game once he got her home. She was a skinny child, but not so small that either her breasts or her arse would deny him pleasure. She had curled, the seat belt almost irrelevant, facing away from him. Lionel’s best view was of her small wrapped bottom, snug in rangy jeans, the filthy bleeding soles of both small feet tucked beneath. She woke with a lurch as the car bounced over a hole in the road. Lionel was sorry to lose the permanent view of the two cheeks in denim.


      “Hi, you woke,” he said, keeping his voice light.


      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I was so tired. I’ve been walking for miles.”


      “Poor little feet,” sympathised Lionel, sorry that the appetising blood had now dried into a dark sticky mess. “What’s your name? I’m – Harry. Harry Joyce.”


      “Hi. I’m Piper. Yes, I know, a silly name, but that’s what my Mum called me – so – it seems even sillier to try and change it now. I mean – who cares?”


      “I like the name,” Lionel assured her, best behaviour becoming a challenge. He was out of the habit. “Unusual. Has character.”


      “Oh well, it’s fitting in a way since the rats always seem to follow me.” She pulled down the shrunken yellow T-shirt and fitted herself back into the seat belt. Eventually she said, I don’t suppose you got any biscuits or stuff in the car? It’s a cheek, I know, but I never ate since yesterday morning when I left home.”


      “Sorry.” Lionel could have done with some food himself. “You should have brought a couple of sandwiches with you. I got nothing in the car. And I – um – left my wallet at home, so I’m a bit peckish myself and haven’t been able to stop anywhere along the way.”


      Piper giggled. “We’re a right pair. Look, would you be shocked if I said I could nick something from a petrol garage? I don’t mean money – just a bottle of coke and a packet of biscuits or something?”


      It wasn’t often that anything startled Lionel. He snapped his mouth shut and thought about it. Naturally she didn’t know he’d locked her in the car, but she was hardly going to run away when she assumed he was taking her where she wanted to go. If she stole something, not only would he also have something to eat, but he himself would avoid the risk of being seen and captured. Then she’d be back locked in the car again. His smile widened. “Yep, sure. Fantastic idea. Can’t say I approve of stealing of course, but I don’t approve of starving either. I’ll stop at the next decent place.” He chuckled, genuine delight, and pulled into a large petrol station, away from the pumps, and across from the main parking area. He unlocked the car and nodded to Piper. “Get whatever you can, kid. Good luck.”


      There was a somewhat tired looking conglomerate with the pumps central, then over to a line of glass doors leading into a tea shop, a tyre seller, and more usefully a shop selling tins, ready-packaged food in the fridge and a few other things besides taking the payments for the petrol.


      “I never get caught,” she said, jumping from car to sunlight.


      “I could almost say the same,” Lionel said to himself, and sat, waiting.


      Piper was back in minutes. “Quick, out of here,” she said, breathless, and Lionel started the engine. They glided carefully to the side and then back onto the main road without risking speed. The girl tipped the food she’d taken out of the canvas bag she was now carrying. She was excited, and Lionel wasn’t far behind. It had been many years since anyone stole for him, and this was looking good. Two cellophaned packs of sandwiches, with ham and lettuce poking from one, tomato and some sort of cheese from the other. There was a large packet of savoury crackers and a couple of chocolate chip buns in a paper bag. A cold can of Coke and a tin of pineapple chunks finished the treats.


      “You’ve done well,” said Lionel, meaning it. “We share everything?” He  had already grabbed the ham sandwich and one bun.


      They both munched, Lionel drove, and spitting crumbs, they both chatted about inanities. Piper said, “You married, mister?”


      “Call me Harry,” grinned Lionel, “and Not anymore. My wife died, I’m afraid. Just a few months ago. I miss her, but we’d got a bit tired of each other long ago.”


      “Sorry. What was her name, then?”


      “Oh – Joyce.” Then Lionel remembered he’d given his surname as Joyce. “Yeh, I know,” he added quickly. “Joyce Joyce. I used to call her Jo. Made life easier. She liked the Joyce Joyce bit. Thought it was funny.”


      “Yeh – I would too. How did she die?”


      Not the best subject. Lionel shook his head. “Cancer. But it was sad. I don’t want to talk about it.”  He stifled a yawn. He’d been driving all night. “I mean, we weren’t in love anymore, but cancer is a long slow painful business.”


      At a slight distance northeast, the Lexus drove a little slower, its passengers enjoying the wide stretch of sun on the crops, the sheep grazing, a horse in a large field galloping towards its owner who had just jumped the gate, holding a bridle, and a school playground with a dozen little girls playing basketball.


      Sylvia said, “Don’t we need petrol, dear?”


      Harry checked, and nodded. “Well, not immediately. If you see a good one where we can eat something too, then OK, we might as well fill up.”


      It was not long afterwards when they saw a large petrol station attached to a low shopping trio, tyres on one side, food and newspapers in the middle, and a little tea shop at the end. “You get the petrol,” Sylvia suggested, “and I’ll order us some tea and salad. Mind you, I’m not sure it looks exactly gorgeous. Shall we keep going and look for this hopeful pub?”


      “I thought it was you who was starving.”


      “Well, yes, but for something nice.”


      “The petrol isn’t urgent,” said Harry. “So we’ll keep going.”


      They passed the place by as they headed for the smaller country lanes off towards the border with Wales. “Good idea,” Sylvia told him. “Nice little inns, We’re sure to find somewhere lovely. But the last time we came to Wales, we found one of Sullivan’s dreadful crimes.”


      “And the last time we went to France, we practically fell over one of his nastiest crimes,” Nodded Harry. “But we also met each other. A mixed blessing.”


      “Well, we could have met in a nicer way.”


      “It was the start of everything,” Harry said, “and ghastly as well as brilliant. But now Sullivan is safely tucked away in some wreck of a ruined cottage down in some forest or other in the Cotswolds.”


      “Unless he’s in Nottingham again,” Sylvia pointed out.


      Now only just ahead, the white Honda veered across the little stone bridge, and sped along the deserted road skirting the borders of Wales. Piper had finished her cheese sandwich, her bun, half the bottle of Coke (just a little more than half), six crackers, and a handful of pineapple chunks from the tin she’d opened. Lionel had eaten about the same and finished the large packet of crackers. He couldn’t stop smiling. The day promised perfection. His new victim was about as willing as they came, and had even fed him well. It was a shame he couldn’t take her back to the cottage, but he couldn’t risk it. She wanted Wales, and driving miles past would certainly set off her alarms. She was too small to escape or fight back, but he didn’t want screaming to alert any neighbours. At least she wasn’t too small to amuse him. He was on the point of one of the best afternoons he’d spent in an age.


      “How old are you, kid?” Lionel asked the girl. “You’re surely too young to be off on your own. Walking to Wales indeed, and without shoes. Crazy.”


      “I can look after meself,” said Piper. “I’m eighteen. I know I don’t look it, but that’s ‘cos I never got fed properly at home. But I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.”


      Eighteen. Fully formed then. “No, don’t worry, I don’t want to pry.” He grinned and stuffed the last pineapple chunk into his mouth. His fingers were sticky, and with pineapple juice instead of the stickiness he’d prefer, but he didn’t care. Joy was about to enter his life again.


      “Look,” called Harry. “That’s a pub I like the look of. How about stopping here?” He pulled over to the little lane and stopped in the small car park. The public house looked old, buttressed with beams and the windows were mullioned while the top floor edged out as if eager to topple over. “This’ll do nicely, and we can take our time. Not too far from home.”


      Sylvia was delighted to hobble out of the car, stretch her back, grab her crotch, and hop from parking to the open front door. With a mild sunshine and no wind, the pub was busy, noisy, and perfumed with hot home-made steak pie.


      “Straight out of the oven,” said the hostess as she watched the newcomers find the last vacant table.


      “Two,” said Harry at once. “Any chance of chips? Mash? Baked potatoes?”


      “All of them,” called the woman. “Take your pick, missis.”


      “And a long cold beer and a long cold cider.” Sylvia grinned. “Absolutely lovely. I’ve no intention of rushing.”


      Lionel, Piper and the white Honda were driving approximately two miles ahead, now on the same road, when Lionel asked, “Where are we heading, anyway? This is Wales, more or less. East? West? North? South?”


      “Southwest,” she said. “But I’m OK walking, honest. Especially now we’re so near. I’ve eaten well, slept and me feet are fixed up too. You’ve been great. Besides, I don’t want you turning up at my granny’s house. She’ll be all worried in case I’m in trouble.”


      “Well,” Lionel said carefully, “I suppose, considering you’re eighteen and I’m more than fifty.” He stared ahead, thinking hard. “But I don’t want to drop you too far away. Besides, I need to stop and piss.”


      “There was a nice little pub just back there,’ Piper said. “You should have gone there.”


      “I never thought of it till now.” This was true, since now there was a wide open grassy field with a couple of sheep in the distance, and a large shed on a side lane just a little back from the road. Two trees shaded the shed. He pointed. “There’s a good spot. You want to go too? Go on, don’t be shy. Makes sense. I won’t look if you don’t.”


      “OK.” She thought a minute and decided that after several hours of driving safely together, he wasn’t suddenly going to rape her now. Surely he’d have done it already if that’s what he wanted. She had little idea where they were but had seen the signposts saying Wales, and welcome, both repeated in a language that looked suitably terrifying.


      Driving up the narrow lane, Lionel stopped the car just beyond the shed. The pictures already danced deliciously tantalising in his head. Rape first. But he’d have to stop any possible scream, so he’d fill her mouth with leaves and grass, which would certainly be plentiful since the shed backed onto trees. Once raped at least twice, he’d tell her a couple of the things he intended doing to her, and then unfortunately it would have to be a quick death. He’d bundle up the body, shove it in the boot, and then quickly drive back to his own cottage, keeping his hood tucked down over his face and being extremely careful not to break any traffic laws. Climbing out into the fresh air aroused his excitement. He might even see if the shed was open and not too full of livestock, and so he might prolong his pleasures by keeping the girl thoroughly tied up and well gagged. That way he could play for even a couple of hours, if he dared, before the kill and the drive back home.


      She was skipping over the grass towards the shed and disappeared around the back. He waited a moment, hoping to catch her pissing, knickers down.


      Harry and Sylvia had enjoyed an extremely filling lunch of steak pie, baked potato smothered in butter, and lightly boiled leaks. “We’re in Wales,’ Harry said, forking in the last spoonful of leaks. “I expect all the tourists expect them. I’ve no complaints. I love leeks. In fact, I loved all of it.”


      “Me too.” Sylvia was draining the last of her cider. “Everything was lovely. But what’s the time? We ought to get home.”


      “Nearly three o’clock. We’ll probably get home just in time for dinner.”


      “Gracious, I couldn’t eat any dinner after all this,’ Sylvia pointed to her empty plate. Harry’s was so clean it looked a little as though he’d licked it.


      “Ok. I’ve paid already at the bar. Sure you don’t want another drink?”


      “No. I won’t offer any temptation to the driver.”


      The sun was still shining and the lovely day didn’t seem to have the slightest intention of diminishing.


      Off road and some way still further ahead, Lionel stomped to the back of the shed, but discovered Piper standing with her back to him. She seemed to be peering out over the sunny mists to the horizon’s disappearing hills. The bird song was beautiful, and somewhere in the background they could hear the calls of the sheep.


      “Hi, Piper,” Lionel called. “You ready?” He had left the Howard gun he’d stolen some months past in the trunk of his car, but knew he wouldn’t need it. He held the stout handle of his carving knife which was hidden inside his hooded jacket. He gripped so hard, and the excitement was rising so fast, his large and powerful fingers twitched. The fever of anticipation and the sense of over-riding power was  almost sending him dizzy.


      “Ready for what?” Piper slowly turned around.


      Her hands were small and her fingers short, but her grip on the pistol seemed confident enough. She pointed it directly at Lionel and cocked it, finger to the trigger.  Lionel gulped. “What the fuck?”


      “You’re Lionel Sullivan, ain’t you?” Piper demanded. “I only just realised that a half hour past. I had a good look at you while you were stuffing those pineapple bits in your gob. You licked your fingers. Great big lumpy things, they are. It started me thinking. I never follow the news, but we’ve all heard of the pi-arse killer who escaped twenty-two life sentences in prison. So say hello, dear Lionel. I’m ready. What about you?”


      Without time to let her think and decide, Lionel leapt forwards. He knocked the gun from her hand and tossed her to the ground. He leaned over, fist pounding into her face. But the face had gone. She’d rolled faster than he’d jumped, and she was already grabbing up the fallen gun. She was out of breath, but her hand was steady, and her aim looked straight. Besides, she was so close, she couldn’t miss.


      “Bitch,” Lionel seethed, but with enough sense to keep his voice low. “I never threatened nothing. I thought you were a good kid. I was going to take you to your gran’s and leave you there, with thanks for the good food and the good company.”


      “Like fucking hell, you were.” She was grinning. “What a nice shed, eh? Bet you were just longing to drag me in there. Got a nice hard-on, eh? All eager with the knife I reckon you’ve got inside your jacket.”


      “Rubbish,” Lionel insisted, but didn’t remove his hand from the hidden knife hilt. “And for your bloody interest, I’m not Lionel whatever his name is either. I have the same affliction. Acromegaly. Not my fault. But I’m Harry Joyce, driving home to – Somerset, after visiting my in-laws. Poor souls. Just lost their daughter to breast cancer. My poor little wife.”


      It seemed that Piper briefly considered these revelations, but finally decided it was all lies. “Twoddle-twat,” she sniggered, lifting the point of her pistol slightly. “This is a Kahr,” Piper smiled. “One of the best. New too. I got it from my dad’s bedside. He shouldn’t have it, and nor should I, but I reckon I’ll get a medal for killing you.”


      “Silly kid,” Lionel attempted a slow smile too. “You’ll be in the slammer for the rest of your life. Nothing like escaping from your father and ending up in the cells. Your dad’ll love that.”


      Her grip on the hilt was firm, but her concentration wavered. Immediately Lionel hurled himself on top. His knife blade flashed. Her gun went off.


      The Lexus drove along the principal road, heading due south towards Gloucestershire, Cheltenham and the village of Little Woppington-on-Torr. Some fifteen minutes after the two gunshots, Sylvia and Harry passed the shed some way off the road to their right and kept going. All they could hear was the bird song, the distant conversation of the sheep, and the buzz of their own car engine.


      They finally reached Rochester Manor just as dinner was being served.
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      Although both Kate and Iris attended Milton’s small private funeral, Kate did not take Mia, and she did not inform Maurice .Apart from anything else, she hadn’t the faintest idea of how to contact him. Iris bought a black cotton dress with tiny red spots.


      “It’s a funeral,” she said, “and I feel really sorry for Milton. Well, alright, dear, I suppose that makes me a silly old fool. But he just wasn’t sane.   He couldn’t help it. And his two naughty brothers were more to blame than he was.”


      “If you’re going to be sentimental, you could say they both did it for love of their little sick triplet. So who are you going to blame?”


      “Alright, no one,” and Iris shook her head. “But I’ll pray for him and wear black.”


      Regarding the dotted dress, which she had paid for, Kate said, “And the tiny red spots are to remember the blood spilt?”


      Not having meant anything of the sort, Iris just  smiled. “I just didn’t want to be totally gloomy. And besides, I wanted a pretty dress I could wear to other places as well.”


      Kate wore bright green.


      The event was short, although they covered the necessities without touching on the awful parts of Milton’s life. He was cremated, and his ashes were offered to Kate. She refused them and asked for them to be scattered across the graveyard, or otherwise destroyed. Once over, Kate turned to Iris. “It’s really sweet of you to keep me company, Iris dear. So, what now?”


      “Should we inform Sylvia and Harry?” Iris suggested.


      “They’re not going to be interested now, are they? Once over, soon forgotten.”


      “Most unlikely,” Iris said, looking stern and buttoning her coat. “She’s a nice lady, that Sylvia. What they did for me, her and Harry too, was absolutely exceptional. Apart from you, my dearest Kate, there’s nobody I consider kinder or more essential in my life. And they’ll be good customers in the future once you open the café, you’ll see.”


      “They get free meals at that posh manor,” Kate insisted. “Why bother coming to us?”


      “And that lady Ruby just loves our cakes,’ smiled Iris.


      Since everybody arrived together, the late afternoon was somewhat chaotic, and Lavender found herself in the middle, having opened the door to Sylvia and Harry arriving from the direction of the garage, Kate and Iris who had just parked at the front, and Ruby who had tottered from the bus stop after returning from the police station.


      “Tea,” cried Harry, waving one arm up through the crush.


      Lavender was more than content to hurry off to the kitchen while everyone else told each other their stories at the same moment.


      “We drove. No more train crashes thank you. We enjoyed the break, but it was a waste of time.”


      “We’ve just come from Milton Howard’s funeral. He did it himself. Personally, I think it’s the first sensible thing he’s ever done.”


      “But I’ve just been talking to the most irritating cops down at the station. Two or three days ago, Lionel was seen. Here! In Cheltenham! And the police aren’t taking the slightest notice.”


      “But they must. How could they ignore that?”


      When Lavender brought the tea, and since everyone was still talking at once, she rattled the cups and said, “There’s just been something interesting on the late news. Some girl just turned up in hospital saying she’s killed Lionel Sullivan.”


      Everyone stopped talking and stared. “And it’s true? Is she a detective?”


      “I have no idea,” said Lavender. “It was on the news, so it’s probably rubbish.” And she poured the tea.


