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      “The wood must be damp,” said the woman, peering down into the open fireplace. The massive inglenook was, after all, one of the reasons they’d bought this crumbling old beauty of a house. “But no bloody use if all it does is smoke.”


      “That’s not just smoke. Those vile yellow fumes are suffocating.”


      “So the chimney needs cleaning, or it’s the stench of wet wood.”


      Brian, on his knees on the rug, poked at the twigs he’d piled with such care. The flames flared briefly, spat, and died. There was ash on his nose. “The wood isn’t damp. I collected it myself. And the paper isn’t damp either.” The man frowned at his wife, then kicked at the smouldering twigs. “I took ages setting this fire. It should be blazing. At least it should be fizzling. But there was a pile of ashes and bits already on the hearth, and I left that. It wasn’t damp either.”


      “Well, it isn’t blazing, is it,” Debbie told him. “The smoke is disgusting, Brian. Put the damn thing out. It stinks. It’s making our beautiful new home into a smelly pigsty.”


      That was when the top half of a body, still partially wedged higher up, collapsed a little further down the chimney and one pale hand emerged, swinging slightly through the turgid fumes.


      With a panicked stumble backwards, Debbie screeched, and Brian grabbed his phone, He had to dial twice for the police since his hand was shaking even harder than the white fingers descending into the fireplace.


      Two days later Brian visited Rochester Manor. Fifteen minutes at a quick tramp, five minutes in the car.  This time there was a blazing fire, with flames up the chimney and nothing trailing back down except smoke.


      “Oh, for heaven’s sake Mum,” Brian insisted, “I’m not joking. This happened. We spent hours with the police, more hours with the homicide D.I. and then had to move into the local pub. Our glorious new home is swathed in blue and white plastic and guarded like Buckingham Palace.”


      “We shouldn’t have lent you that money, dear.” Stella sighed. “A nice little cottage in Cheltenham would have served much better. There was a lovely little place up for sale near Pitville Park.”


      “I loved that huge old house.” He looked across the large living room to the blazing fire on the hearth at the opposite side of the room. “Don’t love it anymore. I felt sick. Still feel sick.” He paused again, looking around. “You should tell that funny old friend of yours, Mum. You know, the one who always rustles around in navy silk. Sylvia or something. She was all into that murder business two years ago, wasn’t she?”


      “Yes, Sylvia. But she’s not a detective dear.”


      “She and her live-in-lover found clues and so forth.”


      Benjamin squinted, remembered something, and looked up over the top of his newspaper. “Living together, but definitely married.”


      “Irrelevant, Dad.”


      Sitting with her back to their backs, Sylvia brushed down her navy silk lap and gulped her tea.


      “Come to dinner here tonight,” decided Stella, smiling reassuringly at her worried son. “With Debbie of course. We’ll have it in the room upstairs, and you can tell us all about it in private.”


      “It’s not in the paper,” noticed Benjamin.


      “It will be,” nodded Brian.


      A little later and back upstairs, Sylvia told Harry. “Ben and Stella’s son. Remember Stella told us all about the new house the boy had found in some village on the border and how they’d got it cheap. So somebody stuffed the chimney full of corpses.”


      “The previous owner. Easy enough to trace, I imagine,” said Harry.


      “Easy enough, is it?” Sylvia scowled. “Not something you’d expect to discover every day. I thought you’d want to go there.”


      “On a fishing trip?”


      “Naturally. So phone Morrison.”
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        * * *


      


      It was raining when they’d grabbed her.


      The sluice of rain glitter over the windscreen had obscured anyone inside. The voice sounded sane enough, even familiar. The slip and slide of the thick mud had already hurtled her into a tree trunk once, and down onto her knees a second time. Still some distance from home, she’d been cursing her own stupidity since she had staggered into the invisible dawn and begun the long walk. The rain was a pelting grey chill of unrelenting malice, and she had to lose her high heels and wallow in the slush bare foot.


      Stupidity, yes, but never stupid enough to accept a lift. She must have refused. She must have turned away. But she remembered nothing else until she opened her eyes, looking up at a bare light bulb and a ceiling painted a sultry copper brown. The paint flaked. Then a light finger touch patted her upper arm, and a tentative whisper asked, “Is you mine, miss?”


      Neither gagged nor any longer doped, Eve shouted, “What? No. I’m not anybody’s.”


      The little voice said. “Sorry, miss. I thought you was my new one.”


      She tried to sit up but couldn’t, roll over, she couldn’t do that either. She was roped to a bed by her wrists, ankles, waist and neck. Eve couldn’t move and started to cry. Heaving lumps of panic and misery choked her, she cried for hours. No one touched her, and the shy voice went away.


      Although the passing of time was unknowable and no window or clock existed in the room, Eve thought it might be the next day when she smelled toast. Footsteps pattered, and the timid voice whispered again. “They says you is my new one. All mine, they says. So I bring brekky. You likes toast? I put jam on too. You got a name, miss?”


      She desperately wanted the toast, so she croaked, “Eve. But I can’t even move.”