      It was five to six in the evening, precisely at the moment when three-quarters of Morrison’s squad were grabbing their coats and preparing to hurry home before the boss yelled out that he needed everyone to carry on working over-time.


      That was when Morrison threw open the door to his office with a resounding bang, and yelled, “Forget it. No one’s leaving. Something extremely interesting’s just happened.”


      The echo of interwoven sighs floated around the room like rising smoke. “Oh, Boss. Not now.”


      “Yes now,” Morrison repeated. “Where’s Rita?”


      “Upstairs with the governor.”


      “Right.” Morrison pointed. “You, Walsh and you Crabb, you’re coming with me in ten minutes. The St. John’s hospital up on the Bridgington ByPass  into Wales. Newcomb, Roach and Grant, go and check every single surgery, hospital and doctor’s clinic right throughout the whole area and into Wales, looking for a man of Sullivan’s description recently picked up with one or two bullet wounds. Meanwhile, Dempster and Whiteland, get the main force organised for roadblocks leading into every forest in the immediate vicinity, and the side roads leading into the Welsh countryside. We’re looking for a 2003 white Honda with the number plates R55 6 IMoP driven by Sullivan. He has to be stopped. There is also the slight possibility that he’s on foot. Lastly, Napper and Rogers, all and every possible scrap of CCT footage needs checking on that ByPass, including the Shell garage  just off the highway.


      “I want half-hourly reports, and immediate information regarding anything interesting discovered.” Leaving the office in a scuffle of chairs, under breath curses, whoops of pleasure from the few, and the banging of doors, Morrison raced upstairs and didn’t bother to knock on the Chief Inspector’s office door. “Boss,” he said, walking in and nodding to Rita, “the most interesting development with the Sullivan case. He’s been reported shot and killed, possibly shot and wounded. It’s a little complicated.”


      DCI Dark was beaming, leaning back in his swivel chair. “Sounds simple to me, Darcy. Sounds excellent.”


      “It may be,” Morrison nodded, “if we find him. Even dead, he seems able to evade the authorities.”


      “Who shot him?” Rita demanded, jumping up.


      “Someone already on the wanted list.” Morrison was now grinning. “You must have heard of the Hamiltons up in Lichfield. Big crime family, trying to be the local mafia. Daddy Hamilton’s the big boss, into firearms, robbery and drug trafficking. There’s half a dozen sons, all running different branches of the business. There’s one daughter – Piper. Not much been known about her up until now. A bit of petty larceny, that’s all. She’s thirteen or fourteen or thereabouts. Anyway, running away, she says, to start a respectable life, she bagged a lift down from Staffs. A white Honda driven by a big goose of a man – her words – who seemed only too eager to take her on. She stole some food at a garage they passed and got friendly. Then, just over the Welsh border, he made some excuse about stopping beside some shed, and they both got out to take a leak. When he stood up she immediately realised who he was. She had pocketed a gun from her father’s collection, says she thought he had a licence though that’s highly suspect, and when Sullivan ran at her, she shot him. Twice. She’d been badly cut in the tussle, crawled away back onto the main road and phoned for an ambulance. It was the hospital who contacted us. I’m going up to visit this Piper Hamilton now, I won’t be wasting time.”


      Rita said, “ I’ll come.”


      “I’ve got Crabb and Walsh already, but you're more than welcome. And Guv, I was hoping you’d set up a trace on CCT, and contact the Lichfield lot regarding the family.”


      “I take it they didn’t report this girl missing?”


      Morrison grinned, already half out of the door. “Hardly. But informing the old man his daughter’s in hospital will seem fair enough. Best not tell him she might be done for an illegal firearm and shooting a man in cold blood.”


      “Self defence.”


      “Fair enough.” He was already thumping down the stairs, grabbed his coat from the peg just inside his office, and ran down to where Crabb and Walsh were waiting for him with his car, engine running, just outside. Rita jumped in the front passenger seat, and Morrison took the wheel. Behind him, exiting the station, people both uniformed and plain clothes, were running in all directions.


      “Well,” said Rita, “I’m sure the dear man would be delighted to know how important we think him.”


      “Not sure I’d use the word important,” muttered Crabb from the back seat.
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        * * *


      


      “So Milton threw himself from a window,” said Harry. “I can’t help a smidge of sympathy. But on the whole, it’s a blessing. Maybe for him too. And now it sounds as though Sullivan’s dead as well. Bloody brilliant.”


      “Perhaps we should phone Tracy,” suggested Sylvia. “But maybe not until it’s been confirmed. The police will be onto her, I’m sure.”


      Ruby was cuddling Brad, who was nibbling on her ear. “But what was he doing up in Wales. Derek swears he saw him in town just three days ago.”


      “So he is travelling around and doing vile things in different places,’ said Stella from the other side of the empty fireplace. “it’s all him all along.”


      “I always said it was the bus driver,’ Amy said, brightening up and shaking herself from a slight doze.” Percival remained studiously reading the Lancet.


      “And you haven’t heard from Maurice?” Sylvia asked Kate.


      Amy looked hopelessly puzzled, but Kate said, “I did hear from him once, asking about Milton, but that was some time ago. I have no idea how to get onto him, and I don’t even know where he is. Besides, I don’t actually care about him anymore. I certainly don’t love him. I don’t even like him. But I don’t hate him either. He’s just a creep I was stupid enough to marry. But I’ve got Mia, and she’s compensation for everything. And in a sort of pathetic way, I feel sorry for him. He could have been a normal bloke maybe if it hadn’t been for his brothers and his birth.”


      “And I feel sorry for Milton,” Iris sighed, hands clasped in her little black lap, knees together, sitting on the edge of a tall wooden chair. She always chose the uncomfortable one.


      Harry scratched his earlobe. “You’ll all be telling me you feel sorry for Lionel Sullivan soon.”


      “If he’s dead -----”


      “I just hope he bloody is.”


      “Language, language, Harry,” said Yvonne Norris from somewhere across the room.


      “We should be watching TV,” said Ruby. “The late news starts in five or six minutes.” In fact, her watch was a little slow, and the news had started already. Derek and Sheila, both glued to the screen, called the others over. Lavender came to collect cups, and squirmed in front of the TV at the same time.


      ‘The body of wanted murderer Lionel Sullivan has not yet been traced, but eighteen-year-old Piper Hamilton insists she shot and killed him during a skirmish when she attempted to escape from his clutches. She was badly wounded and now rests in hospital, while half the police force in the country are searching for the dead killer. Should anyone see a white Honda, about twelve years old with the  plates R55 6 IMP, please contact your local police station at once, or telephone 999.


      Lionel Sullivan is the most wanted criminal in the country and has been for nearly five months. The news that he may be dead is hopeful but not yet confirmed. It seems he can evade the law even then. Anyone who knows anything should contact the police at once. We’ll bring you the latest updates as they come.”


      The large living room had fallen silent, and it seemed no one in Rochester Manor knew quite what to think. There were faint mumbles. “I bet he’s not dead at all.”


      “I bet he’s found another shed.”


      “Sheds, sheds, sheds.” Amy looked around for her wine glass, found Percival’s and drained it. “I never liked sheds,” she said. “Usually they’re just full of spades and bags of smelly old compost. Arthur has a shed. Does that need looking at? But I expect it’s full of compost too.”


      Percival passed her the correct wine glass. “Have a drink dear. I don’t think Arthur’s under suspicion of anything.”


      “How can the bugger be dead in Wales when I saw him nicking bananas in town three days ago?” Dennis was mumbling to himself.


      “Not hard to get to Wales in three days,” said Harry, looking back at Dennis. “And are you sure it was three days ago?”


      “Of course not now,” Dennis complained over other complaining voices. “I can’t even remember tomorrow.”


      “I went to tell the police,” Ruby interrupted, “and I told them three days ago. Not that I saw the monster myself. I was just helping Dennis.”


      Dennis was now peering at Ruby in slight surprise. “Very kind,’ he said. “I certainly need help. Do it again one day.”


      “I think,” Stella said, “we should all call in a doctor, or some special ambulance person, or just a teacher.”


      “Yeh, we’re certainly that stupid,” muttered Yvonne.


      “No, no, I mean for learning first aid,” Stella stood, turning off the television. “We have killers and torturers all over the countryside, and dead bodies chucked over our walls. Besides, we’re all old and might fall down at any time.”


      “We don’t need a teacher,” Derek puffed. “What about Percy? He’s a doctor.”


      “Used to be,” said Ruby with doubt.


      Percy folded his newspaper on his lap. “I was a good doctor,” he sighed, “but never a good teacher. I tried to teach Amy basic first aid long ago. I spread lessons over a long weekend. Then on the Tuesday, I asked her what she’d do if the little girl, who was actually walking past us in the park, swallowed our front door key. And Amy looked quite satisfied and smiled and said she’d just climb through the back window.”


      Half the room stared at Amy. Derek said, “I always locked my back window.”
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        * * *


      


      Sitting up in bed in a private ward, Piper Hamilton  regarded her three interrogators. “I’ve bin looking after meself for years,” she said, “and I’m not as young as I look. I could beat up Dad if I wanted to.”


      “We’re not here about your family,” said Rita, pulling up a chair. “It’s Lionel Sullivan I’m interested in. Did you have time to see where your bullets actually hit him?”


      “Yes.” She tapped her nose. “One right slam into his face. Another in the middle somewhere. Maybe his hip. But the one in the head must have killed the bastard.”


      “Except that no dead body, nor even the stolen car, has been found where you say they should be,” said Morrison. “You managed to crawl down to the main road to summon an ambulance, but you claimed the white Honda was up that side road, and that Sullivan himself should be lying dead behind the shed just over the ditch. Well, luckily the ambulance found you where you said, but there’s no body. The owners of that field and the shed have been questioned. They heard nothing and saw nothing. However, that’s not surprising since they were evidently in the milking sheds at that time, right on the other end of the property.”


      Piper was indignant. “Well, no bugger’s thanked me for what I did, or told me I did well, or even sympathised with me getting in that bugger’s car, nor said a thing about having a creep for a father. All I got is telling off for the gun, what ain’t mine anyway and just as well I had it, and saying I should contact my dad and say I’m OK, when I ain’t OK, and get told I’m lucky not to be charged with murder. But now you say there weren’t no bloody murder anyway,  and I must have missed. Well, I bloody didn’t. The fucker was standing two little steps away and I couldn’t miss him. The first time he rushed me, and I was standing side on and stepped back when he went wallop. He squealed so I know my bullet went somewhere into that greasy fat flesh. Maybe not fatal the first time.  But the second time I smashed him in the fucking brains.”


      Crabb yawned. “You’ve been most helpful, Miss Hamilton. We’ll be in contact, especially if we find Lionel Sullivan. In the meantime, we’ll inform your family of your whereabouts.”


      “Tell Mum I’m a bloody hero,” Piper told Crabb. “But tell my dad I’m gone for good, and to go fuck himself.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twenty-Four
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      It was Gertrude Sullivan’s doorstep where Paul Stoker stood for some time calling through the letterbox. He had seen the news. “It’s all over,’ his screeched. “Did you hear about your husband? Come on, let me in. You know who I am.”


      “Fuck off,” came the faint echo from within.


      He hung around for half the day, but no one answered or opened the door. Finally Paul surrendered and went home. His wife, who was still there although she had told him she was leaving, ignored him and sat and ate her cheese and ham sandwiches in front of the TV without offering him supper or tea.


      So it meant the long trip to Wales, searching the relevant area described by the reporters on the TV News, and finally sneaking into the hospital. He didn’t ask for her room, he knew they’d throw him out. He was looking as smart and official as he knew how, which meant a shirt and tie with a mismatching jacket on top, and marched the corridors trying to pinpoint where this interesting new patient was staying.


      After a frustrating hour and a quarter, he had the luck to pass a swinging doorway as the nurse actually trotted out with a used plate and cup, as she called back, “OK, Piper. You have a rest until Doctor Mossop comes in. He’ll be at least half an hour, maybe more. You have a little doze.”


      The door swing shut, the nurse disappeared around the corner, and no sound came from the room she had left. Paul slipped into the very small single ward, and eyed the girl cuddling down under the sheets.


      “Piper Hamilton?”


      She blinked and sat up again, still pristine in white starched hospital gown. “You’re not the doctor.”


      “No, and,” he held up a hand in denial, “And “I’m not the press either. Certainly not. My name is Paul Stoker, and I’m an official investigator into the situation regarding Lionel Sullivan. I won’t keep you long, but I must ask some questions first.”


      “I am tired,” Piper yawned.


      “Yes,” Paul lied with abandon, “Doctor Mossop told me he’d be in to see you later, but not for an hour. So I thought I’d just come and see you for ten minutes.”


      “Oh well,” Piper struggled to sit,” I suppose so. But there’s not much to tell. He’s dead. I keep telling everyone. The bugger gave me a lift. It were really early, and there weren’t any other traffic, and I lost me shoes. Barefoot and walking for bloody miles – well, you can imagine. Besides, I never thought of that creep ‘cos I were up in the Midlands. So this nice clean car stops and I got in. But I had a gun. A nice little Kahr from me dad’s collection. Likes guns, does my dad.”


      “Legal? Licenced?” Paul doubted it.


      “How should I know?” Piper shrugged that off. “Then when the bugger got out saying he needed a piss, I realised it were him. Huge bugger, he was, Right ugly, and dirty too. So I gets out me gun and I shoots him. He cut me. I bin stitched here and stitched there all over, with one leg bandaged foot to bloody hip. Can’t hardly walk. But no proper damage. I ain’t gonna die yet, sein’ as I’s just eighteen.” She sniggered. “I tell all and sundry as how I’m eighteen. But I’m sixteen. Well, then folks tell me I ortta be in school, so I make out I’m older. But I’m almost  sixteen. Oh shit, who cares about all that. I’m thirteen and I’ll be fourteen next week. So I’m thirteen coming on eighteen, and I killed that nastiest bastard in the country. Not bad, eh?”


      Paul sat on the only chair. “How can you be sure he’s dead?”


      “Look,” Piper said, “I ain’t stupid. I shot the bugger close up. One bullet smashed right into the middle of his face. So the bastard’s dead.”


      “Did you look back and see him lying there when you got away?” Paul demanded.


      Sighing, Piper nodded. “Look, I were hurt so I crawled off to get to the road where I could get picked up by an ambulance. But yes, I ain’t stupid, like I says. I didn’t want the bugger coming up behind, so I looks around twice. He were flat out on the grass with blood like a can o’ Coke spilt all over.”


      “Yet now no one can find him.”


      “I reckon,” said Piper, climbing down beneath the sheets again, “Some silly bugger carted him off to some hospital in them Welsh mountains or villages or somfing. He’s dead, I tell you, so he’s gotta turn up.”


      Paul eyed her obvious closure of the conversation and nodded. “OK, I’ll leave you to rest. Can I visit you if I think of any more questions?”


      “No,” Piper said, and closed her eyes.
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        * * *


      


      Travelling on her own with considerable trepidation, Daisy arrived at the train station and caught a taxi to Rochester Manor. Since she hadn’t been able to find the private phone number, she was especially nervous about finding both Sylvia and Harry out, even perhaps travelling north, or on a visit to Nottingham to see her.


      They weren’t, they were sitting with everyone else at their dinner table in the dining room, having lunch. Sylvia was talking to Ruby.


      Puppy Brad was wandering the large room chasing scraps dropped by loose-fingered forks and begging for larger scraps from his favourite residents. Amy was passing the dog her large pork chop which she couldn’t eat since she’d forgotten to put her teeth in, but just as Percival looked up, caught her at it, and scolded her as the puppy ran off, meat firmly between his minute jaws.


      “Your dog,” said Sylvia to Ruby, “is going to get horribly fat.”


      “He’ll run it off,” smiled Ruby. “He chases all the sparrows and wood pigeons outside. And he was starved before, poor little darling, and half dead when I found him, so he deserves a little over indulgence now.”


      Lavender interrupted, waving from the doorway. “Sylvia, are you free?”


      “What for?” Sylvia called back. “I’m in the middle of lunch.”


      “There a woman asking for you,” Lavender called, thus informing the whole room. “Mrs Daisy Curzon. Says it’s urgent. Shall I ask her to wait in the hall? Or the small living room?”


      Harry and Sylvia stared at each other in surprise. They had not long returned from visiting her, and thought it a waste of time. “Small saloon,” Sylvia called back. “Cheers, Lavender. I won’t be long.”


      “I probably shouldn’t have come,” Daisy told them as they all settled . “But I heard that the terrible serial killer has been shot, and I thought everything would start getting better. It was such a relief. I really felt a huge relief. After George – well, I knew poor darling George had died a natural death and wasn’t – murdered – oh, what a shocking word! But it was a ghastly death for him anyway, poor dear. Dreadful Gastroenteritis and even the hospital couldn’t find out what food had caused it. They washed out his stomach, you know, and found no food to examine. Poor darling had vomited it all up. But now I’m all alone and very lonely, and I think Dean has gone away on his own. It’s two days since I saw him. He went off to school as usual in the morning but didn’t come home. I wasn’t worried because he often phones, and tells me he’ll be staying a few days with his best friend. Dear Kevin is a good boy and his parents like Dean so much. Dean helps Kevin with his homework of course.”


      She was fluttering both hands, and bouncing a little on the chair. The springs squeaked. Sylvia interrupted. “He seems a very sensible boy, Mrs Curzon. I doubt he’d have done anything terrible.”