      “I like Eve,” said the voice, a little louder. “It’s a nice name. And now I got a new friend, I’s proper happy. I’ll find them old scissors. Then you can share me toast.”
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        * * *


      


      “Perhaps we can be useful again,” said Sylvia with an unblinking gaze. “You have to admit, we helped last time. This time we actually know the young couple who bought that house. The boy’s parents live at the manor. And I can’t help reminding you of the agreement.”


      The tall man seemed more haggard than usual but smiled. “I remember. I’m happy to keep to it, but this is an unpleasant case.”


      “Whereas,” asked Harry, “Most murders are cheerfully pleasant affairs?”


      “You can help,” laughed D.I. Morrison. “I’ve no objections, depending on how you intend to be involved. I can’t include you officially. You know I can’t and won’t. And besides, at present, I haven’t anything useful to tell you.”


      Sylvia sat rather heavily on the chair by the large paper-strewn desk. “The previous owner of the house?”


      “The local branch of The National Trust.” Morrison stretched his legs and yawned. “I’ve been up all night so,” he waved one hand, “come around later and talk to Peggy. She’s always glad to see you both. Come for dinner. I’ll probably be in bed though.”


      “Does Peggy know the facts?” asked Sylvia with suspicion. “She doesn’t, does she? So why did the National Trust sell off that property? I thought they never got rid of anything.”


      “It was donated by a previous owner back in the post-war years, but the Trust experts quickly realised it was simply a copy of medieval opulence. Actually built during the late thirties. Not a particularly accurate copy either, it seems. A poor architectural fraud. The house was left to fall down. But before it crumbled, they sold cheap to a couple who fell in love with it when passing by. The most recent buyers have been somewhat unfortunate.”


      “Yes, Debbie and Brian Anderson. So do those bodies actually date back to post-war, for goodness sake?”


      “No, Harry. They’re recent,” sighed Morrison. “One body not yet in decomposition. Someone has clearly been living in the house without permission, and without being discovered.”


      “How many bodies so far?” wondered Sylvia.


      “Four up the chimney. The ashes have gone to forensics. Now we’ve started digging up the garden.” The detective sat forward once again, fiddled with something in the top drawer of the desk, discovered his throat sweets, unwrapped one but then forgot to take it. Instead, he sighed. “Once we start into the forensics, I won’t be gossiping about every detail, you know. See if you can glean anything from Ostopolis. He’s doing the p.m. But we’re talking to no press, no T.V. and no Mr and Mrs Joyce.”


      “So what time this evening?”


      “Come at around seven. I might even get up.”


      “We’ll bring some wine,” said Sylvia.


      The friendship had blossomed like daffodils in spring, and now Sylvia bought birthday presents for the five children. But that didn’t always mean discovering the secrets they should know nothing about.
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        * * *


      


      He had cut the ropes binding her to the bed, and now she could sit up and see him. She ate quickly, cramming the cheap sliced toast into her mouth as she watched him. But one restraint remained. Her left ankle was chained to a metal ring on the floor. This was long enough for her to lie on the bed, to use the cheap bucket against one wall, to walk from one wall to the others yet she could not quite reach the door, which was the only door, and clearly locked. There was no window.


      He was an odd little man with tiny twisted legs, a dollop of a snub nose, and small squinting eyes. An accident of some kind, Eve supposed, had squashed his face and amputated both legs, leaving only abnormal stumps. Although now almost paralysed with fear and confusion, now she began to sympathise, he had been born that way. His voice was shy, even apologetic. Eve finished every crumb of toast. “What’s your name? And – I mean – why am I here? Can I leave? I have to leave. People will be searching for me. The police too.”


      “I’m Master.” He had a gentle smile. “They all calls me that. Tis easier. And you’s here to look after me. I likes that. And ‘course you can leave later. Not too quick. Some o’ them goes quick, but I reckon that’s a real shame. Stay a bit, please?”


      It was a confusing request. “So I get a choice? About leaving or staying?”


      The small man nodded vigorously. “Yes. ‘Corse. But I likes the look o’ you, so I reckon tis best if you stay. Don’t go dying yet,” he said. “T’wouldn’t be fair.”


      Then Eve understood.
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        * * *


      


      Football with a balloon which wouldn’t break anything was still a rowdy affair, and Theo led the attack with Primrose acting goalkeeper and the open door playing goal. Dempsey kicked a goal and Primrose was sulking.


      “Come into the kitchen,” said Peggy, “It’ll be quieter in there.”


      “Won’t the kids wake Darcey?”


      “Eventually. That’s the idea.”


      Darcey Morrison wandered into the kitchen half an hour later, threadbare dressing gown over bright yellow pyjamas with smurfs on, and a blue message saying, “I’ve been a good boy” on the top. The trousers were considerably too short for him.  Everyone squashed around the kitchen table looked up. Five voices muttered, “Hello Dad,” and returned to their plates of hamburger and chips. Peggy, mouth full, pointed to the one empty chair, and Morrison sat.


      Swallowing quickly, Harry said, “Hope we didn’t wake you up.”