      “Not terrible.” Daisy gulped and wiped her eyes. “But suicide, do you think? Because of his father? I mean, he was in tears for a week. Then he went all silent and hopeless. And this time he just didn’t come home. He didn’t even phone. So I went around to Kevin’s house and they said no, they hadn’t seen him. Kevin said he wasn’t at school that day.”


      “And not the next day either?”


      “No. I went to the police, but they weren’t very helpful. They said Dean was old enough to have run off with a girl, and it was young pretty females who were getting murdered, not young boys. He’d be bound to turn up in a few days. I knew you’d be more sympathetic, and I was going to phone up. But then – well – frankly, I had to get away. Dean still didn’t come home. I asked Enid next door to phone me day or night if she saw him, and I thought I’d visit here. The train didn’t actually take too long.” She extracted another handkerchief and then forgot to wipe her eyes. “He’s all I have left. But I understand his misery, my poor lad. There has been tragedy after tragedy. Friends have died, neighbours have died, depraved killers wander our streets, and now my beloved George – life is just too horrible.”


      Almost crying with her, Sylvia reached, took Daisy’s hand and said, “Mrs Curzon, I’m most terribly sorry. But I’m not sure why you came to us. Sadly, I have no idea where your son might be. We never found Lionel Sullivan this time either, you know. We involved ourselves in the investigations since we’d become very friendly with Mr Morrison, who’s head of the homicide squad here, and had the luck to find Mr Sullivan the first time. We help when we can, and that’s why we visited you when you said you’d like to discuss the dreadful killings that happened in your neighbourhood. But we have no special knowledge and no special way of tracing people. I’m sorry. You must feel terrible, and we’d love to help if we could.”


      “But you’re friends with that top man,” nodded Daisy at once. “Tell him not to dismiss my darling son’s disappearance. Tell him to find my dearest Dean for me, and not to think silly things about him going off to football matches or girlfriends. He’s never had a proper girlfriend, and the last one died. And he hates football. All he likes is school and study and science.”


      Nodding with the nicest smile he could summon, Harry said, “Morrison is in charge of homicide, not missing boys. Maybe he can phone someone else. But he doesn’t even work your area.”


      In a dreaded and terrified whisper, Daisy said, “But Dean could be – dead.”


      “An accident? Well, perhaps, but you’d have been informed. It can’t be murder. Sullivan doesn’t kill boys, and he appears to be dead anyway.” Harry scratched his earlobe.


      “That monster killed a policeman. He was a man.”


      “Because the detective was after him, and clearly found him,” said Sylvia. “Your poor son must be deeply depressed after all the local misery and especially his father. I’d guess he’s gone away to hide for a few days to try and think and get over his depression. I’m quite sure he’ll turn up in a day or two. He’ll need you.”


      Daisy looked blank. “The only person Dean ever needed was his school teacher,” she said sadly. “He calls me his handcuffs. But I’m sure he loves me, and I know he was heartbroken about his dearest dad. But I have to admit, I’m sure I love my boy more than he loves me.’


      Harry and Sylvia looked at each other. “What time’s your train home?” Harry asked. “I think a nice dinner at a good restaurant would cheer you up a little, and then back home for a cosy night. Would you have time to come to dinner with us tonight?”


      With a slightly frosty stare, Sylvia looked at her husband and then turned to Daisy. “I wonder,” she said, “if we could go and visit Morrison this afternoon. With you too, of course, and explain the situation to him. He might contact your lot for you, and get them to take Dean’s disappearance more seriously.” She looked back at Harry. “Though Morrison will be horrendously busy searching for the missing Sullivan corpse and questioning that little Piper girl.”


      “Rita might be there. She’d help, I’m sure she would,” Harry suggested.
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        * * *


      


      “I don’t understand. I’m Johnny Tavistock,” said the boy. “But why? I’m not doing anything wrong.”


      The uniformed policeman looked earnestly at him. “You sure that’s your name, boy,” he asked. “We’ve got a missing report on a young lad who looks a lot like you. But that’s not his name.” He paused, frowning. “What’s your address, lad? Where do you live?”


      The boy looked somewhat belligerent. “Why? You’re not going to tell my parents, are you? What for? I’ve done nothing. I’m just walking up the street.”


      “You’re a touch defensive, boy,” said the copper. “I’ve not accused you of anything. I told you there’s a boy missing, you should want to help. And I need your name and address, that’s all. No harm, eh?”


      “OK.” The boy attempted a half smile. “I hope you find the one you’re looking for. But I’m Johnny Tavistock, 44 Berkley Avenue in Glasgow. That’s Scotland.”


      “I know where Glasgow is,” the policeman frowned. “But how come you’re in Gloucestershire if you live way up north?”


      “I’m eighteen,” said the boy. “I’m not a kid. I wanted a quiet holiday, and I fancy a girl who lives around here somewhere. And don’t ask me her address because I’m not sure of it, and besides, I don’t want her to know I’m here.”


      P.C. Foreman stopped and considered. The boy appeared honest and genuine. He had no reason to think otherwise. So he said, “Well young master Tavistock, good luck with your girlfriend, look after yourself, and don’t cause trouble for anyone else, especially now I know who you are. But I wish you a good holiday.” And he nodded, walking on, hands clasped behind his back. Walking slowly, he plodded up the street, smiling at nearly all he passed, although he knew none of them. It was sometime before he reported back to the station, and had nothing of interest to report when he did.


      Meanwhile, Johnny Tavistock whooped loudly, clicked his heels together, and, avoiding anyone who looked curiously at him, continued along the road to the small backstreet youth hostel where he was staying. Holiday with a purpose, or holiday without a purpose, there was always a sad shortage of money.
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      “Are you listening carefully?’ She recognised the voice on the phone, although muffled. “Then I’ll explain – there has been a large sum of money transferred into your private bank account, but this is not for you. I repeat, not for you in any manner or sum. Do you understand?”


      “Of course I do. And I don’t need your stolen money, and I don’t want money from brutal criminals. So go away.” But Kate didn’t hang up.


      “The money is already in your account, but every penny of it is for Milton. Understood?”


      “How much?”


      “You can check that yourself. But it’s a million pounds. This is to cover his operations, the best surgeons you can find, his luxury convalescence, and his extra comforts afterwards. I know he isn’t able to leave that place even after the trial, but there’s a lot can be done to make him comfortable and happy. Take him a photograph of Mark and myself.”


      “You must be doing extremely well. Where are you?” asked Kate, her voice considerably less antagonistic.


      “Yes of course I’m doing well. I’ve taken over Mark’s business and enjoying it. As for where I am, it’s not the Middle East any more, but I’m certainly not giving the actual address. Besides, I move a lot. You do exactly what I ask with Milton, and next time I’ll send some extra for you to spend on yourself. Buy yourself yet another pair of shoes.”


      “Maurice,” she said quietly, “it just shows you never, ever knew me. I was never a shoe fanatic. I have three pairs – summer, winter, and best. And I don’t want anymore. I need money to enlarge my business and turn the cake shop into a café restaurant.” She didn’t admit this was already well underway with the previous money from him that she had appropriated. “And since you’re making an illegal fortune, you might as well help a bit.”


      “I might. You look after Milton. This whole million is for him, like I said, operations and so forth, and then his defence lawyer. Once he walks OK and comes more to his senses, as a free man he could join me.”


      “He’s never going to turn into a placid and friendly little soul, is he now?”


      “Why not?” Maurice demanded. “What do you know about it anyway? After the operations he’ll be able to walk pain-free, and once he feels different, maybe he’ll act different. And have you visited him regularly. Don’t lie. I know your voice.”


      “I visited a lot.” She lied and thought he might hear it in her tone, but clearly he didn’t know her voice at all.


      Kate felt Iris come up behind her. She turned at once, finger to her lips. Iris stayed silent. Maurice said, “Well, you keep up the good work and I might send another million in a month or two for your little tea room. In the meantime, you keep your mouth shut and look after Milton. Get that photo for him and visit regularly. Buy him presents. Find the best lawyer in the country.”


      “OK. But isn’t it dangerous for you to talk so long? This call could be traced.” Kate was smiling and playing with her tablet, looking up her bank account.


      “No. Everything’s in code over here, and it’s not traceable. And you can’t phone me back. I’m chucking this phone in the river as soon as I’ve finished talking to you. And now, just before I go, when is the trial?”


      “Oh, um,” said Kate, hiccupping. Well, never, you twit, since Milton is dead. But that was not what she said. Instead she said simply, “No date yet naturally. Probably well into next year. I’ll let you know as soon as I know.” Sometime, later, never.


      “Alright. I’m going. Give Milton and Mia my love.”


      The line went dead. The tablet told its own story. Her private bank account held the sum of nearly one and a half million pounds. And it needed spending. If the police discovered she had that much, they’d be onto her with the rattle of prison bars. So it would be a great little restaurant. “The kitchen will be large and as modern as you can get. I’ll employ a chef – not just me slaving away morning till midnight. And maybe I’ll hang an original Van Gogh on the wall.”  Iris was staring at her. Kate hadn’t even realised she was speaking aloud. “Sorry love.” Kate hugged her friend. “We’re going to have a lot of fun, and I still love your cakes, but don’t worry about business. We already have it made.”


      “You didn’t tell your husband that poor little Milton is dead, did you?”  Iris sat down in a hurry.


      “No I didn’t and don’t intend to. Well, not yet anyway. It would only upset him.” Not that this was the reason, but lying had become something of a habit. “And he’s not my husband anymore. You know that.” And that was true enough. “I send half the last money to Eve Daish’s family in secret. Anonymous and so on. Maurice never knew about that either. Half a million pounds straight to Mr and Mrs Daish. Maybe they guessed where it came from, but they’ve moved away so they must be OK now.”


      “I doubt that poor little girl will never ever be alright again,’ murmured Iris.


      “I’m sure you’re right,” said Kate dully, “but I’ve done what I could to help. I’ll never be the same again either. And I don’t suppose you will.”


      “I’ve been lucky,” said Iris. “And the horrible things in my life were my own fault. Nothing was Eve’s fault. And I don’t think anything was your fault either.”


      “Well,” Kate sighed, “plenty was Maurice’s fault, and he’s living a great multi-millionaire life somewhere. I don’t think life ever does the fair’s fair bit, does it.”
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        * * *


      


      “I don’t believe he’s dead,” said Morrison. “We’ve checked every damned hospital for miles around in all directions, and there’s no bodies attracting the crows in any field either. Somehow or other, on his own or with help, he’s got away.”


      “Well,” said Rita, “it fits with the car, doesn’t it. That was found on the By-Pass, and smeared with blood. DNA says some of Sullivan’s blood but mostly Piper Hamilton’s.”


      “Yes,” Morrison answered her. “But we’ve no way of knowing whether that blood was from some past accident or attack, or from the gunshots. We certainly know it’s the car the killer himself stole. Now taken into evidence, and damned important, the best find for months. Full of the Hamilton girl’s fingerprints too. But where’s Sullivan?”


      “Crawled away and not dead at all. Piper Hamilton’s kidding herself. Wants to be a hero.”


      “Even the eternal escapist Sullivan surely can’t run off with his face smashed in by a close quarters bullet.”


      “Houdini?” Rita was laughing.


      “There’s two of them. I’m sure of it.” Morrison was leaning on the railing, overlooking the main road out of town. It was a small top floor balcony near the chief’s office, and the perfect place for private conversation. “Some of the body parts we’ve recovered are smothered with Sullivan’s DNA. Others are carefully cleaned, and not a trace of the killer remains. So – different methodology. Oh yes – I have a list on paper, another copy of it on the computer, and the same list embedded in my brain.”


      “I don’t think Sullivan killed Tammy. Never did. Too clean.” Rita shook her head. “Is your list dependant on area? Nottingham region down to someone else? Gloucestershire still Sullivan’s work?”


      “Not entirely.”  Morrison, hair in his eyes from the high wind, thought a moment while staring out to the hills way beyond the rooftops.  A family of starlings were wheeling just over his head. “Actually my list is divided in three. There’s Sullivan’s crimes – has to be him – too recognisable and swamped in DNA. Then there’s Mister X. It’s one man and he’s not Sullivan. But then there’s a short list including Tammy, where I’m not sure. Sullivan had reason to kill Tammy – quick, clean and decisive. Otherwise he’d have been caught and back to the nick. I can’t decide on the third list.”


      Rita stepped back as the wind began to whistle. “Perhaps we have three killers.”


      “Then heaven help us. But I don’t think so.” Morrison turned and wandered back inside. The room which had once been used by DC  Cramble was now empty of all but a long desk, three somewhat moth-eaten swivel chairs, and a whiteboard holding pictures of Mark and Maurice Howard with a couple of lists of flight times to Dubai. Next door was the chief’s office, with echoes of the computer keyboard and the phone ringing endlessly.


      “Oh shit,’ muttered Rita. “Must we go back to searching for bloody sheds in the bloody woods?”


      “I have three roadblocks still up,” Morrison nodded, opening the door to the stairs.


      “But we know he lost the car. It’s in our custody.”


      “He hasn’t walked from Wales with two bullets in him,’ growled Morrison, beginning to stomp downstairs. “Either he’s dead in a ditch, he’s staggering across the fields further north and somehow not been seen, or he’s stolen another car.”


      “And we know what cars have been stolen within the past two days in that probable area?”


      “Crabb finished the list an hour ago.” Morrison fluttered a large piece of paper. “There’s a blue Kia GT, a black Mazda CT, a silver Ford, somewhat battered and eight years old, a white Hyundai Santa Fe, brand new, and another white car, which seems to be a Toyota though I can’t read Crabb’s writing.” He stopped halfway down the stairs and passed the paper to Rita. “They’re all on a special watch already. No sightings. But it’s been less than an hour.”
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        * * *


      


      The white Hyundai Santa Fe had provided a comfortable ride home and now stood beneath a canopy of interwoven ivy, birch leaves, broken dead branches and stuffed leaf litter. It was invisible from the road, invisible from above, and almost invisible from just two steps away. Only a tiny hint of shining metal sneaked its way through the greenery and brown rubbish. Across the pebbled ground from hidden car to hidden cottage  was a tiny trail of blood spots.


      “Don’t you worry, Dad,’ the girl told him. “I’ll rake that up. It’ll be gone in two minutes.”


      The veil of disguise across the cottage and all around had always been thick and sufficient, disguising the little hut within the greenery. But now it was more wall than veil and more fence than curtain. A young beech had been broken and bent, branches falling, over the tattered roof and a conglomeration of leave and vine covered each crag and crack. To enter needed patience, a knowledge of the exact position of the hidden door within,, and head bent almost to the undergrowth.


      Lionel found it difficult to bend. His nose was broken and bloody, one ear was now missing, and its explosive disappearance had left deep cuts. The bullet to his face had sliced sideways and never entered the head, but it had left one eye half blind as well as the damage to the ear and nose. The bullet to the hip, however, remained within the body and Lionel found this increasingly agonising with each step.


      The bed was neither clean nor comfortable, but Lionel collapsed immediately, rolled at once to his back, groaning, one huge fingered hand across the pain in his face. “Help me, girl,” he demanded. “I’m fucking dying.”


      “You’re not,’ said Tracy, sitting cross-legged on the ground beside him. “Now, Dad, you know bloody well you’re not. But I bet it hurts like hell. I can dig out the bullet in your arse, but I ain’t no doctor. And all you’ve got is a bottle of Scotch, so it’ll hurt even more than it does now. As for your face, well, I don’t think I can do a sodding thing to help except wash it all. I can’t make a decent job of stitching up the rip in my shirt, let alone your ear.”


      “The ear doesn’t matter,” Lionel muttered. “The nose does. There’s nothing left, is there? Not one shitting bit of bone?”


      “There’s no bone in noses anyway,” said Tracy. “But there’s no flesh and no skin either. You never were a pretty boy, Dad. You’ll just have to accept looking a bit worse.”


      “And feeling fucking worse.”


      Tracy nodded. “Well, you always did like a bit of gore and nastiness. You once told me blood tastes like gravy. You like it, and you give plenty to others. So put up with it now.”


      There was a muffled chuckle beneath the bloody ooze. “You’re as much a bitch as your damned mother was.”


      “Still is.”


      “Go get some water, and be careful. They’ll be even more on the lookout after this shambles. I’ll bet that slut told her story in fucking detail.”


      “Who was she anyway?”


      “How should I know?” Lionel’s voice was gruff with pain and distorted by the crush of his nasal passages. No nostrils remained and the septum was partially destroyed. He tried to blink the blood from his eye. “But she had a gun, the slut, and knew how to use it. I wish I’d taken my own gun with me. Never occurred to me. Not used to guns.”


      “You’ve had it a few months now,” Tracy pointed out. “But don’t worry about that now. Lie still. I’ll get water.”


      She brought back a heavy bucket brimming with water and algae from the stream, used one of the cloths they’d found neatly folded in the car they’d stolen, and Tracy began tentatively washing her father’s face. He grunted but said nothing. She told him to shut up when one splash of cold water slapped into his eye.


      “Maybe scratched,” he said, gritting his teeth.


      “Looks OK to me,” Tracy said. “Now keep quiet and keep still.”


      She had made herself another small straw and leaf littler bed in the opposite corner where the tent leaned back against the cottage wall, stone solidity fortifying the waterproof canvas within. Although not as large as her father’s bed, she found it cosy and acceptable and now curled there, the bucket of water blood filled beside the doorway, and the chamois cloth entirely ruined and stained sticky dark red. Lionel lay still, breathing hard.


      “Better?”


      “Perhaps.”


      “Then rest,” Tracy said. “Try and sleep. I certainly want to. I’m worn out.”