      “But we were hoping to discuss the case,” said Sylvia. “Later, of course.” She eyed the children, who were taking no notice.


      “Seven so far,” Morrison said. “But Ostopolis isn’t talking yet. Cause of death doesn’t seem at all obvious. So we’ll enjoy your wine tonight without any repayment.” He poured himself a glass from the open bottle on the table. “But I’ll let you know some of the details once the case develops. In the meantime,” he raised his glass, “keep away from that damned house.”


      Peggy reappeared after tucking the smaller children into bed and permitting the eldest to glue himself to his tablet and the games he adored. “But Darcey, the house is closed and guarded and everything anyway. No one gets in. And you’ve got a new team, haven’t you?”


      Morrison’s sublime disregard for his collapsing clothes was uncompromising. He stretched out two bare feet beneath hairy ankles and left the dressing gown hanging open. Smurfs danced up each leg. “Whitehead, Crabb and Walsh. Tammy’s coming on board as soon as he’s back off leave next week. Latymer leads officially. But I’m in charge for what it’s worth. Then, if we still need them, there’s a small group coming over from the Met next week. Hopefully Knuple. I’ve worked with him before.”  With one long thumb, he scratched the remnants of sleep from the corners of his eyes. “You’ll not be part of the team, I’m afraid Harry. Nor you, Sylvia, my dear. But if I can find a few details to keep you involved, I’ll let you know.”


      “Well, we’d appreciate that,” Harry said.


      “We’ve had plenty to enjoy these past two years,” nodded Sylvia. “But something’s missing.”


      Harry gave her an anxious glance. With steaming cups of dark coffee, they finished the evening. Peggy poked her nose into the steam. “Have I made it too strong? It smells like gravy.”


      “Perfect espresso. And,” asked Harry, “can we visit the house anyway?”


      Morrison shook his head. “Under no circumstances. This is a case and has barely started.”


      “But it’s a cold case, isn’t it?”


      Which is when the eldest son Dempsey poked his nose around the kitchen door, saying, “Hey Dad, it’s on the TV. There’s a girl gone missing down in Little Mornington. Only seventeen. The news guy says it’s the Fiend of the Ashes.”


      “Shit,” said Morrison, sitting up with a sigh.


      “Not a cold case then,” suggested Sylvia.
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      She lay curled on the bed, and he crouched on the floor at the side. The floor was dirty, and the place smelled. A poorly washed bucket in one corner stank. The bed was also unclean, but the mess of grubby sheets, quilt and blankets suggested a possible level of warmth and comfort. A buzz from a radiator next to the bed promised some form of heating, but it wasn’t more than a faint tingle.


      “Is you warm enough,” the man asked, “to take yer clothes off?”


      Eve stared at him. She wasn’t sure exactly what was wrong with him. After an hour of trembling and sobbing when he had eventually gone away, Eve pinched herself and wondered if she could be clever, since the man who called himself Master obviously wasn’t clever at all.


      He was mentally simple, she decided, and unable to understand anything except the obvious. But he had kidnapped her at random, or so it seemed, and therefore had some level of determination. Yet he was also timid, even sweet natured in a ludicrous and absurd way. Someone must surely be looking after him since he was badly crippled, and the far door presumably led to his own home.


      But now, instead of being the politely shy creature she had first met, he wanted her naked. She whispered back, “No, I’m sorry. I can’t do that. I never – undress – in front of anyone else. I hope you don’t mind..” She had first practised the words in her head, speaking in the same simplistic timidity he used himself.


      He gazed at her, mouth open, blinking and confused. “But I’m the master. You gotta do what I says. Reckon that’s the way it works.” His mumbled words echoed in the empty room.


      She pulled the spangled lycra skirt down as far as it would stretch. “Honestly, it doesn’t work that way. Yes, you’re the master. A very nice master too. But girls don’t like getting undressed, especially when I still don’t know you properly. Let’s go for a walk together instead.”


      Master looked at her. For a moment he was expressionless, as though unable to fully understand what she meant. Quite slowly, something more coherent entered his eyes. They turned dark and cold. Mouth open wide, he stared at Eve. Then he began to roar, jumped to his feet, and started to run. Running in decreasing circles, he kicked out at walls and the bed, the one old chair in the corner, the locked door and the cement floor. His hands, fingers curled, were like small claws and with these, he grabbed the bedclothes and ripped them from the bed, Eve tumbled to the floor. The small man jumped over her, kicking and spitting. Phlegm spattered across her face, stinging her eyes.


      The noise bounced from walls and ceiling, more like a lion than a man, and finally he rushed at Eve, dragged her back to the bed, flung her there on her back, and ripped her clothes from her body. The little lycra skirt opened down one seam and fell apart. Master left it on the ground. He grabbed the flimsy elastic of her pink frilly knickers and split them. Her chenille jumper refused to budge, so he tugged it up and over her head. Claws beneath both cups, he pulled her bra up around her neck. Eve was screaming, crying and gulping for breath, felt his fingernails in her flesh, felt his hands between her legs, cringed back against the wall, and begged, between sobs, for mercy.