      Lionel managed a frown. “Stupid bitch, you never got a pissing scratch.”


      “It’s two days I’ve been dashing around after you,” she told him.  “From London to here, thinking this was where you were waiting. Pinched what I could, and nearly got caught nicking the car. Then got your phone call and had to drive all the way to bloody Wales of all places. Then dragging you to the car and piling you into the boot for the drive back here. Now this. I’m knackered. Why the fuck did you have to go all that way anyway? Pissing searching for victims?”


      “No.” Lionel grunted, paused, and admitted, “I wanted to chuck Joyce’s bits and pieces a long way from here. Well, they must have known it was me when I dug her up. That part was easy. And I kept her here some time. Had my fun. But she stank, and I wanted rid of her. So how stupid could it be to chuck her on my own doorstep? It had to be some distance. Which is what I did. It was on the way back the whole fucking thing went wrong.”


      “Because of picking up another stupid bitch for playing?”


      “Of course. Now go to bloody sleep.”


      It was the second Hyundai which was traced first, and then the Toyota. Then the break-throughs stopped.


      Lionel snored and continued to sleep. The bottle of Scotch lay three quarters empty on the ground at his side. Deeply intoxicated, almost comatose and badly injured, he slept more deeply than usual.


      It was dark when Tracy awoke. She crept quietly from the cottage and stood breathing frosty fresh air outside. The stench of blood and death from within cleared instantly once Tracy stood on thick grass, peering up between the treetops at the star sprinkled sky. The moon hung, just a bite short of full, directly over the hidden cottage, as if guiding those who searched for the monsters of the forest.


      There was a scuffle in the bracken, badger or vole, mouse or rat. Tracy didn’t care. At least she now had full assurance her father wouldn’t be grabbing her into his bed. He was too damned sick and in horrible pain. Pain was his aphrodisiac, but not this much pain. He could barely move his head, his left leg was partially paralysed, and he saw only from one eye. It would be some time before he might continue his favourite games. The little slut who shot him had actually done them both a favour.


      A low call sounded more like an owl than a bird up past his bedtime, and Tracy smiled. She never heard the birds in London, except some scavenging crows and the endless seagulls up the river. Not marching the dark wet streets on the job, but here in the semi-wilderness and enjoying total freedom, Tracy loved to walk. And she knew the forest well. Many years ago when she’d been little more than a kid, her father had brought her here and introduced her to the games he enjoyed. She had quickly appreciated the intrigue and the pleasure and had helped with some of his earlier pastimes. But the playground had become a sewer, and they had both left. She had returned to the streets and her mother.


      But she had come back on more than one occasion and knew the place well.


      Even to the police she always claimed that her mother was worse than her father. Well – that was how she felt, and the facts were clear enough. Better or worse depended on priorities, and how much you enjoyed one hobby rather than another. Slowly slaughtering some little blonde bitch, big innocent blue eyes bursting with terror – the good girl getting the punishment for a change instead of folk wanting to punish the whore – felt satisfying. And she’d been satisfied a few times.


      Wandering back into the ruined cottage, she discovered her father awake. His head was pounding with injury and hang over both. Tracy fished some paracetamol from her pocket, and Lionel took them, washing them down with whiskey. “I feel – foul.”


      “You look it.” Tracy climbed back into her bed and curled her knees to her waist. “Cuddle up with Olga, and go back to sleep.”


      Her father grunted. “Bin times I thought you were Olga yerself. Always ready to criticise.”


      “Always ready to help, you mean. Who washed your wounds? Who dug out the bullet? Who had booze and the sandwiches? And who nicked the bloody car? Olga?”


      Lionel snorted. “True. All my little sainted daughter. Go to kip, brat.”


      It started to drizzle in the night. The tiny drops of blood still apparent outside now slithered into the grass and disappeared. The stream at the bottom of the slope gurgled, cheerfully greeting the wetter weather. The cottage roof dripped both within and out, and a small puddle began to trickle from the middle of the floor by Lionel’s bed, but did not yet reach him. He slept on.
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        * * *


      


      Sylvia and Harry took Daisy Curzon to dinner that evening, choosing the local pub where the menu was limited but well cooked with speedy service. They were just a little disappointed when Daisy decided to book in and spend the night, ready to speak with them again the next morning.


      “There’s nothing can be done for my dearest George any more,” she said softly, drinking her cider and wondering if her hosts were going to offer her cake for afters. “Nor for aunty, nor for those poor girls who were murdered. But for my Dean, something can certainly be done. How can an intelligent young boy disappear like this?”


      “We have no answers,” Sylvia said into her wine glass. “I’d love to click my fingers and make the world a better place, but unfortunately I can’t even click my fingers anymore. Arthritis.”


      Harry leaned back and asked, “Pudding, Daisy?  Not for me, I’m full. And Sylvia’s gone off cake since her best friend loves it. But have something., I’m getting another beer. Wine, Sylvia dearest?”


      She nodded. “And since you’re staying here the night, Mrs Curzon, you might like to pop over to the manor and have breakfast with us. We usually stagnate in the breakfast room for a couple of hours every morning unless we’re busy.”


      “You have a special room for every meal?” Daisy already thought Rochester Manor a palace of unbelievable luxury.


      “Not quite that bad,’ said Harry. “We have one large dining room for lunch and dinner and special celebrations. But some of us stay late, so it’s still in a mess most mornings. We use a much smaller room next to the kitchens for breakfast.”


      “Well, I’ll have chocolate cake,” Daisy decided. “But the thought of my little Dean out there starving while I eat so much – well – it’s cruel.”


      “Dean seemed a very nice boy,” Daisy nodded. “And of course any mother would be dreadfully upset by her child’s disappearance. But he’s not a baby, Mrs Curzon. And he seems to be a very clever boy too. I’m sure he just wanted some privacy to recover from all the sadness.”


      “I do wish you’d call me Daisy,” she said with a sigh. “And that’s the trouble you know – sadness. Dean was distraught after dearest George died. And to be honest, it was so unexpected. He was safe in hospital. The Gastro-Enteritis was still bad – but no worse. And all those drugs the doctors have, well surely they should have cured him. And with the memories of Dean’s aunty, and even his friend at school – so much death and misery. I’m scared that Dean’s run off somewhere and got lost.”


      “But you say he used to go and stay a few days quite often with a school friend?” Harry asked. “So he’s used to looking after himself.”


      Daisy shook her head. “I know I’m a rather over-protective mother. Dean used to tell me that a few years ago. So I made sure to let him go and stay with his friend whenever he wished. But he was obviously well fed by the parents over there. I mean, I didn’t tie my darling Dean up or anything. But I never just left him alone to look after himself. He can’t cook, and he has no money.”


      “I told the local police about all this,” Sylvia added, ‘and asked them to spread the word. Dean is on every notice board in every police station from here to Scotland.”


      “Unless,” Daisy said, suddenly bursting into violent and uncontrollable tears over her large cream and chocolate cake, “he’s lying in some ditch, murdered by that murdering creep out there.”
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      “As far as I’m concerned,’ Morrison said, “It’s time we started looking further afield. The boys up in Notts are already hard at it. And it’s us down here, running around in bloody circles. The media have started calling us useless as usual – that’s always the cry once the time speeds past. And I don’t give a shit what they think. Except that I’m beginning to agree with them. What the bloody hell are we up to, with no results? We’ve tramped every inch of forest, and we’ve trailed every meter of road, path, lane, street and bloody quagmire. Helicopters have upset every bird colony from here to Wales, and we’ve even had the drones swooping. DNA is pointless, although the forensic guys are still plodding along behind us, and we’ve interviewed what’s left of our man’s family, with no interesting results at all. We have an empty grave, bags of remains, and worst of all, one of our own men has been killed. So what happens next? We all resign and go off to join the French Foreign Legion?”


      “Does that still exist?”


      “Don’t try to be clever, Walsh. It doesn’t suit you.”


      Rita, sitting at the back of the Briefing Room, stood up and raised her voice. “So tell us your latest theory, Darcey.”


      “Not that it’s going to help at this stage of affairs,” said Darcey. “But I still maintain there’s two killers. There’s two young girls killed in the Sullivan manner with a couple of obscure differences, both killed up near Nottingham. No DNA discovered from the killer. The bodies, although mutilated, were wiped clean. As far as I’m concerned, these are from a different hand.”


      “What about our Ralph?” demanded DC Grant.


      “Sit down, Susan. You know what I feel about that.” Morrison shook his head. “And what’s worse, I just don’t know. It’s logically down to Sullivan, who didn’t want to be recognised and dragged into custardy. But there’s still a few points that don’t fit, including the strikes from the spade that killed him. As far as I’m concerned, they came from someone a good deal smaller and weaker than Sullivan. This was a long handed implement swung from behind by someone roughly six foot, no more, and without any great muscle power. And we know Sullivan has a gun now. Why didn’t he use it?”


      “But it was Sullivan who dug his wife up,” said Rita.


      “Yes, I’m quite convinced about that.” Morrison nodded. “And we haven’t traced her yet either.”


      “We have,” said the strident voice from the doorway. “The remains of Joyce Sullivan have just been discovered in a stream up in Staffordshire, quite some way from here. Forensics have confirmed it’s her, and the parts are being sent down here full speed. Her corpse has been mutilated, Sullivan style, and there’s some of  Sullivan’s DNA unashamedly left on the relevant parts. No attempt at disguise. She must have been there for at least a couple of days, but it’s hard to tell since she was dead anyway. Decay had already set in before her coffin was dug up. Now – we’re fairly sure Sullivan was encountered driving back down from that direction two and a half days ago, with stories of being shot on the road. Presumably he drove north to dump the body bag and intended to mislead us to his whereabouts as he’s been doing lately. On his way back home he was shot. We still don’t know where he is.”


      “Dead or alive.”


      “Precisely,” said the chief. “But it backs up my theory that all the killings have been Sullivan’s work whether here or further north. He’s our man, and now at the very least he’s wounded and can’t move around in the same fashion.”


      “But not yet in custardy,” Morrison sighed.


      “Can’t be long now,” said Crabb.


      “We said that nearly four months ago,” added Rita. “And longer if you count back to the prison escape. We know he was there when the Howard triplets were discovered, one dead, one arrested, and that poor girl rescued. Sullivan was definitely there, three and a half months ago. And still no sign.”


      “But no new killings for a month,” DCI Lewis Dark muttered, pacing the front of the room as Morrison stood aside. It became clear that Morrison, under his dusty black trousers, was wearing odd socks. One black, one navy blue with a faint white stripe. But they blended. “Not here. Not there.”


      “And can’t be, for the near future,’ said Rita.
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        * * *


      


      It had taken Paul quite some time for the hospital to admit they were releasing their proud patient the heroic Hamilton girl, He visited in a hurry before risking her departure before his arrival, and  discovered her fully dressed with a small shoulder bag lying open on the rumpled bed,  busily packing it with hospital towels,


      “Ah,” said Paul Stoker with a cynical grin, “here you are.  Caught you just in time.”


      She grimaced at him and turned back to stuffing her bag. “None of this stuff is any good,” she admitted. “But I can’t leave without a sweet nostalgic reminder.”


      “Very sweet,” said Paul, eyeing the grubby towel with the threadbare patch and the hospital details sewn to one end. “Anyway, what about another quick  interview? The heroine of the hour, the beautiful Miss Hamilton who outwitted the monster.”


      Regarding him with amused scepticism, Piper said, “Last time you was swearing you weren’t no reporter. Now I reckon you’re saying that’s what you is.”


      “Oh well,” admitted Paul, “I just want a few words with the famous Piper. Eighteen but looks sixteen. Or is it the other way around?”


      “They found his body?”


      “No.” Paul shook his head. “The bugger isn’t dead. He can’t be. But they found his last wife. Not the real  wife, that is, since the second marriage was bigamous. Mind you, she was already dead and buried. He unearthed her, cut her into little bits, stuck nasty things in and out of her decayed corpse, slung all the bits in a rubbish bag, and hurled that into a river. He’d just finished all that when he met you.”


      Even Piper Hamilton felt somewhat sick. “Well, I shot the bastard.”


      “You must have hurt him. That’s good.” Paul helped the girl zip up her bag. Her arms and hands were scarred with long black stripes zigzagged with stitches, some well bandaged, others left to the air to help them heal. Her chin and neck were also patterned in deep cuts, and she limped, although the leg bandages were hidden beneath her jeans. Yet she looked defiant. “Obviously you’ve got no car. Want a lift somewhere?” Paul asked her.


      “You trying to be funny?”


      “He realised, apologised, and laughed. “No, no, - yes after the last time, I understand. But you know that’s not me. I just want to talk. Real talk. Talk about you and your family and most of all the serial killer who really did give you a lift.”


      Nodding, she flung her bag over her shoulder. “OK. But ask about me, and ask about that foul bastard. But don’t ask about my family cos I won’t bloody answer. No way and not ever.”


      “I understand.” He didn’t.


      Having bought his Suzuki from the book profits, Paul was proud of his car. “Get in. So – back to your family home? Or the aunty in Wales?”


      She had told him the position of both, but now she said, “London. West Ken.”


      “Suits me,” Paul started the engine. “I live there too. Not West Ken though. Who’s your posh cousin?”


      “My brother,” she said. “But don’t bloody ask no more. You know wot I said.”


      “That your family is sacrosanct, I remember,” Paul agreed. “But it sounds as though your brother’s doing well for himself. In a flat, is he? Or one of those posh houses? What’s his name?”


      “Piss off,” Piper said, but smiling. “This your idea of no bloody questions? Well, it’s a nice big house and as posh as you like, and yes, all belonging to my brother. My Sunny’s a proper rich boy. I calls him Sunny cos he is, but his name’s Simon. Now, that’s it. Shut yer mouth till we gets there.”


      It was not in the least sunny and the road was dreary for much of the drive once leaving the stretches of countryside, and taking to the motorways. Piper soon closed her eyes. Paul felt he was also on the verge of sleep, and put the radio on. Piper woke with a start. Paul muttered an apology, and added, “It’s all very well, you can kip but I can’t. So sit up and talk. If I fall asleep on this road, we’ll both soon be sleeping forever.”


      “Shit,” said Piper. “Getting lifts ain’t wot it used to be. Bloody rape and bloody chatter.”


      Paul was about to say something and changed his mind. “So go on, tell me something. And why the bloody hell can’t I talk about your family, anyway? Most girls like talking about their families.”


      “My family’s not like other families,” said Piper. “And I reckon I ain’t like other girls. Don’t want to be, neither.”


      “Hardly.” Paul snorted. “Not if you carry a gun around at all times, and know how to use it. I hope you don’t have one now.”


      “The cops took it. Big bullies.”


      “So come on,” said Paul after another long pause, “give me something for my next book, or at least a really good article. It’s all I live on. Give us some secrets.”


      Piper sighed. “Reckon I’m the Pied Piper and there’s a street full o’ rats following us down the bloody road. I ain’t here to pay your rent. Nor I ain’t got nothing on me anyway.”


      “A story about Lionel Sullivan, just to pay for the petrol? Or – ,” when he realised she really had nothing more to say, “about this mysterious family of yours?”


      “Listen,” said Piper, leaning back with a yawn, “my family ain’t no nice cosy bunch around the fire and the telly, nor the sort you wanna have dinner with. Bloody Lionel Sullivan seemed normal enough when he stopped. I were on the roadside barefoot with bloody miles and miles more to walk, cos I run away from me sweet cosy family. He just says as how me feet were bleeding, which they was, so I thought he were OK till he got out the car later on. Just like I thought you was OK till you turns out to be a bloody nuisance.”


      Laughing, Paul turned left and stopped the car at a motorway café. “Tea? Sandwich? I can’t afford a proper lunch.”


      “Coffee, That’s all,” she said.


      “Have a sandwich – let’s call it a bribe. Tell us about your crazy family.”


      “Oh, shit,” said Piper, received the coffee and sandwich, and sat with Paul in a booth which looked fairly private.


      Paul pulled out a notebook and pen. “Whatever you want to tell me.”


      “I don’t want to bloody tell you nothing.” She spoke through the mouthfuls of bread, tomato, ham and cheese. “So, I’m sixteen. Piper Hamilton. Me dad’s the boss o’ the local Mafia. Not real Mafia, just a gang. But they make big money and every now and again some shit bastard from some other gang comes past and shoots fucking bullets through our windows. I got a big brother, Simon, what runs a protection racket and makes a bloody fortune. I got a big sister Jennie what wants to divorce her hubby cos he’s a thief and a thug and just threw a kettle o’ hot water over her and burned all her stupid face. Fancy marrying a git like that. Just as well the water weren’t proper boiling. Me dad’s a pig, and he chucks all sorts at me so I gotta keep out the bastard’s way. Me mum just hides in the bedroom and complains all the bloody time about back aches and not sleeping proper and such. I just want a nice family where we all goes out together to the cinema, or we sit at home with a bag o’ crisps and watch Neighbours on the telly.” She paused, then said rather sadly, “Trouble is, I ain’t a nice quiet little kid neither, and I reckon I might be bored shitless with a decent family. I learned how to shoot when I were seven. I well nigh killed some pissy little bugger at school when I were twelve, and got expelled.”


      Paul sat, mouth slightly open until he closed it with a snap. “The Hamilton Mobsters?”


      “Yeh, that’s us.” Piper stuffed in the rest of her sandwich and drowned it with coffee dregs. “Enuff fer you, then?”


      “You’ve got me even more interested,’ said Paul in a gabble. “Look, I’ll never say I got all this from you, but tell me some more. It’s something I’d love to write about.”