      “You don’t cross me,” Master said, spitting and clawing. “I says it. You does it.” Rolling her over onto her stomach, he began to slap her bare buttocks. Eve continued to cry. His slaps were hard, as though his hands were stone. His nails scratched. He didn’t stop.


      When he did stop, it was sudden. Then he scraped up the fallen clothes from the ground, pulled the bra still around her neck, unlooping the straps, and left the room with a slam of the door and the grating of the key from outside. Eve wrapped herself in sheets, closed her eyes and tried to ignore the pain. She hadn’t prayed to anyone about anything since her tenth birthday, but now she prayed over and over and over until she fell asleep. It was not a natural sleep and felt more like a death from exhaustion, but when Eve woke, although she had no idea of time, she had a better idea of what was going to happen to her. Kept on her side, this simpleton might treat her kindly. If she upset him, he would rave like the madman he surely was. But although how she might ever escape seemed at present impossible to imagine, she was sure her own intelligence was far superior, and eventually, she’d outwit him. Two days, maybe three. She could probably manage a week if she kept the creature sweet. She’d try not to think of it as rape as long as it didn’t hurt too much.
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        * * *


      


      Lying on his back on the lower bunk, the large man was snoring. On the high bunk, the older man wondered if he could get hold of some sort of voodoo doll. Direct violence would surely risk his own death rather than the other man’s.


      Fast asleep and comparatively comfortable, Lionel Sullivan dreamed of death and torture.  He had been sentenced to eight consecutive life sentences without parole but having escaped his wife, his boring job as a coach driver, and his dismal searches for suitable females, he thought he could live on sweet memories for a year or so. Then he would escape.


      Gradually over the weeks, his patience waned. The dream of escape in two years crept into immediate contempt and instead he felt an instant determination. He wanted out. And the escape would not be at the end of two miserable and unacceptable years. He would wait no more than a month.


      Upstairs Ike on the top bunk was due to leave on parole in three weeks. So there was business to be arranged first.


      The cell was cramped, but Ike had photos of his son, daughter in law and their baby plastered across every wall, a rug that pretended to be Persian, and his own supply of extra soft loo paper, sent in regularly by his wife. But he had no photos of his wife since he didn’t want the creepy killer to see her. It was Lionel’s own wife that was more frequently discussed.


      “Don’t take your time. Don’t enjoy it. Just thump the woman. Split her head open. Use a hammer.”


      “I know. You dun told me so many bloody times I’m sick of it. And I’ve got your address. But wot if she dun moved?”


      Lionel closed his eyes. “Then find the old bitch. You’ve traced others. Now trace this one for me.”


      Ike sat cross-legged on his bunk. He was skinny and now in his sixties, the muscles of old had turned scrawny, even haggard. “Just because I was a bloody successful assassin, it don’t mean I traced people. I killed the ones living right next door. On the next corner. In me own basement. Part of the same gangs. They didn’t need no tracing. Your wife might have flown north. Abroad. Whatever.”


      “You’ll do it, arse-fucker, or you’ll be dead yourself before the month’s over.”


      Above, Ike leaned back against the pillows. “I told you I’ll do it. But don’t threaten wot you can’t do. Who’s gonna jump me if I don’t do your dirty work?  You don’t have any bugger out there, or you’d be getting him to clobber your wife ‘stead o’ me.”


      Without bothering to look up, and without bothering to move anything except wave one hand, Lionel yawned and said, “You know the size of my hands, old fellow. Don’t think you can fuck with me. I’d find you. And within the next few weeks, I’ll be out of here. You know I’ll do it. I already got my plan and tis a bloody good plan.”


      “Then you can clobber your own wife when you get’s out. “ Ike had no great desire to do this sick brute a favour, and then land back in prison himself. He had once been an assassin of class, as he told others, only found guilty of one instead of all eight. Now that – he grinned frequently - is good stuff.


      The small high-security prison was overcrowded. The rural surroundings were pretty enough, but completely unseen from within the walls. Lionel was sure he’d be moved soon. His trial wasn’t long finished, and the verdict had never been in doubt, so this place was the obvious dump to chuck him into for the first dunking into the system. But he’d soon be moved. He knew that. He was a Lifer, and they’d want higher security, and they’d want him in solitary for intermittent periods. The first escape attempt needed to make use of these small and overcrowded limitations. If it didn’t work, well, what the hell. He’d try again once the actual move was taking place. He had hands readily designed for strangulation. Hands the size of gas ovens were his first source of confidence. But there was more. There was a guard who could fix up the driver when he was bussed out. And that guard was already his, lock, stock and bloody barrel.


      “I’ll do it. I told you.”


      “Just making sure,” said Lionel. “I got a plan for when they move me. There’s no space for solitary here, and they like to keep their Lifers in top nick. But I want that miserable cow gone before I get out. I tried to do it myself before now, and she’ll run like a bloody fox on heat if she sees me. So you do it.”


      Ike sighed. “Shut up, fer mercy’s sake,” he groaned. “You goes over and over and over. I ain’t gonna forget.” But he also knew he wasn’t going to do it.
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        * * *


      


      Laying in her husband’s arms brought a still deliciously unexpected thrill. Now in her late seventies, Sylvia had never hoped to love or be loved again, nor had she dreamed of it. It had seemed when she occasionally thought of such a situation, a rather silly idea. Having leapt on her at an unguarded moment, she had drowned in the thrill of it and the wildly absurd excitement had still not ebbed.


      “Perhaps,” she said to his shoulder, “I’m already senile. You know – bonkers. To be so gushy at my age.”


      “Must admit,” admitted Harry to the top of her silver hair, “I’ve never thought of you as gushy. My dear Sylvia, you’re outspoken, determined, sometimes even a little rude, and hardly ever asleep, even when you’re asleep.”


      Sylvia tried to work this out. “I don’t mean to be rude,” she muttered eventually. He stroked the long curve from the back of her neck down her spine, and into the deeper curve where her waist dipped and then rose again. “All that haggard old flesh,” she sighed, shivering with the tingle.


      “I’m not an artist. I don’t criticise. It’s the touch I love, and the warmth, and the silky parts.”


      “And the fuzzy parts.”


      He laughed. “Them too. I adore being so close to you, really knowing you. I know you’ll disappear beneath navy silk if I don’t hurry past and buy you plum silk or light blue linen first. I know you sometimes snore. I think that’s cosy.”


      Her head was snuggled into the space between his chin and his shoulder. “That’s sweet. You’re sweet, Harry. And you talk in your sleep and I like that too.”


      “And we’re going to stick our noses into this new crime thing, aren’t we?” he said slowly after a thoughtful pause. “Morrison didn’t seem keen, but he didn’t throw us out into the gutter either” He paused again, thoughtfully scratching one ear. “I even wondered if it was linked to the last one. There are similarities. Picking random girls to abduct. Years later they turn up dead.”


      “Sullivan mutilated his victims,” Sylvia murmured. “That was his fun. Torture and dismemberment. Power games. None of these girls were cut up.”


      “No. Just shoved up a chimney to scorch and burn.”


      “The autopsies aren’t finished yet. We don’t know the cause of death. But they were all naked. So that’s the same as the wretched Lionel Sullivan. Kidnapped for sex and then killed. It has to be the same impulse. Don’t murderers share that same basic madness?”


      Harry wasn’t sure.


      The whole crowd had discussed the circumstances the evening before. Rochester Manor stood in its own rambling grounds and had once been owned by the old English aristocracy. Now it  had been bought up by a gathering of the elderly, having wished to live in sociable comfort and enjoy the freedom of cleaners, cooks and nurses. The level of care available full time had decreased as folk died and others found their savings disappearing, but the old elements of luxury remained, there were two cleaners, an Italian cook with a young assistant, a caretaker and his autistic son, and a manager who was also a qualified nurse. The living room was decorated with an assortment of furniture supplied by the inhabitants and spread across the huge hall, taking up the majority of the ground floor. An assortment of squashy armchairs, squashy couches and squashy cushions were interrupted by odd tables of various sizes, small wooden chairs, lamp standards and bookcases holding everything from books of all kinds, a Ming jar worth a fortune, modern bling, and recent junk. A huge fireplace topped by a huge mirror and a huge clock stayed lit day and night throughout autumn, winter and the first half of spring. It spat ash and smoke gusts, but as yet no corpses.


      Faces around the fire, eyes reflecting the golden blaze, everyone had discussed the new scandal. “There’s no proof,” Harry said, “that this girl’s disappearance has any connection to the bodies in the chimney. They could have been there for years and years. Some new lunatic grabbing girls in roughly the same area – well, that’s sadly happening all over the world. She may reappear in a day or two.”


      “Escape from the chimney?”


      “Harry, you sound horribly matter o’ fact,” Sheila O’Brien complained. “I suppose you see so many dead bodies now, you take them for granted.”


      “Did it sound like that?” He had blushed.


      “It did a bit,” smiled Sylvia.


      But that had been a warm and wine blurred evening, whereas now, once they managed to roll out of bed, it would be breakfast in the smaller dining room, shouting across the tables and the sound of the toaster, the kettle and the yawns.


      “With you like a rather silky hot water bottle,” Harry said, “it’s tempting to stay in bed all day. But I want to walk past that house.”


      With exactly the same aim in mind, Sylvia reached up a little and kissed his cheek. “Have we any chance of getting in, do you think?


      Harry doubted it. “No, but we can try. We know some of Morrison’s team.”


      “But we don’t know any of the uniformed lot,” sighed Sylvia. “And it’ll be them guarding the outside.”


      It was breakfast and cutlery rattled. Steam filled one corner where an urn competed with three electric toasters, popping up their recent refills. Lavender Dawson, replete in tweed, called out, “Two dark rye and two white. The fruit toast is almost ready as well. Four slices. Who wanted fruit toast?”


      One thin wrinkled hand waved in the air, diamond ring flashing. “Me, Lavender dear,” called Stella, and turned back to Sylvia who was sitting next to her. “I’m happy to come with you dear,” she nodded, buttering her toast. “The house is partially in my name. Can they tell me to buzz off when it’s my own doorstep?”