      “No way.” Piper shook her head. “Look, I’ve already said too much, but most of it ain’t a secret cos the cops know, and there’s bin stuff in the news every now and again. But no more – right? Real secrets is gonna stay secret.”


      “Tell me about Jennie.”


      Paul stood and began to shuffle out, making sure he stayed close by Piper’s side. He had parked in an empty run of the car park where it backed onto private land and a rummage of cows. They were grazing, but looked up, curious, at their two spectators. Piper leaned on the bonnet of the car. “No,” she said. “She ain’t done nothing wrong, She just wants free of her bloody husband.”


      “OK, tell me about him.”


      “What? Martin? Don’t make me laugh. He’d think it come from me or Jennie herself, and we’d both get clobbered. He’s just a nasty-tempered crook, that’s all. He ain’t no Lionel Sullivan, but he ain’t no nice guy saint neither.” Piper turned her back on him and pulled on the car door. “Come on, unlock the bloody thing. I’m fed up with this. One bloody mean lunatic after another.”


      “I can make good money out of interviews and photos and articles,’ he said. “But I could make more out of a book. Now listen to me. It needn’t ever be traced back to you. There’s been books about the Mafia and so on, and the authors don’t get slaughtered in return. Give us some of the innocent stuff first. Where were you born? Was your mother great when you were a baby? After being expelled from school, what did you do? Was your dad angry, or did he laugh and pat you on the head and say you were growing up like him? And what do you want to do when you’re older, anyway? Follow the family business? Or go off and change your name?” She had been standing with her back to him but now turned, hands deep in her jean’s pockets. Paul added, “Come on, favour for favour, play fair. I’m driving you all the way to London. And I’ll never say I got my information from you.”


      “But you wants to write a whole fucking book? And once you drop me home and knows where me Sunny Boy lives, I reckon you’ll be phoning me every bloody day and living on me doorstep?


      “No,” lied Paul. “I’ll never try to contact you again.”


      “Liar. And how does I know you won’t bugger off to the cops?”


      “Because I promise I won’t.”


      Piper, leaning back against the car door, smiled and spoke softly. “I’s gonna give you one more chance. You leaves off now and we talks about the weather? Or you gonna keep on and on and on till I tells you more and more?”


      He considered lying but knew she’d never believe him. “Look,” he said, “I need this story. I believe we could be friends. You tell me everything you can, including the secrets, no one will ever know it was you, and I’ll buy you a slap-up dinner this evening. So, your family will get a bit famous. They might like that. And I can write an interview with you just because you’re the fantastic sixteen-year-old girl who shot Lionel Sullivan. I mean, it’s like the stories of who shot Billy the Kid.”


      “Except that I should never have had that gun. The cops let me off, cos I were in self-defence against the biggest bastard wanted. But they took me gun and warned me about using it again, and me dad ortta have a licence.”


      “Well, your name’s out there for shooting Sullivan anyway. Nothing I could do about it even if I wanted to.” Paul was sniggering slightly. Piper remained patient, but her eyes had grown cold.


      “Pushing your luck, mate. Wot if I got another gun?” Her hands stayed in her pockets.


      “Look, silly cow,” said Paul, still half laughing. “I know what I know and you can’t wipe that out. You told me. I can look up the rest from all the old magazines and so on. I know your brother’s address and I know what he does. You’ve told me plenty. So either tell me the rest – or go on, bloody shoot me.”


      Quite slowly, Piper pulled both hands from her pockets. In her right hand, she held a gun. This was not the same gun she had used previously. “It’s a Beretta,” Piper said with a wide smile. “I always fancied having a real proper Beretta. You know, it’s a good name. They calls it a Pico. Reckon that means little or someint. Anyways, it shoots OK. Wanna try?”


      Unamused, Paul pointed at the thing pointing at him. “You rotten bitch. I thought we were friends. You told me what you wanted to tell me, I didn’t force you did I now? You were willing enough, and you told me plenty. But I promised I wouldn’t say it came from you. Yes, I’ll write a book. But it’ll be me at risk with my name on the cover – not you. You stop being bloody stupid and put that thing away, or I bloody will go to the cops. I bet it isn’t loaded, anyway.”


      “Oh yer, tis loaded alright,” smiled Piper.


      “Silly bitch,” said Paul. “Stop showing off.”


      So she shot him.


      His astonishment was evident for one split second before he fell, tumbling backwards. She certainly hadn’t missed this time. The cows looked up with faint alarm, and one, skittish, stumbled backwards. Piper kicked the crumpled corpse behind a skip standing back almost against the fence, leaned down and retrieved the car keys from his jacket pocket and the wallet from his back trouser pocket, clicked the car open and climbed into the driver’s seat. With a sigh, she drove out of the car park and back onto the motorway, heading towards London.
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      The next letter was quite affectionate. ‘My Dear Ruby, What did you say that friend calls you? Dearest Bluebell? I like that. Perhaps I should start calling you by that name. In the meantime, my lovely lady, I really want to see you again. I need to talk about my future career and what I’ll study at university – after all, you’re the one with all the experience. I suppose I’m still a kid. And there’s that film about Queen Mary. It looks good. So how about lunch, then the film, and then dinner? And I promise, promise, promise, no sex. I won’t even say the word. A kiss goodbye perhaps, but no more. Can you meet me at Cavendish House, outside, tomorrow? How about midday? Perfect time for lunch. Come on, Beautiful Ruby. If you don’t turn up, I’ll be standing there like an abandoned idiot for an hour or more. With much Love and Appreciation, Brad.”


      Ruby screwed the letter up and threw it in the waste bin. Then, after a few moments, she bent and retrieved it, flattened it out on the table, and bit her lip. She could of course refuse to go and dump the stupid kid. But all he asked for was a friendly chat, and clearly, it meant a lot to him. The cinema? She’d end up paying of course, and for the food as well, but she didn’t care about that. At least he’d never asked to borrow anything from her, let alone ask for a gift. No harm, then – as long as the sleazy boring sex wasn’t mentioned.


      She turned up and found Brad already standing on the street corner. He was looking sparkling clean, and she was quite happy to take the boy for a decent lunch. She hoped people would think he was her grandson.


      The film was enjoyable, but the conversations became tedious. His idea of discussing future careers seemed both pointless and brainless to her. She had thought the boy clever, and now he seemed less so. The improvements were gradual.


      “Well, you know, kids dream of being train drivers and things. I still sort of fancy driving a train. But I’m going to study science.”


      “Good,” Ruby had said. “What sort? I mean, I’m no scientist so I can’t be explicit – but physics? Chemistry? Astronomy? Technology?  Archaeology? Entomology?  That would be yuk, I think. How about Geology? Something else?”


      “Chemistry perhaps. I like mixing stuff. Experimenting. Certainly not astronomy. I don’t fancy being an astronaut. Look what happens to them in all the films.”


      “I think the films are just fiction. You must know it isn’t like that.”


      Brad had looked at her. “Well of course. But there’s no need to be picky. And if you want to be picky, then technology isn’t a science.”


      “OK. Chemistry then. Do you want to be a pharmacist? That’s a chemist, isn’t it?”


      He had changed the subject.


      Having drunk rather too much, partially from boredom and partially because the full glasses kept appearing with Brad actually managing his fair share of paying, Ruby eventually stuttered about going home. “No need to come.” Her consonants were blurred. “I’ll get a taxi.” She thought she’d probably never manage to climb on the bus, and would then no doubt fall off. “You go on off to the train, dear. Have a nice trip home.”


      With an eager smile, Brad handed her a carrier bag. “One box for you, and one box for your nice friend Sylvia. I’ve got end of term exams soon so I may not see you again for ages. And I wanted to give you something to remember me by. Best chocolates I could afford, so don’t go handing them around all your little old friends. But Sylvia sounds nice, so I wanted to give her some too.”


      Both touched and boozily delighted, Ruby permitted the kiss goodbye, and even his tongue exploring her teeth, and waved down a taxi. She tottered into it as Brad held the door open for her, sank back, and asked for the Rochester Manor, closed her eyes, clutched her bag of chocolates, and wondered if she could get out of ever seeing the silly boy again.


      Dinner over, the residents at the manor were enjoying their usual evening flop. Some watched the television news. Others were impatient for the news to end so they could watch their favourite Soap. Those who wanted something else and didn’t like Soaps, tottered up to their own flats and watched their own televisions or crawled into bed. Amy, who could no longer see clearly enough for the TV anyway unless she sat nose to screen, was cheerfully chatting to anyone who cared to listen.


      Harry, pleased to be free of Daisy Curzon who had returned northwards, had gone to the Crooked Wager, meeting up with the newly married Tony who wanted to moan about his wife. Sylvia stayed at home, managed to find the best armchair, and settled down to doze. On the sofa opposite, Percival sat to one side, Betty on the other, and Amy squashed in the middle. Yvonne had just opened a bottle of wine when Ruby struggled from the cab, over-paid the driver, and entered the manor by holding herself  upright with hands against both walls of the corridor.  Lavender bustled out to see who had arrived, and helped Ruby into the larger Living room, letting her slip into one of the smaller armchairs near Sylvia.


      Ruby said, “Ish it late? Hi everybods.” And closed her eyes.


      Amy was saying, “Well, I’ve never been terribly religious, you know. I went to church when I was little, but not once I grew up.”


      Betty said, “I find religion a great consolation. After all, I shall drop dead any day now. It’s nice to know I won’t be all alone.”


      The bottle went pop and Yvonne started pouring. “Ruby? A little plonk?”


      “Shsss,” Ruby waved a vague index finger. ‘Naughty. No more. Goshsss. Feel all shwilling already.”


      “I always think,” said Yvonne, “if you’ve had a little too much, then have a glass of water and something to eat. Absorbs the alcohol.”


      “Good idea,” said Ruby and fished around in the carrier bag Brad had given her. She unearthed a box of chocolates and handed it to Sylvia, then took the other box for herself. She did not manage to open the cellophane, but Yvonne leaned over and opened it for her. Ruby popped two large smart looking chocolates into her mouth and handed the box to Yvonne.


      “Not with wine,’ Yvonne said. “Each spoils the taste of the other.”


      Ruby ate two more and waved the box in the air. Betty took one and sucked slowly. The others shook their heads. “Shuckssh,” said Ruby, and ate two more. “Ever sho nice.”


      “I never really believed those sermons in church,” said Yvonne, sitting on the arm of Sylvia’s chair. “I can’t imagine any creator clever enough to invent the whole universe, being daft enough to invent us.”


      Amy giggled. “Well, I’m not sure if I’m a believer or not. I suppose I am. After all, I was  castrated as a baby at the local Methodist Church.”


      Percival blinked open one eye. “Christened,  my dear. Not castrated.”


      “Ah, yes,” conceded Amy. “And I didn’t like the preacher.”


      The vague misunderstandings spared infectious. “I believe the world is symbolic,” Sylvia said vaguely to herself. “We are some sort of physical symbol of the more important mental.”


      “Spiritual,” said Percival.


      “Doesn’t that combine with thought and emotion? Ah well.” Sylvia gave up, “symbolic of something.”


      Ruby was a bit lost. She ate a couple more chocolates. “Sylivikins,” she said with the chocolates open on her lap. “Eat up.”


      “Bless you dearest,’ Sylvia mumbled, “but I just don’t like milk chocolate, only the dark stuff. I’ll give these to Harry when he comes home. But it was darling of you, thanks so much.” She frowned. “You look a little the worse for wear, my dear. Can I help you up to bed?”


      Ruby’s head dropped almost to her chest, and she began to snore. Sylvia beckoned to a couple of the younger of the male residents and called for Lavender. “I’ll get Arthur,” said Lavender at once. “He can carry her up to bed, poor dear.”


      “I’ve known her to drink a little too much before,’ Sylvia mumbled to herself, “but never this much. She seems completely sozzled. And she went out by herself at lunchtime saying she was going to the Plaza. They don’t serve liquor at the cinema, do they?”


      Ruby’s lavishly made bed, silken in crimson sheets and a quilt of red and black patterned velvet, awaited her and Arthur plonked her down on the pillows, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and trotted off again. Sylvia had followed, and Lavender behind. They now both loosened Ruby’s clothes, took off her shoes, unbuttoned the somewhat wintery cardigan, pulled a sheet and the quilt over her, and tiptoed out. Lavender said, “She’ll sleep tight now. But she’ll wake with a headache. I’ll leave a glass of water on the bedside.”


      “I wonder if we should leave a bowl on the floor too,” said Sylvia.


      “She wasn’t that bad, was she?’ asked Lavender. “She might be a little offended if she saw something like that when she wakes in the morning.”


      Sylvia shook her head but closed Ruby’s bedroom door, and trotted back downstairs. “We’ll have to install a lift one day,” she said.


      “Exercise is important when you get older,’ said Lavender. “But if everyone who lives on the upper floor wants to donate something, I daresay we could put in one of those stair lifts. But they’re horribly slow.”


      “But in a zoom,” said Sylvia, “or a drone you can hang onto.” But she was interrupted. From upstairs echoed a crash, a faint shriek, and the sounds of someone being violently ill.


      “Perhaps you were right,” said Lavender, turning and running back to the first floor and to Ruby’s door.


      Sylvia and Lavender, pushing past each other, slung open the door and stared down at the bedroom floor. Ruby had collapsed there, but was lying face down in her own vomit. Sylvia lifted her face to the side, encouraging breathing. Yet Ruby barely breathed, and the vomit was copious and smelled both strange and vile. The stench of sweet alcohol was strong, but another drift of slime stank of something quite different. Lavender, already on her phone, was calling an urgent ambulance, while Sylvia bent, risking puke, to see if Ruby was conscious, and to discover how to help.


      “Best not touch,” said Lavender.


      “I had to. She was drowning in her own muck. I’m not even sure if she’s alive. I need something to clean out her nostrils. And what about CPR?”


      “Oh dear.” Lavender took a step back. “Not the kiss of life?”


      Sylvia had pulled a wet flannel from the bathroom and proceeded to wash Ruby’s face. She cleaned both nostrils and mouth, eventually sticking a finger down Ruby’s throat and clearing the pile of muck from where it had collected. With a huge gulp of air, Ruby breathed. But her eyes rolled upwards and closed once more, and her breathing, although returning, was shallow.


      “Shit, piss, fuck,” Sylvia muttered in a desperate mumble. “Come on, darling. It’s only some sticky Tia Maria or something.”


      They heard the ambulance siren and breathed deeper themselves.


      Ruby, after a brief effort at pumping her heart by the paramedics, was put hurriedly on the stretcher, carried downstairs and into the ambulance. It sped off with a renewal of siren-urgency.


      “Yes,” sighed Sylvia, collapsing onto the chair in the corridor, “we need a lift.” It was almost immediate that the front door opened again, letting in a blast of chilly wind, but although Harry had arrived home, Sylvia couldn’t rush into his arms. Virtually every resident from the living rooms had hurried out to see what had happened, who had dropped dead, and what they should all do about it. The voices crowded upon each other and no one could hear anything. Finally, Harry managed to squirm through.


      “Good lord,” he said. “Sylvia my darling are you sick? You smell – well, I’m sorry, but you smell terrible.”


      “It’s Ruby again,” said Sylvia in a daze, and burst into tears.
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        * * *


      


      Johnny Tavistock, already bored, left the heart of Cheltenham and wandered down some of the back lanes. The light was dimming, and a late sunset was clipping the horizon over the distant hills. Twilight had turned every tree into a rich black silhouette, and in contrast, the sky behind appeared pure. An everlasting blue. But it did not last forever, and not even for the next half hour. The silhouetted trees dimmed into dusky obscurity. Sky blue swirled like a silken petticoat into rising pinks, lilacs and golds. It was a sky of treasure and proud display.


      Yet within only moments this too faded. The vivid colours turned sweetly hesitant, and finally sank behind the hills. The darkness, grabbing the final permission, heralded night. The trees disappeared. The hills disappeared. The lanes, the hedgerows and even the ditches disappeared. But in their place, the stars sparkled out like a thousand minuscule drops of sunshine.


      With little interest and little hope, Johnny turned and made his way back towards the train station. But he was still a long way off when someone passed him with a swish of coat and a tap-tap of high heeled shoes. He watched as she passed. Then, turning once more, Johnny followed and then overtook her. She was young and very pretty.


      “Sorry, love. You got a light?”


      He held up a cigarette. The girl fumbled in her coat pockets, found something and held it out. A red throwaway lighter. Johnny took it and lit his cigarette, then handed the lighter back. “Cheers, I bin longing fer that fer ages. No shops open now. Bin gasping fer a fag.” He turned away then quickly turned back. “You want one?”


      Smiling, she nodded. “Yes, I suppose so. That would be nice. I’ve only got one left.”


      “I got a packet, but I lost me lighter.” He handed her a cigarette. She took one, and with her own lighter, he lit it for her. “Can I ask yer name?”


      “I’m nearly home, so don’t try asking me out now,’ she said. “But my name’s  Lara. What’s yours?”


      “Johnny,” said Johnny. “And I know wot you means about nearly home. I ain’t gonna push me luck. But we could have just a little walk down the road. No more, fair enough. But a couple o’ minutes to share news won’t hurt. See whether we fancies making a date fer tomorrow.”


      “Just for a few minutes,’ said Lara. “My da’s waiting for me.”
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      Three telephone calls followed each other, and Sylvia leapt up each time, grabbing her phone from the coffee table in front of her.


      Firstly Daisy Curzon sounded bubblingly cheerful.  “Dean’s home. I thought you’d like to know,” she said. “My baby boy’s home again and looking ever so much better than before. We’ll never forget poor George, but like Dean says, he’ll live on in our hearts. No more crying.” Her voice sank again. “I do apologise, Mrs Joyce, for being such a nuisance over the past weeks, but you seemed to be the one person I could talk to. You understood me so well. You helped. And after all, it was you and your husband who solved those shocking crimes when they started.”


      “I’m so glad Dean is back home with you, Mrs Curzon. I hope it’s the start of a better time.”


      The second in line was Morrison. “I thought I’d better tell you and Harry first, before you see it in the papers,” he told her. “Yes, it’s happened again. No details yet,  but it’s Cheltenham this time. A very nasty business. So I’m going to be busy for the next few days or longer. We’ll have to forget coming over for dinner tomorrow night, I’m afraid.”


      “We understand. God – I hope you find the bastard this time. Not slowed down by bullet holes, I gather?”


      “Not in the least, far as we can see.”


      And thirdly the hospital phoned, which was the call she’d been waiting for and which she had both wanted the most and feared the most.


      “Mrs Joyce? Mrs Ruby Pope is in a bad way, I’m afraid. She’s asking for you. You can spend as much time as you wish together, but hopefully we’ll get to talk too. I’m Doctor Verdie, and I need to discuss something with you. No, no, don’t get worried, Mrs Pope isn’t on death’s door, but she came very near it until we pumped out her stomach. So hopefully I’ll see you soon, Mrs Joyce.”


      “Almost immediately,” said Sylvia, hung up and called Harry.


      They went briefly to Ruby’s bedside and gazed in disappointment at the pale figure lying motionless on her back, white sheeting to her chin. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed to hear nothing. Harry suggested Sylvia stay there while he spoke to the doctor, but she wanted to know exactly what the medical diagnosis promised.


      Doctor Verdie crossed his hands over his chest and smiled, banishing all thoughts of death and coma. His words weren’t quite so reassuring. “I have to tell you, he said, “Mrs Pope came very close to death. But we caught the problem in time, and cleared the poison.”


      “Poison?” Hiccup. “You mean the virus? Or bacterial? Dysentery?”


      He shook his head. “This lady was poisoned,’ he said, “and the police have been informed. The problem might not have been caught or even understood, had I not recently had another similar case. Most serious, I’m afraid. And I understand from her notes that Mrs Pope recently attempted suicide? Might she have taken poison intentionally, do you think?”


      “I’m positive she didn’t.” Sylvia, astonished, leaned forwards as if to emphasise her point. “Ruby was depressed and lonely, and afterwards deeply regretted the whole idea. She’d never do that again. She’s been perfectly happy. But last night she came home quite intoxicated. So could it be alcohol poisoning?”


      “Actually, no.” The doctor smiled across at Harry. “This is something quite different, and almost positively intentionally administered.”


      Harry said, “Well, not suicide. For one thing, she’d have been too pissed to mix anything or decide to take anything.”


      “She ate about thirty chocolates she’d got from somewhere,” Sylvia added.


      This seemed to interest the doctor, and he drummed his fingertips on his desk. Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. Did she often eat chocolate.”


      “Oh yes. But this was a brand I’d never seen her buy before. Special, I expect. Not homemade.”


      “Well boxed? In a commercial wrapping? What name?”


      Sylvia couldn’t remember. “She ate most of them, but I think one or two others had one too. We had to clear up after her, so the box and the wrapping all got thrown away.”


      Doctor Verdie seemed almost excited. “Can the box be rescued? And who else ate one? Has anyone else been sick?”


      “I don’t think so, and I don’t think so,” said Sylvia. “All I’ve been waiting for is the call from you. But I have another box since Ruby gave me an identical one last night but I didn’t bother opening it. I was too worried about her.”


      “Excellent,” beamed the doctor, as though promised a promotion. “Can you bring that in as soon as Possible? And check on whoever ate any of those chocolates yesterday?”


      Both Sylvia and Harry had turned quite white. Harry said, “But it can’t have been actual purposeful poison? That’s impossible. Or do you mean some sort of mistake at the factory? Or even some worker who was sacked, getting his own back on the company? But maybe just Ruby drinking bleach instead of tonic water, or eating something contaminated in an unhygienic kitchen?”


      “There are many interesting and possible hypothesis,” smiled the doctor. “But I need to examine those chocolates.”


      Turning to Harry, still white-faced, Sylvia mumbled, “Harry, my love, could you nip back home and get the box Ruby gave me – on the chest in the bedroom. And see if anyone else is sick? I have to go and see Ruby.”


      Ruby did not wake.
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        * * *


      


      Shivering and gulping, Lionel lay on the straw, “Bloody help, silly bitch,” he yelled at his daughter. “Don’t just bloody stand there. I need you.”


      “I’m not a doctor, Dad.” Tracy regarded her father. The hole in the middle of his face where once his nose had been prominent, was bleeding even more profusely than before and the flesh oozed some other liquid neither of them understood. “It’s your wickedness coming out,” Tracy smiled. “Cheer up, Dad, you’ll go off to Heaven like a saint. All cleansed and pure.”


      “I ain’t wicked.” He mumbled through the blood. “That slimy muck’s from the sinuses or up the throat or something. But I never was wicked. I only do what I have to.”


      “Rubbish,” sneered Tracy. “St. Paul won’t open the holy gates for you, you know. He’d lock that gate. Just like you used to do to me.”


      “I’m not dying, stupid whore” Lionel shouted.  “But I’m in pain, fucking horrible pain.”


      “Look, if I hadn’t managed to nick a car and come up to find you, you’d be lying dead in a Welsh field. I’ve helped. But I’m no doctor, no surgeon, and no magician. I reckon all this stuff’ll heal in time. Just be patient. I’ll go and get you some painkillers if you like, but it won’t be strong stuff. You can’t buy morphine over the counter, you know.”


      “You can nick it.”


      “Where from? Just walk into a hospital and nip into their stores? You’re lucky you managed to phone me, and I’m doing what I can. I’ll go into the village and pick up Nurophen and Paracetamol and stuff.  And some food, while I’m at it.”


      Whisky, gin, anything strong.”


      “I’ll try.”


      Lionel attempted to roll over, but cried out suddenly, clasping both hands over his face, blood streaming between his fingers. His ear also bled, but it did not seem to hurt him. As he turned, Tracy saw that the wound in his hip was also widening and bleeding copiously.  He was whimpering now. “I got a gun, Honey-Bunch. You could just finish me off.”


      Tracy sat quickly beside him. “I know you don’t really mean that.” She watched him as he groaned, eyes hidden behind his huge trembling hands. “I nearly did it, you know, my last couple of weeks with Mum when she told me what you’d done to Karyn. I  loved my big sister. She was the only sweet one in the family, and that included me. Mum sold me off to some bugger when I was eight. Told him I was virgin. I wasn’t, cos you’d started with me when I was seven.  I bit the bastard’s nipple almost off, and Mum had to give him his money back. But I got whipped like some witch back in the old days. Then she sold me to someone else a week later. You weren’t there, so I thought you were the good one, till Mum told me what you did to Karyn. Then I had three years of you fucking me till you went away again. I never liked it you know. OK, so I didn’t object. Mum smashed me around and whipped me and chucked me down the stairs. But you cuddled me and kissed me and put those lovely big warm hands all tight and kind around me. You even used to say you loved me.”


      “I did,” Lionel muttered. “I do.”


      “I wanted so much to feel loved, I would have put up with anything. Well, I did, didn’t I – put up with anything.”


      Lionel, snuffling violently through the widening hole in his face,. “I never meant to hurt Karyn. It wasn’t a proper beating, and your mum set it up. Besides, I always loved you the most.”


      “Well thanks, but I don’t care anyway,” Tracy concluded. “Not now. I’ve worked the streets for so long, what I thought was kind cuddling back when I was seven is just yuck now and half the guys like weird stuff.”


      “No weird stuff from me.”


      “You reckon you’re not weird?” Tracy shrieked with laughter. “You’re sick. You know you are. More weird than anyone else. You like to fuck them when they’re dead. And you kill them first. But it’s the other stuff that’s even worse.”


      He muttered, “Olga makes me.”


      “Good excuse,” said Tracy.  “But way back, before you started working for that coach company and disappeared all over the place, I helped you with two of them. I should never have done that. Still gives me nightmares.”


      “You enjoyed it at the time.”


      She paused, thinking back. “Actually, I think I did, and that frightened me even more. That’s the nightmare, isn’t it – actually liking it. It was disgusting – really sick – and I liked it. Bloody hell, I must be nearly as bad as you. But I’ll never do it again. And you’d best not do it again either. Can you make a decision like that?”


      “You want me back in the clink?”


      “No.” Tracy stood, brushing the straw from her jeans. “No, of course not. But I want a dad, not a sicko!”


      “Since getting away, I got a few chances.” He was twitching with pain but talked on. “Seen girls. But only one came with me. That was a gift from heaven. Not your silly palid heaven. My bright bloody heaven. One girl I had days of fun with and felt bloody marvellous. Then Joyce. That helped. Nothing else. What the fuck is the point of being free, living like this, without a girl to fuck and chop?” Lionel reappeared from behind the cushioning palms. “Go get those pills, then. I’ll think – and sleep if I can. You hurry.”


      “OK. I’ll hurry,” and she ran from the cottage, carefully replacing the curtain of leaf and vine behind her. She took the little stolen black car, and drove over the bumps onto the path and then the road. The car was not build for overland discovery, let alone the great rocks and holes she drove through. The exhaust was now broken. But she’d paid nothing for it and did not care as long as it managed one or two journeys more.


      She headed into Little Woppington-on-Torr.
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        * * *


      


      The elderly gentleman in the small white painted room seemed fully aware of the fact that the wall of mirror facing him worked two ways. “You got all your men lined up out there?” he asked. “I’m afraid they won’t find me very exciting.”


      “Excitement is the last thing I want at the moment,” Morrison smiled. “I just need to know exactly what you saw,”


      “It was dark. About eight thirty or later,’ said the man. “I heard scuffling and a girl sort of squeaking. Panting. I’m ashamed to say I thought they were doing something else. I assumed they were enjoying themselves. Or on the job. You know.”


      “Yes, I know exactly what you mean,” sighed Morrison. “But tell me about the boy, Mr Ghent.”


      Mr Ghent was sipping a glass of water. “I was at the ATM. Those sounds came from around the corner, and the ATM rattled on and on anyway, so I didn’t hear half of it. But then this boy came marching around from that direction. One split second he stared at me. Then he rushed back the way he’d come. I thought I knew why. I thought he was embarrassed because I must have heard his passionate love-making. So I just went off in the other direction, quite without a worry in the world. It wasn’t until this morning when I heard where the murder actually took place – that I worried and came over here. I mean, that’s exactly where I was. Actually, I almost didn’t come. I thought, well – they’ll think I did it. But hopefully you won’t think that. I’m very happily married as it happens.”


      “Mr Ghent,” sighed Morrison, “is there any chance of you describing this boy? That’s the main thing we want.”


      “Oh, well yes, but it was dark, you know. He was tall but not more than six or six one, I think. Floppy dark hair. Definitely skinny. Wore jeans with a dark jacket, one of those zip-up hooded things the kids wear. But the hood was off, so his hair flopped in the wind. Slightly long but nothing unusual, almost to his shoulders but I think not quite. Dark, but everyone looks dark at night. No idea about eyes. He had long fingers and narrow hands. Wore dark sneakers too. I’d guess he was aged between sixteen and twenty. And that’s all I can think of. Very average looking boy in fact. Good jaw, just a bit of a nose perhaps.” Looking almost ashamed, he paused, then said, “I’d have taken more notice if I’d understood what – but that was the last thing I would have expected. And it certainly wasn’t anything like that weirdo Sullivan everyone’s after.”


      “Could you describe all this to one of our sketches, Mr Ghent? If we could produce a genuine likeness, he might come forward. We are presuming he’s a witness rather than the perpetrator, but that can’t be relied on yet. The dead girl is about the same age, so it might be some boy trying to get rid of a girlfriend or some such thing. But we need the boy first.” The photograph of a pretty young girl lay on the desk. “And are you quite sure you never saw her, Mr Ghent?”


      “No way, Inspector. Only the boy. And he looked shit scared when he saw me. Excuse the language.”


      “I’d certainly say this was something to swear about,” Morrison sighed. “A Lionel Sullivan type murder, but possibly committed by someone else entirely. Now, where have  I heard that before?”


      Mr Ghent did not get the point, but Detective Inspector Rita Ellis, standing behind Morrison’s chair, was smiling.


      It was later that day when a fairly accurate sketch of Johnny Tavistock was produced, Mr Ghent went home happy, and the police station asked the television company to pin the announcement and the picture to the news that evening as the most important item.


      Both Sylvia and Harry, exhausted, went to bed early that evening with no further information concerning Ruby, except that she was finally opening her eyes, and had come off the drip, being fed with water and gruel now by mouth.
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        * * *


      


      The young boy who was employed late in the evening at a petrol station just outside London, was conscientiously sweeping up outside just before midnight, when he saw a large heap of indistinguishable rubbish right beside the far fence. He marched over to clean up and gather rubbish into the bins, when he stopped still some steps away and gulped.


      Pulling out his phone, he telephoned the emergency police. “Hey, man,” he said, slightly scared, “I seen this pile o’ stuff where I’s workin’ and went to chuck it. But I reckon tis a body. Some guy. Bin shot, I reckon, though the blood’s dry. You better come and look. Real quick.”


      “We’ll be over immediately,” said the police operator. “Sounds gang related. Don’t touch a thing until we get there.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twenty-Nine
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      “Someone else gave them to me,’ Ruby said, her voice a small gruff whisper. “I never told you about him. I was just stupid. I didn’t even want him in the end.”


      “Darling,” Sylvia said softly, “you have to tell me. Please. I promise I won’t blame you for a thing.”


      Harry was fetching tea from the canteen downstairs. Sylvia leaned gently over Ruby’s bed. Ruby was heavily sedated, and her voice only scraped the air above her lips. Ruby small single bedded ward was lit with little more than a hint of a light bulb and was so white, it seemed to Sylvia to resemble a mortuary. Ruby exhaled and inhaled deeply. “Brad. Just a boy. Eighteen I think. Or seventeen. Just a kid. Pretty in an average way. And so sweet at first.”


      “Brad who?”


      “Peacock,” said Ruby. “Brad Peacock. Sounds a bit false, doesn’t it?”


      “I wouldn’t know, I think there are people who really have that surname. Anyway, the police will sort that out. So you’ve seen this boy more than once?”


      Sylvia was holding her hand, and Ruby gained courage. “Six times. Maybe seven. Or was it only five? I’m all wuzzy, darling. I just know the last time we went to dinner, he bought me loads and loads of booze and then gave me chocolates. A box for me and one for you. I know you never met him, but I told him about you, so he felt sort of friendly. I really liked those chocolates, but I must have eaten too many.”


      “Darling Bluebell,” Sylvia told her, “those chocolates may have been poisoned. Or the drinks beforehand. Or both. I’ve passed my own chocolates on to Forensics for examination. Now, can you tell me what Brad looked like?”


      “It couldn’t have been poison, dearest,” Ruby mumbled, half to herself. “Not Brad. He was just a kid, and a really nice kid at that. We went walking and talking at first – no sex. I’ve just had salmonella. Gastro something from drinking too much. I know I was pissed last night.”  She sank back on the pillows and closed her eyes. “He’s a nice boy. He’d never have done things with poison. Honestly, he was sweet. Sort of tall and slim and very good looking. His hair was all shaved off at the sides, but it was growing through a little bit again, darkish but sort of mousy. Then he had a Mohawk. Is that what you call it? Long tufts all down the middle of his head from his neck to his forehead. Sticking up. And along the top it was bleached. Really yellow tips. Looked funny but somehow it suited him. He had good bones and nice hands. He dressed well too, all modern and fancy and bright coloured. And he was so cheery. Chatty and confident. But then – well he kept wanting to do things I didn’t want to do.”


      Ruby had no voice left, and Sylvia squeezed her hand. “Did you – actually – sleep with this kid, my love?”


      Closing her eyes again, Ruby managed a small whispered, “Yes.” And turned her face away.


      “You slept with a teenager?” Sylvia chuckled. “No crime, my love. Quite an achievement, I’d say. Proves what I keep telling you – how pretty you are, and even to the young and potent. What was he like?”


      “Pathetic.”


      And Sylvia laughed again. “Not fully practised? Too young I presume? Did you teach him everything?”


      “No. I just wanted to get away and come home.”


      “Perhaps he was waiting for passionate lessons.”


      “I told him I wouldn’t see him if he wanted to keep on going to bed with me. Sleazy hotels and people staring from him to me and back again – yuck. But the main problem was him being useless at it.  I mean – come on – it may be five hundred years since I ever even touched a man, but I can damn well remember, and my memories are bloody lovely. Honestly, Sylvikins, he was huff and puff and back to limp all in a couple of dreary minutes. Brad was very pretty undressed, I’ll give him that. But he was just up, wallop and flop.”


      “Forensics will sort out the problem,” Sylvia smiled somewhat dismally. “I expect your kid was just an idiot wanting to learn the ropes. But I’ve given my box of chocolates to the Forensic team, and they’ll sort it out in a couple of days I hope. In the meantime, my love, you have to rest.”


      She looked up, bleak-eyed. “They told me I nearly died.”