      “They can do anything they want,” said Benjamin from her other side.


      “Qui c’e per le uova?” shouted the cook, stomping in through the kitchen door which swung backwards and forwards behind him. The tray he carried was enormous and held four plates of full fried breakfast, each with its own separate idiosyncrasies.


      More hands waved, including Harry’s, “Mine’s the scrambled eggs and smoked salmon.”


      “We can try,” Sylvia said. “I want to walk down there and if you can get us in, Stella, that would be fabulous.”


      “Not me.” Benjamin was drinking hot black coffee laced with malt Scotch. “I’m not spending my mornings staring at dead girls. Smelly ashes, no doubt.”


      “You read Mark Dawson,” objected Stella. “That’s full of dead bodies.”


      “I don’t have to look at them,” Benjamin pointed out. “Nor smell them either.”


      Between Sylvia and Benjamin sat Ruby, who was thoroughly enjoying her second chocolate and almond croissant. She tried not to spit crumbs. “I’ll come.”


      “No,” Harry shook his head. “Half of Rochester Manor turning up won’t tempt the law into letting us in for a grand tour. Three of us is already too many. Sorry. We’ll tell you all about it when we get back.”


      “And more than likely, there’ll be nothing to tell.” Sylvia smiled.


      The bell rang. “No more orders except tea or coffee. And I’m leaving.” Lavender brushed crumbs from her tweed. “You can help yourselves but don’t burn your fingers.”


      “I’ll go,” said Ruby. “Who wants another cup?”


      Sylvia held out her mug. “And do try to remember that I don’t take sugar.”


      “After eight years, you think I’d forget?”


      “There was sugar in my last cup,” said Sylvia.


      “Then you drank Harry’s by mistake.”


      The general gossip was loud throughout the dining room. Most were discussing the same thing. “After that Lionel fellow two years back, and Fred West before him, this seems to be a popular area for murder. We’ll have to start a club.”


      “Don’t be disgusting, Derek.”


      “Perhaps it’s Benjamin. Hey, Ben, it was your house, wasn’t it? What you been up to?”


      “My house, not his,” Stella called back. “And not mine either. I helped buy it for my son. It was empty for years.”


      “Not so empty after all.”


      Sylvia looked at Harry “We want an early start,” she finished her tea. “If we dress like forensic scientists, perhaps they’ll let us in. Do we walk or drive?“


      “You mean white trousers tucked into the top of his boots, like Ostopolis?” Harry grinned. “I’m all out of white trousers.”


      “I mean, look smart.”


      “Ostopolis is never smart.”


      Enjoying a brisk walk, and accepting the occasional need for exercise, Harry and Sylvia looked nothing like forensic scientists but did wear goloshes. It was a dark grey day and the low clouds promised rain. The roads through the village sparkled with puddles, but the blinks of desultory sunshine quickly faded. Few of the village shops bothered opening in winter since they only catered for tourists, but the baker’s was open and apart from selling fresh bread, cakes, pies and sausage rolls, they were passing on the latest news.


      The woman serving smiled at everyone and kept her mouth shut, but the customers wanted gossip. “Look, there’s Harry. He’s the one that found that big fellow up in the forest a year or more back. Harry, any more news?”


      “Seen the paper, Harry?”


      “Been talking to your detective friend, Harry?”


      Harry shook his head to everything.


      “Twelve more corpses in the chimney and a couple of hundred dug up in the garden.”


      “You mean the entire population of Cheltenham, then?”


      Avoiding the tiny stone bridge over to the Baker’s, Harry, Sylvia and Stella walked on. It started to rain.
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      The book had sold well in England, although the American market had taken very little interest. They had their own serial killers. Paul Stoker had engaged a professional to help, and they had brought out the book within the year accompanied by a fanfare                                                                                    of marketing. It was the lucky television appearance that had helped it snuggle between the best sellers in Waterstones.


      Paul Stoker had been cradling a copy of his book while chatting happily to the interviewer and the cameras behind him. “I was the one accused. Handcuffed. Dragged into court. Then I was the one in prison for months awaiting trial and verdict. Not a lot of fun, I can promise you.”


      “But,” smiled the BBC late night boffin with the large round rimless glasses, “you were also the lucky man found not guilty.”


      “Hardly luck,” argued Paul. “Since I was innocent, I expected to be found innocent. But I was still harried by the press.”


      “And now the book explains it all. And most interesting it is.”


      Paul hurriedly held up the copy of ‘Lionel Sullivan’s Twisted Torture.’ Its blazing orange cover, the row of fir trees in the background and the silhouette of the shed under the trees stood large. It was a far smaller shed, but that didn’t matter. “I went to the monster’s trial,” Paul added. “All the details are covered here.”