      “They told me you would have died if they had got you any later,’ Sylvia added. Now go to sleep, Bluebell. You’re already dopey.”


      “I’m always dopey. You mean sedated.”


      “OK. I mean sedated.” Sylvia walked up the corridor outside and bumped into Harry. “Leave hers in there,” she said, “but hush, she’s asleep. I’m going back in to see the doctor.”


      “I’ll follow,” Harry said. “Here. Take yours.”


      The door was already ajar as Sylvia knocked. Doctor Verdie was scribbling notes, evidently happy by hand as his computer stood dark and idle. He looked up and indicated chairs to both Sylvia and Harry. “No results yet, I’m afraid,” he said. “Far too early for specifics. But each chocolate in that box has been injected with a very fine needle. Personally, taking Mrs Pope’s symptoms into consideration, I suspect arsenic.  But there’s a faint smell of bleach and formaldehyde. I believe this poison has been purposefully mixed, ready for ingestion. Whoever gave this gift of chocolate should be reported to the police immediately. Indeed, I’ve  informed the general information line, but they’ll need the sort of details only you and Mrs Pope can  supply.”


      “I’m quite accustomed to dealing with the police,” Sylvia said, and then chuckled. “That sounds terrible. No, but I’m friends with DI Morrison. Is he coming here? Do you know?”


      “Not specifically, Mrs Joyce. But I expect someone to arrive fairly soon, and I’d be obliged if you’d wait here until he turns up. And perhaps you too, Mr Joyce, if you wouldn’t mind?”


      “Not in the least. Just as long as it’s not Cramble or whatever his name was,” Harry remembered.


      DI Ellis and DC Grant swept in less than ten minutes later and were surprised to see Sylvia and Harry. “Both female cops?” Sylvia smiled. “Is this a tactful way of questioning poor Ruby, woman to woman?”


      “Yes it is, actually,” Rita said. She turned to the doctor. “And it’s all about chocolates?”


      It was a long discussion as Ruby slept on.
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        * * *


      


      It was not the quiet drink Sylvia and Harry had hoped for. Having avoided the Crooked Wager purposefully since this was the haunt of the usual crowd, The Brass Farthing and the White Boar since they both had rowdy reputations, they had driven to the Hysterical Badger. This small and cosy place with its outdoor eating area under the wisteria clad patio was usually quiet and more expensive.


      But Harry walked straight into Tony’s back. Harry’s erstwhile best friend whirled around and was delighted to see someone he’d missed.  “Bloody hell, Harry, mate. I never expected to know anyone in here tonight. Thought I’d be left in peace. But seeing you is best of all. Come and sit down and I’ll get you a beer. Same as usual?”


      “Yes, fine,” Harry said, “but I’m with the wife.”


      Tony paused. “I’m not. Wish I was,” he said. “What’s Sylvie drinking?” He brought her a white wine and flopped into the third chair at the small outside table. The wisteria was no longer in bloom, but a faint perfume of jasmine seeped through. “I needed company, though I’ve been avoiding it,” Tony admitted. “Life’s been a pig as usual.”


      “Oh dear,” Harry frowned. “Not a divorce already?”


      And Tony burst into tears. “I’ve been married a fortnight,” he said through sniffs and tears, “and now I’m a widow. Again. She’s dead, Harry, she’s bloody dead. After a fortnight. Widowed for the second time and this time I wanted that woman. I really wanted her. I was happily married, and she dropped dead on me. What is it I do? Am I poison, or something?”


      And rather quietly but quite obviously Sylvia’s eyes clouded, turned moist, and the tears began to drip like tiny silver mirrors down her cheeks. She brushed them away as Harry put his arm around her shoulders. Above their heads, the leaves fluttered in the breeze. Tony looked around as though going crazy. “What? I don’t get it.”


      Sylvia blew her nose. “My best friend at the manor nearly died last night,” she said gently. “But she’s recovering. It was poison. Very nasty and very mysterious. But I’m deeply sorry to hear about your wife, Tony. You must be deeply upset. What happened?”


      Tony’s tears accelerated. “But your friend’s all better. Good. But my new darling isn’t. She’d – bloody – dead.  We were in bed together. She’d only just come in from the bathroom, and she climbed into bed, all pretty and sweet and smelling of lavender. She kissed my cheek. Then she said something about forgetting her face cream, and half sat up. Then all of a sudden she fell back on the pillows. I just sort of stared. She went all white and open mouthed and her eyes shut. I was terrified. I kept kissing her and shaking her and telling her to wake up. But she didn’t.”


      “That’s a terrible story, mate,” Harry told him. “I’m terribly sorry – it seems wicked after such a short time.”


      He turned abruptly. “You’ll come to the funeral?”


      “Of course. We both will.”


      Sylvia managed not to frown. “I’m deeply sorry, Tony,” she said. “And if we can help with anything, just let us know. With my friend on death’s doorstep in hospital, this is a very sad time.” Her own tears still streaked her face. Tony’s tears were a bubble from the nostrils.


      She was still half in tears as they left the pub an hour later. Harry twisted her around, stood solidly on the pavement before approaching the car park, and kissed her hard. “My own beloved,” he whispered into her ear. “You hardly ever cry. I hate seeing you like this.” With the ball of his thumb, he brushed away her tears.


      “For Ruby and for me,” she told Harry as they climbed into the car. “But for your mate Tony too. I never liked him much. But what a rotten trick of fate. So quick after marriage.”


      “I hope for Ruby, maybe we’ll have forensic confirmation tomorrow.”


      “Don’t you feel sorry for your best friend?”


      “Yes. I do.” He did. “But it’s almost just part of life now. Is anyone even remotely happy? Murder, poison, I don’t know. It’s all horrible. And Tony wasn’t in love with that woman, you know. She was a shrew according to her divorced husband, whom I like. Tony was just bloody lonely. Probably she was too.”


      “That’s even more sad,” Sylvia said. And at least could have given them more than a week. What was it, about ten days? And then a heart attack  and she falls on top of him. It just seems so unfair. Ok, OK, life isn’t fair. But I wish it was.”


      “You’re beginning to talk like me,” Harry sighed. “That’s the sort of thing I used to say, and you just used to tell me the words fair and unfair didn’t mean what we think they mean. You were all wise and clever while I was always whining about how life works. But now, it’s us, isn’t it, my love! We’re the lucky ones.  Bloody happy. Bloody loving.”


      “Only one problem. Do we deserve it?


      “Does anybody deserve anything?


      “Clearly,” said Sylvia, “you’ve corrupted me.”
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        * * *


      


      With a low profile in the stolen car, Tracy drove into the village and through the only road. She kept her head down and when possible, kept to the shadows. When she parked, she kept the car even deeper into shade, half into the bushes at the end of the car park.


      The tiny privately run Chemist shop sat tucked between the Greengrocer’s and the Flower shop. Tracy slipped inside and pretended to look at the long shelf of perfumes opposite the other long shelf of Vitamin pills. When the one customer left, she hurried to the main desk.


      “My Mum’s got a terrible headache. She fell over. She hurt her hip too. What’s the strongest pain killer I can get?”


      The chemist looked at her over his frameless glasses. “I’d advise a visit to the doctor,” he said. “How bad was the fall?”


      “Well, um, quite bad,” said Tracy. “But now she’s walking around, so she hasn’t broken anything. But pain – lots of pain.”


      “Humph,” declared the pharmacist. “She should definitely see her doctor. In the meantime, I’ll give you what I can. But they aren’t as strong as I expect you need. You’ll have to get a prescription for stronger. Here, take these and then call in the doctor. Two tablets of these every four hours, and two tablets of these at the same time.”


      “Would more kill him – I mean her – off?” asked Tracy, blushing.


      The pharmacist frowned, even more suspicious. “Probably not, unless she took the whole bottle. But she mustn’t overdose. She’d probably vomit back an overdose, and feel much worse.”


      With her last scraps of money, Tracy paid for the two small boxes. She already had two other packets and some Vitamin D in her pocket. Then, with a hopefully reassuring smile, she turned back to the frowning owner, turned again and walked for the door, swinging it open.


      She walked straight into Sylvia. For one missed heartbeat, they both stared at each other, and then Tracy said, “What brilliant luck. I got off the train from London just an hour ago, and I’ve already found you. Sylvia, also smiling, asked if she had booked into the Crooked Wager or the Brass Farthing. “Neither – yet,” Tracy said in a hurry. “I was just buying some headache pills at the Chemist’s. I got this bloody nasty ache on the train, so I walked down beside the river. Then I was going to follow the river on till I got to your place. Have you got a lot of shopping to do? I could wait in the pub.”


      They now stood outside the flower-shop and the faint perfume of roses was oozing out onto the narrow village pavement. ”Yes. Good idea,” Sylvia said. “We can walk back to the manor afterwards. But I’m surprised to see you. I didn’t think you wanted to drag all the way over here again, you didn’t think there was much point. We’ve explored the area twice over, step by step and the police have done it even more thoroughly than we have. But it’s certainly lovely to see you again.” She paused. “Any special reason? There’s been another murder. Same type. Did you know?”


      Looking so surprised that Sylvia herself was surprised, Tracy said, “Another murder? How could there be? I mean – I thought he must have gone off – north – or something.” Seeing that Sylvia was limping, although she no longer used the crutch all the time, Tracy added, “You haven’t got anything stronger than these paracetamol things, have you? Just for me to pinch two or three?”


      “Yes, I do.” Sylvia waved at Harry who was waiting in the car, half dozing in the car park.


      Tracy did not admit that the half hidden car beside the bushes was the one she had arrived in. “Oh lovely, we don’t have to walk.”


      “I used to.” Sylvia held the back door open for Tracy as Harry muttered a confused hello. “I liked the little walk from the manor to the village. Lovely swirls of beech trees, and the Torr glinting across the other side, past the fields and the black-headed sheep in the long grass. I was never quite brave enough to walk all the way to Cheltenham unless I was desperate. But now with this ankle, I can’t even walk as far as the Rochester gateway.”


      “Tracy?” Harry reversed from the parking place and turned the car. “You’re coming back with us?”


      “Only for lovely Sylvia to give me a couple of her pills,” Tracy explained.


      “Prescribed stuff? She was given them after the train crash.”  Harry frowned. “Illegal if not from a doctor..”


      “Hurry up, dearest,’ Sylvia told him. “Then she needs to go and book into one of the pubs.”


      “No tea?”


      “I’ll lie down once I’ve booked in,” Tracy said. “I feel too awful. But I’ll come over this evening. If I sleep this afternoon and then have a quick snack, maybe I’ll be loads better. Maybe we can meet  - at the pub? Or shall I come here?”


      “We’ll come to the pub for dinner,” Sylvia said. “Meet us in the restaurant part, unless you still feel too rotten. Let us know.”


      She was already half out of the car and ran to get her pills. “I’ll drive you back,” said Harry.


      “Oh, no,” Tracy said. “The nice sunny air will do me good, and it’s such a short walk.”


      “Seems odd to me if you’re desperate to lie down.” Harry shook his head.


      “No, honestly. I’ll be fine.” She took the two pills from Sylvia and trotted off back down the long drive to the gatehouse and the road beyond. The drive, white paved, ran flat and fairly straight between two long rows of maples, not as beautiful in summer as in autumn, but well planted with views across to the banks of the narrow dithering Torr, and the three huge weeping willows with their roots stealing half the water.


      Tracy began to skip. She loved this place. It was nice to have wealthy friends. Her father did care about her after all, and she had got him a good supply of painkilling pills. She just needed to nick a couple of items of food in the village before she dodged back to where she’d parked the stolen car and could then drive into the forest once more.


      “She’s dancing,” said Harry, staring out of their bedroom window upstairs. “Some terrible headache that must be.”


      “Odd,” said Sylvia, coming to stand beside him. “It was odd just to see her in the village. She said she wouldn’t be back for quite some time, and that wasn’t long ago. I didn’t expect to see her for months. Perhaps she got bored.”


      Harry remained standing at the window, peering out. “She’s gone into the road,’ he said, “but she’s still dancing. I think I’ll drive after her. Keep a distance but see what she’s up to.”


      “How trusting of you, my love.” Sylvia sat on the bed and yawned. “And anyway, how can you keep a distance in a tiddly place like this? She’d recognise our car at once.”


      “I’ll borrow Arthurs.” He turned and grinned. “I’ll ask Arthur to clean ours – it needs it anyway – while we borrow his. He won’t argue.”


      “Then I’ll come too,” said Sylvia, grabbing her adjustable metal crutch. “Are we going to end up somewhere interesting? Or just the pub? I want to trust Tracey – but – well, it’s fairly clear something’s wrong.”


      “I’ll be disappointed if it’s the pub,” said Harry. “But I’ll be glad if it is. I’d hate to think the girl was off to find her father again after all this.”


      “But this terrible headache doesn’t sound true? Perhaps it’s Lionel who has the headache, especially after being shot twice just a couple of days ago.”


      “Exactly,” sighed Harry. “But shall I phone Morrison?”


      Sylvia thought about it. “He’s had a lot of miserable false alarms. Besides, we don’t really know what’s happening yet. We might end up at the Brass Farthing with a boring cider each. But if Tracy aims for the forest, then we phone Morrison or Rita.”


      By the time they had clambered into Arthur’s old ford car, they thought they had missed everything and Tracy would be well gone, either amongst the trees or into the pub, but she had taken another half hour to steal some decent food scraps and tumble everything back into her car. She was driving out of the car park as Harry drove in. He leaned back, circled, and followed her direction, keeping well behind.


      “Did we even know she could drive?”


      “That’s irrelevant. But to actually own a car? I don’t believe it. So who stole the car? Tracy? Or her father?


      “She’s heading up towards the hills.”


      “And the wooded copses between.”


      As the road swept into an upward rising lane, Harry parked roadside. “There’s no other traffic. She’ll see us.” He switched off the engine and raised an eyebrow at Sylvia. “What do you think? We stay here for ten minutes or so and then try to trace her tyre marks? Naturally, we could lose her. Or she still might see us. But we can’t sit on her tail.”


      Waiting the ten minutes was frustrating, and Sylvia produced a bar of slightly melted chocolate from the glove compartment. “Not exactly a satisfying lunch,” she said, “but it’s not from Ruby, so hopefully it won’t kill us.”


      “Talking of Ruby, aren’t we supposed to be going back to the hospital this afternoon?”


      “Yes.” Sylvia nodded. “And I won’t let Ruby down – not at a time like this. But let’s see what Tracy’s up to first. Then hurry back to Ruby. We can get something to eat from the canteen, but after all this worry and rushing around, I’m not hungry anyway.”


      “Right.” Harry swallowed the chocolate and pulled out his phone. “But I’m phoning Morrison first.”
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        * * *


      


      “Oh, I’m just bloody confused,’ Rita told Darcey. “Are you sure about this?”


      “Patch is positive, and so is Ostopolis,” Morrison told her.


      The small group crowded around, Whitehead, Grant and Napper standing, engrossed. Susan Grant muttered, “Sullivan’s never mixed up poisons before. Unless he’s trying to play different games after being shot.”


      “Why would he?”


      “And why would he murder young women? Rape them? Cut them into pieces? Torture, dismantle and behead them? You hoping for a logical answer, Guv?”


      “Logic? In a homicide squad?” Morrison wasn’t laughing. “OK, let’s think about this. Five and a half days ago, someone claimed to have shot Sullivan and thought him dead. Since Sullivan’s blood and plenty of his DNA was found at the scene, this wasn’t a lie, but unfortunately the bastard didn’t die.” He looked around. Everyone was nodding.


      Rita said, “But could a sick man, riddled with bullets, do the job on our last victim? And a witness saw someone quite different. But are there two similar murderers? And is one a copy cat?”


      “A young boy was seen at the time and place of the last murder,? said Morrison. “A boy – a kid. Tall, skinny, dark hair. Who left behind a young girl mutilated and fiercely abused.”


      “Meanwhile,” said Susan Grant, “we get stories of a completely different young man, of a similar age but different appearance, who is suspected – strongly suspected – of purposefully poisoning an elderly woman he barely knew, by injecting a fatally poisonous mixture into a gift of chocolates. This boy left no DNA, gave a false name, and has since disappeared. Although this victim survived, she nearly didn’t, and was clearly expected to die in pain. Other crimes have occurred in the southern Midlands, and a couple down here, presumed to have been the work of Lionel Sullivan. Meanwhile we have a man dead and still haven’t solved the puzzle of his killer.”


      “So,” sighed Rita, “what sort of mess are we in?”


      “A fucking horrible one,” said Morrison, sitting back down on his desk, complete with papers, folders, and his telephone.,
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      Tracy had collected fresh water from the stream, and was carefully counting out pills. “Two of these,” she said. “And two of these. Recommended by the chemist. Now, my personal recommendation is to take one more of each. OK? Now – special gift from your great friends Harry and Sylvia Joyce – two strong pills she was prescribed when she broke her ankle. They won’t be morphine I’m afraid, but hopefully codeine. So take the lot, Daddy dearest, and let’s see if you can lessen the pain.” She fumbled in her pockets. “Now, I managed some food but just two sausage rolls and a couple of bananas and apples. But look – best of all. A bottle of Vodka.”


      “Piss on the water,” muttered Lionel through his smashed face. “Give us all the pills and the bottle. I’ll swig ‘em down with Vodka.”


      “If you puke,” his daughter told him, “you’ll lose all the pills in the vomit, and you’ll be back in pain again.”