      The extraordinary sales success meant that Paul Stoker, once accused of the earlier crimes of Lionel Sullivan, now lived with his wife Felicity in Kent, in a home bought for cash, large enough for the six children they didn’t have. Yet the initial success waned when the murders became old news, and Paul wondered if they’d have to sell the house and move into something smaller. Felicity worked part-time in a book shop in Canterbury, and Paul was back stocking shelves in the supermarket. Enough for baked beans but not caviar. “I’m going to study this new case,” he told his wife. “It’ll be the new book. I’ll stay somewhere nearby, like Bourton-on-the-Water or something, and really get all the details. You know – unmask the culprit and write another best-seller.”


      “Really? That easy?” Felicity raised an eyebrow. “Give up your job again? So I’m left here trying to live on bread and jam? While you trot off and do nothing? Cos the cops won’t tell you a bloody thing, and you won’t be uncovering anything except your own damned ignorance.”


      “I’ll get another job in Sainsbury’s in Gloucester, and send you some money each month,” he assured her. “And the cops know they owe me. They’ll be nice.”


      „And now you think yourself so clever, you’re safe from all risks. But what if that Sullivan chap finds you? He must have heard of your book. I bet he’d like to drag you into one of his sheds.“


      „That big lolloping brute? He’s a total idiot. And he won’t even know what I look like.“


      „Don’t they watch TV in prison? On that interview, you sat with that big toothy grin cos you’re hoping to be famous. Perhaps you’ll get famous and dead too.“


      He left the next week after giving his notice with a lie about having been diagnosed with liver cancer, fell asleep on the train and woke up with his head cradled on the shoulder of a complete stranger sitting next to him, a somewhat round and genial matron whose restful shoulder was , stumbled off the train at Cheltenham Station, and went off to find himself some digs.
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      It was pouring with rain by the time Sylvia, Harry and Stella reached Hokam House and stood a moment looking at the high white plastered walls behind their tapestry of black wooden struts.


      “Well, fancy that, Mrs Joyce,” said D.C. Crabb. “And Mr Joyce too. I wondered if you’d be turning up sometime.”


      “And I’m Stella Anderson,” Stella said rather loudly through the rain. “Part owner of this house. So perhaps you could open that door and let us in. We’re soaked.”


      Crabb was grinning. “Now, lady, sorry and everything, but you must know I can’t let you in. Totally impossible.”


      “I’m sure Darcey wouldn’t mind,” Sylvia said. “You’re well aware of the help we gave last time.”


      “Inspector Morrison’s not here at present,” Crabb said, not believing a word. “Get permission from him, Mrs Joyce, and I’ll open the door wide.”


      “Humph,” said Sylvia, pulled her navy raincoat tightly around her and walked off with the others.


      The rain pelted. The large mock Tudor house had blurred into clouds of sleet. The horizon of bare hills had disappeared. “Here,” said Stella under her breath as Crabb backed under cover of the porch over the doorway closed off with strips of yellow plastic. “There’s a way. But it’s not very nice.”


      They didn’t expect nice and followed Stella through the downpour. The grounds were empty beneath apart from the careful squares marked out for examination. It was too wet for digging and too cold for any sniffer dogs. It was down the back of Sylvia’s coat collar, her hood swept off backwards in the wind, and Harry closed up the umbrella as it turned inside out in a bitter gust.


      Leading out over the muddy lawn and across to the two wide branched chestnut trees, Stella tottered and leaned back against one knotted trunk, catching her breath. “Not as young as I used to be.”


      “Yes. It’s a shame time doesn’t go backwards.” Sylvia shook the sodden drops from her hair. The tree gave little shelter for its branches were bare. Harry fiddled with the umbrella and turned it back the right way.


      “More trouble than they’re worth.” He mumbled. Their shoes were mud slick, and the rain continued to pour. Crabb had sidled back inside. “Is anyone watching?”


      “Not a soul. Unless from those little windows.”


      “Then hurry. With me. Now.” There were two narrow stone steps within the shadow of the tree. But they seemed to lead nowhere. Then Stella kicked, and a yawning gap with sides of dripping mud opened at their feet. Not wide enough to fall into, but just large enough to squeeze down. “We’ll all look like miners after we go in there,” mumbled Stella, “but it’s the only way. At least, the only way I ever discovered.”


      “You were searching for secret passages?”


      “No, but my grandson was.” Stella pointed. “There’s more steps inside, but you have to go slowly, backwards, hanging on. There are fifteen steps beyond the first two, and they get smaller until number ten when they start getting bigger. They lead into the cellar. Just an empty dump. But there was a sort of bed when I was here. I brought Ben and our three grandsons, you know, just to see if I was buying the right thing. Little Georgie found this all by himself. We thought we’d lost him.”


      They thought they’d lost themselves as they started climbing down into the pit. It was as dark as hopelessness and nearly as demanding. Feeling, groping and stretching backwards, they climbed one by one until Stella called, “I’m down. You can jump the last step. It’s not far.”


      Harry landed with a thud and Sylvia slipped down into his arms. “So there is,” decided Sylvia, “a light at the end of the tunnel.”