      Lionel looked up. “Do as I say, girl. Don’t pretend to know more than I do, and don’t pretend to care.” He stuffed the eight pills into his gashed mouth at the same time and gulped Vodka from the bottle. Nearly half the pale liquid disappeared, though some was spilt. Drinking through a gaping face seemed more difficult than eating, and more difficult still, his words were slurred, mispronounced and sometimes impossible to understand, yet both managed to understand the other. His tongue slurped, hanging between the gaping gums. Tracey even wondered whether her father enjoyed the challenge and the stabbing pain, but since he had demanded pain-killing pills, she could only assume that this time the agony stretched beyond his capacity to enjoy.


      Still clutching the bottle, Lionel lay back on his lump of a bed and gurgled, almost snoring though wide awake, unable to close his mouth. Tracy turned away, seeing him so massacred disgusted her. “You’ve done worse to plenty o’ nice pretty girls before, she mumbled to him. “Don’t know why I should be so upset seeing you like that. But I am. It must hurt like fucking hell. You sure you don’t want to get picked up and go to hospital? They’ll fix it all up. No one else can.”


      “Yeah, and then back to that vile stinking piss pot,’ Lionel said. “If this doesn’t heal up after a week or so, I’m ready to kill myself. I mean it. Me and Olga, the bitch, it’s all her fault.” He looked up. “You do it. Or I do it. I’ve got a gun now – easy. But I get through another week and see if it gets better.”


      Tracy watched him settle and snore. The first time she had seen him lying on the grass, battered and bleeding, she had assumed he was dying. She had already been waiting at the tent within the cottage where she had long known he had returned, when he phoned her. He explained where to come. First she had to steal a car. It took some time to find him and then even longer to get him staggering into the car’s boot unseen. On the way back to the Gloucestershire Cotswolds, she had silently decided that if he died on the journey, she’d leave him in the stolen car, park in some ditch, and escape on foot herself, back to London if she could get to a station, or back to Sylvia and Harry if she was near enough to walk to their village.


      He hadn’t died, which she thought was a shame. Yet he was too badly mutilated to go on without proper medical treatment. His head might surely fall apart. She felt sick.


      She’d done sickening things before but they were with strangers, and she’d made her dad happy. What she’d done with him had been friendly, if admittedly a bit sordid. And she’d never minded sordid. Having been introduced to sordid at such an early age, it seemed natural ever afterwards. Losing her virginity at the age of seven had not been pleasant, but her father had kissed her, and that was very pleasant. Working the streets had been the worst, but she got used to it. While pretending to enjoy what she actually found repulsive,, she had passed the time dreaming of a better life to come. She’d win the lottery and go to live in Spain where a millionaire with a yacht would fall in love with her.


      Once she’d decided on all the details including her wedding dress, the bloke had usually finished, paid, and buggered off.


      And then, as she lay on her makeshift bed wondering if she was as loony as her father, she heard a squeak and realised that someone was opening the door. Not the wind since the door to the cottage and its thick stone walls was too solid for that, and the whole house was swathed in greenery. Someone had presumably found the house, seen her rusty old car, and was about to walk in on her.


      Harry poked his nose around the door frame. “Well, well,” he said. “Better than I expected.”


      Half unconscious, Lionel slept on. Harry, only whispering, beckoned. Sylvia’s outside. Come on, out of there, Tracy. Or do you want to be caught with him?”


      For one moment she thought about it, then tiptoed from the tent’s inner sanctum and hurried out under the trees. Harry let the leafy curtain fall back. He pointed to Arthur’s car. Sylvia sat in the front passenger seat. She stared at Tracy. “I wondered,” she sighed. “I wasn’t sure. Are you coming with us? The police are on their way.”


      Tracy nodded. “I’ve got no choice,” she mumbled. “I come – or you send the law, and I get arrested.” Then she grabbed the back of Sylvia’s seat. “You won’t tell the cops I was with my dad, will you?”


      “I admit to being somewhat pissed about all the lies you’ve been telling me,” Sylvia answered her. “Ever since I met you – talking about how you’ve not seen this man for years and how you hate him. Then we tramp these woods and hills over and over again, while you’ve known exactly where the cottage was right from the beginning. So I presume you carefully led us away – instead of towards?”


      “Well – that’s mostly true. I’m sorry.”


      “It’s pretty bloody clear that you love him too,’ said Harry, not turning as he stared out of the windscreen, following the lie of the land as it twisted, curved and ran into bushes and potholes.” I suppose I can’t complain about love. But I’ve already called the police. They’ll be here any minute now since we left a trail, following you.”


      “And you really do love him?”


      Tracy leaned back. “Yes and no. When you spend a childhood being kicked out the way by everyone except your sister, and then she disappears, and you work as a whore from age eight and your mum spits in your face – well all you dream of is cuddles and someone telling you they love you. I got some of that from dad. Never from mum. It was a shit life. I’m not asking for fucking pity, but Dad was the kind one. Yeh, only because he wanted this obedient little kid in his bed, but it still cheered me up.”


      They hadn’t seen the state of his injuries as he’d been partially hidden in bed. Now Sylvia asked. “He’s not dying then?”


      The car stopped. There was a faint echo of a police siren from way below. Tracy shook her head. “No. Well, I don’t really know. Nor I don’t really care. He’d be better off dead, wouldn’t he? He hates prison and the other guys in there, and he hates being free too, cos he has to hide. His whole face is smashed in. He asked me to kill him off if he’s not a bit better in a week. Actually, I reckon he really is half dead.”


      “Would you do it?” Harry asked.


      “No,” said Tracy. “Don’t reckon I could.”


      The sirens were growing louder – two, three. Then four. The police weren’t taking any risks. Five police cars and probably fifteen armed detectives too. Harry left the car, helped Sylvia out as she grabbed hold of the crutch, and Tracy hopped out the other side. They walked back up to the cottage where the first car to arrive was already parked. Three men got out as Harry pulled back the cottage’s heavy curtain of leaf and vine. Morrison nodded and pushed open the door. Harry and Sylvia stood aside. Tracy tried to walk in, but Morrison held her back.


      Ready and waiting, Lionel stood in the middle of the floor, trousers around his hips where Tracy had dressed his bullet wound, and the gun loose in his hand, pointing to the floor.


      “Took you long enough,” Lionel said, his voice blurred and distorted by his broken face.


      Several of the men gasped when they saw him. Morrison turned aside, and telephoned straight to emergency, ordering an ambulance.  Dropping the gun on the ground, Lionel held out both hands. Rita cuffed him, but patted his arm. “You must be in a lot of pain, mate.”


      “Got strong pain  killers from my friend Harry,’ Lionel said, blowing bloody bubbles through the gaping wound of his nose. Morrison looked at Harry, frowning. Harry tried to smile. Sylvia shrugged. It was pointless being angry with a creature looking so violently maimed and so clearly half dead with pain and injury.


      It was a little while before the ambulance found the place and managed the downhill path, but eventually Lionel Sullivan was bundled in, three police with him. Tracy asked but was refused permission to accompany her father. With a sigh of relief, the prisoner  lay on the comfortable stretcher and closed his eyes.


      Morrison watched the ambulance drive off with the whine of its siren screaming through the tree,, and two of the police cars followed closely. “At last,” he said. “After all these weeks, he’ll be back in prison, and once again I have you two to thank for it.” He smiled at Harry and Sylvia. “Magic,” he added. “Plain unexpected bloody beautiful magic.”


      “Tracy found him,” Sylvia said, unsure as to how far Tracy had been implicated, “and she came to get pain killers when we met up with her. We didn’t know who they were for, of course. But later she told us and brought us here.”


      Rita frowned. “We’ll work that lot out later,” she said patiently, looking from Tracy to Sylvia. “But you’ve done us a huge favour.”


      “Now,” sighed Morrison, “we just have to find two teenage boys, both evidently living in this area or nearby, who show signs of becoming just as vile and dangerous as Sullivan was.”


      Nodding  towards Sylvia. Rita said, “We’ll need the three of you down the station for questioning.” She pointed towards one of the cars. “Would you mind,” smiling at Harry, “if we go ahead, and perhaps you’ll join me, Tracy. Then our miraculous Mr and Mrs Joyce can come along in their own car and their own time. Not too slow, if you wouldn’t mind. This is going to be one hell of a hectic time. And enormously important for everyone.”


      “I’m afraid,” Morrison nodded, “we’ll all be busy for weeks. It’ll certainly be a highlight.”


      “You’ll be promoted,” grinned Rita.


      “Not until I trace the puzzle of the two boys,” Morrison said.
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        * * *


      


      Since his own attic bedroom had its own little attached bathroom, and another attic room next to it where nothing usually went on unless someone needed a spare bedroom, Dean Curzon had space enough to experiment as he wished. The strange smells were easily explained, since he told his mother they were projects set during his chemistry classes at school.


      The funny old woman he’d played with lately on visits south – when telling his mother he was staying up the road with a friend – had been useful for testing firstly the slow effects of Arsenic in repeated tiny doses, and then in one large dose mixed with a little bleach and formaldehyde. The bleach might have caused too much vomiting, which could, in turn, have simply wasted his carefully mixed poison, but by sharing out his doses between glasses of liquor and a box of small, expensive chocolates, rich enough to hide the taste of anything else, the results had been interesting and promised success. He presumed she was already dead and decided he would check one day.


      He was now interested in a more plant based  poison. A green poison, all natural. He laughed to himself with a snort of derision. He’d like to be at someone’s bedside as they died in agony, and then he could say, “But don’t complain – it was organic. You should be pleased. Perfectly natural. It wasn’t a chemical poison, it was a totally green one.”


      Damned interesting of course, mixing up the noxious leaves and boiling something, just as though he was making scrambled eggs and baked beans for his own supper. But the less natural stuff could be more reliable.


      The several doses with which he had killed his father had been similar, but more subtle, and until the actual death, Dean had been nervous about the hospital discovering the truth. Admitting nerves, almost admitting being scared, was something Dean had rarely done, so his father’s passing, with no one demanding an autopsy, had been a considerable relief.


      And important. It had proved his expertise in the face of risk, and he thanked his father for that. The death had seemed a natural progression, even to trained hospital staff. So after the nerves came the relief and after the relief came one huge balloon of plain pride.


      Experimenting with the old crone Ruby had been a joke more than anything else. A working joke. The disguise had worked equally well. Not only the idiot woman but everyone else in Cheltenham had accepted him as a boy with a once bleached mohawk. Successful. He now expected success.


      Other killings had been more fun. The stupid girl Chelsea had been his first Sullivan copy, and he’d enjoyed it. After all, he’d hated the girl. He’d fancied her at first, the only bitch he’d ever fancied in his life, but she’d laughed and turned him down over and over. So lust had turned to loathing, and he’d enjoyed the raping and then the chopping. The rape was the most enjoyable, and he’d experimented with that too, using other implements and various entrances. He’d let her squeal too because he’d used a back alley filled with empty warehouses and had loved the begging and the screaming. But copying the Sullivan modus operandi had been time-consuming and ended messy. Yes, alright, a bit of chopping was good, but he didn’t like too much blood. It stank and made him cringe. So doing the Sullivan copy-stuff was a nuisance. He didn’t want to try out too many of them.


      Poison was the real fascination, but once Sullivan was back in the clink, he’d have to be careful not to start getting the blame himself.


      The boy who had endlessly teased him at school had been an easier job. A few spoonful’s of formaldehyde from his mother’s supply of air fresheners, ammonia and bleach from the kitchen cupboard under the sink, and voila – a vengeful death and a good night’s sleep for both of them afterwards.


      The small bombs thrown at the train with that silly old couple who had come to interfere – it hadn’t  killed them off and hadn’t even deterred them from coming again, but it had been an interesting experiment. The bombs had worked well. Someone or other had died but not the right ones. But he hadn’t cared.


      The plain-clothes policeman down in the shed was a lucky whack, he’d been bloody dangerous, realising that a good many of the deaths weren’t applicable to Lionel Sullivan. But then he’d died easily, so – no problems.


      Having discovered a useful place online to buy poisons, Dean had hope for a deal more pleasure in the future. He might even get hold of some cyanide.Ready-made arsenic would be helpful too.  He’d tried pounding apricot and apple seeds, but they were hard to sift and to clean up afterwards, and too many were needed. Buying the stuff readymade online would be a whole lot easier, but in truth doing his own mixing and experimenting was far more enjoyable.


      So now he’d start making use of technology. Arsenic, cyanide, formaldehyde, everything available online. And his mother could pay for it as usual. The old story. “Mum, sorry I have to buy some chemicals. Can I use your credit card number?” She always said yes. He wished he could get hold of the best of all, such as polonium. But this was highly unlikely.


      He didn’t want to kill his mother. She was too useful. Cooking – quite well too – doing his washing and supplying the funds. One day she might be useful as an alibi. Besides, she was his safety chain, the one who kept the days rolling by, suggested the occasional evening at the cinema, who took him out to the zoo on his birthday, who chatted to him about how much she cared for him. He needed that sanity in the background. She was a lot more than useful. There had been moments, waking in the middle of those witching hours, or when lying half boiled in the bath, when he had wondered whether dear old Mum was his safety chain to sanity as well.


      Yet Dean did not admire sanity. What people seemed to believe was essential, was simply the common and boring normality of those without genius nor imagination. Even Mum. And he was vaguely fond of her, the only person in the world who had ever inspired him to feel affection.


      But he never permitted her to clean his bedroom, bathroom, nor the spare room when he could help it. They were full of his experiments. She knew. But she thought they were all simple little homework studies set by the school. She was proud of him for being so studious.


      She had the motherly nuisance bit too, told him to go and wash his hands, “Dean dear, you smell of vinegar or something worse. You’re not eating my roast beef smelling like a ---?”


      “Bordello?”


      “Dean, that’s not funny. Wash your hands and ask God for forgiveness.”


      He was also into mercury now. Inorganic mercury, naturally. Sometimes when he woke early in the morning, he’d breathe in the perfumes of the substances he could risk inhaling.  He’d roll from his bed and stand there with a wide and delighted grin, staring at the pieces of pure beauty he had collected. He had paid over a thousand pounds for the small syringe with implosion pump, and it had been worth every penny. There were eight other syringes, all simplistic but exceedingly useful. Eventually, he’d thrown away the one used on the chocolates. But it had been cheap – no problem. Ceramic hotplates, There was an aspiration kit he’d enjoyed a hundred times, plenty of small heaters, mixers, test tubes by the hundred, funnels, Bunsen burners (old fashioned stuff, but cheap) and clamps. Digital weighing machines, Lights, bottles, spatulas, jugs and a hundred better ways of measuring, along with books and papers on every type of poison ever discovered.


      He didn’t bother growing Deadly Nightshade although he’d used it once, and thought it pretty. But he didn’t want to enlarge his understanding of botany. He was fascinated only by the subtle pleasures of murder.


      The last had been another Sullivan copy, but that was the end of copying in that way. Sullivan was out - found by the two old idiots at the care-house no less, the ones he’d hoped to kill in a train crash first, and then to poison with chocolates. Evidently they hadn’t eaten any, and had handed them around to others, he supposed. and besides, the poison was too sparing to have killed anyone off with only one or two. Just showed that generosity could save your life. He’d attempted to frighten them off with that letter too, another failure, bloody old twits, probably too stupid to read properly. He didn’t like failure and would not be writing those sort of letters again. But silly Ruby would be dead for sure. One big success. The thought made him laugh. And a joke to laugh at again when he remembered the stupid old goat in bed, with her died hair and her false teeth. That would cheer him up over the next few months.


      He laughed a lot upstairs in his own small principality. He enjoyed his bizarre collection of different clothes too, and in particular the wigs. They were expensive and perfectly made to his directions. His own hair was boring. He happily hid it with the mohawk growing out, then the same mohawk but growing out further. A great disguise and he’d enjoyed clipping them both to the shape he wanted. There was a dark floppy wig, and a short blonde one too. He’d try that next. Some idiot man had seen him in the dark floppy wig just before his last kill. A risk. Yet he knew himself stronger than any idiot witness, silly old pensioner, or even the police. They’d taken long enough to find the Sullivan sicko, showing how ridiculous they all were.


      There was a television in Dean’s room, although he didn’t watch it much. It could occasionally be useful for the news. It was the news that had crowed with characteristic smug satisfaction about Lionel Sullivan’s discovery and arrest. The stupid monster had been badly injured, the reporter said, but was expected to survive, although with some severe facial malformation and possible loss of smell and taste.


      Mixing inorganic mercury with other interesting substances, such as formaldehyde or strychnine. Rat poison was easy enough to get hold of, and most had a good abundant supply of strychnine snuggled up within. One of the most dramatically painful and unpleasant, Dean couldn’t help feeling a touch sorry for the rats. But he had no sympathy for the people and would hope to see the final convulsions of whoever he managed to feed this enticing concoction.


      A few more kids at school deserved to die, and two teachers as well, but he’d have to be careful. Poisoning half the school could hardly remain unsuspicious. But he could start with Mr Bankham since all the kids hated him and called him Mr Botulism. They be delighted to see him disposed of.


      Dean knew he had a long and pleasant career stretching before him and heading into a fascinating future. He lay back on his bed, hands behind his head, and wondered if he could manage Mr Botulism and the dirty old caretaker on the same day.
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        * * *


      


      Dear Reader,


      I do hope you’ve enjoyed the trilogy. I may come back for a fourth when I’ve finished the project I’m on. But do bear in mind that although I write in many genres, they almost all involve murder and mystery, so I hope you give some others a try.


      Please remember that when a reader leaves a review, an Author Angel gets their wings!
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