      The tunnel was tight, low, and winding. Everyone bent their heads, even Stella who was not tall. But the speck of luminescence at the distant ending gave direction, and when they reached that point, they discovered the promised steps upward, a broken trap door and an entrance into a small stone-walled space without windows or warmth. There was, however, another entrance for the large door in the opposite wall was heavily brass hinged with a row of locks, each with an iron key settled within. In fact, it was not locked and stood slightly ajar. Harry kicked it fully open.


      The police had not yet discovered this hidden cellar. It was large, although it smelled of damp and mould. “I haven’t changed anything,” said Stella. “This is exactly what I found when little Georgie dragged me through that tunnel. I don’t know what it’s supposed to be. Well, the house is fake Tudor, so perhaps they thought this would be a great tourist attraction or something. Tudor torture. They did, didn’t they?”


      “Or perhaps it’s real,” muttered Harry.


      “It’s not real Tudor,” Stella shook her head.


      “There were bodies up the chimney,” said Sylvia softly. “That wasn’t fake Tudor. And a girl recently went missing. This looks to me just like a place to keep some poor kid as a sex toy or a slave. Kidnap victim.”


      It was horribly uncomfortable. Reeking of misery, pain and loneliness, the black room echoed with tears. Although almost empty, it seemed crowded with vile memory. A double bedstead, rusty old iron, stood against one wall, stripped bare of covers and mattress. There were metal rings and hooks embedded in both floor and ceiling, but nothing hung from them. A ceiling light had no bulb, but there was a socket on the lower part of the wall next to the bed. That was all.


      The emptiness sobbed, and the bed shrieked. Yet there was utter silence, which seemed even more eerie.


      “It’s vile,” said Sylvia. “Let’s get out of here.”


      Harry said, “I’ll speak to Crabb.”


      The climb from the dark wet passage was as unpleasant as the entrance had been, but since it led away and was the escape, it seemed far more bearable. Stella breathed deeply as she appeared, head in the air, from the steps beneath the chestnut trees. Harry marched off to find Crabb while Sylvia and Stella began a long walk home.


      “I wish we’d brought the car after all,” muttered Sylvia.


      Stella muttered back. “I never want to walk anywhere ever again.”


      Morrison and Crabb were outside talking, sheltered by the pillared porch. The rain had eased to a dismal drizzle. Harry trudged through the mud. Crabb shook his head. “Again, Mr Joyce?”


      “Yes, again, D.C. Crabb, and with news you need to hear.” He turned to Morrison. “There’s a cellar,” Harry told them. “Hideous to climb into. No direct passage into the house. Do you know of it yet?”


      “You’d better come in,” Morrison said and waved to the two women who had just reached the distant fence. Somewhat reluctantly they turned and wandered back across the sludge. “Now,” continued D.I. Morrison. “Tell me.”


      Stella whisked in, once again out of breath. She regarded the pile of her son’s furniture, which had been collected into the corners, leaving the rooms easier to examine. The open Inglenook fireplace was barricaded with screens and plastic banners. Wind now whistled down the unblocked chimney, and the plastic flapped.


      “Officially,” Stella said, discovering a small chair and sitting heavily, “this is my house. It’s in my name alongside that of my son. When I was in the middle of the negotiations to buy, my daughter and her children came with me for an inspection. But my grandson likes to investigate and poke around. He found a secret passage.”


      “Then I’d be obliged if you’d show me, madam,” Morrison said with an ingratiating smile.


      “Someone else can,” Stella said without moving. “At eighty three years old, I’m not eager to do that sort of climbing over and over again.”


      “I’ll show you,” said Harry, and Morrison’s answering smile was genuine.


      “I’d be obliged, Harry,” Morrison dropped the official speech and slipped back into friendship. “It sounds important.”


      “Well, you should have let us in before,” grumbled Stella from the chair, where her wellington boots and plaid coat were leaving a large mud thick puddle on the floorboards.


      Sylvia was staring at the empty fireplace as Harry and Morrison disappeared outside into the chill. Crabb shook his head. “No more to find up there, thank goodness. It’s been fully evacuated. But the newspapers have exaggerated as usual. We found four young women, but none of them have yet been identified. Amongst the ashes on the hearth itself, we found residual traces of two others, almost entirely burned. But even after the hottest furnace, teeth, or parts of them, tend to remain.”


      “Ugh,” said Stella. “Poor Brian. It must have been ghastly for him.”


      “Somewhat worse for the girls now dead, and presumably murdered,” murmured Sylvia. “DC Crabb, has anything been found in the garden?”


      “Neither in the garden nor anywhere else in the house,” Crabb said, shaking his head again. “But we’ve only examined a small part so far.”


      It was some time before Harry and Morrison returned. “I’m going back to the office at once,” he was pacing, “I’ll give you a lift home, ladies. Crabb, I’ll send a couple of the boys back to relieve you, and Harry, Sylvia, I hope we can meet up again tonight. I’ll come to the manor.”


      He turned up after dinner. In the smaller of the Rochester living rooms, the fire was blazing, and Sylvia sat staring at the flames, imagining the frail bodies of the underfed girls squeezed up the old fashioned chimney. Harry was more cheerful. “Is this a lone killer, or a group, do you think? Just another creep picking up girls off the street? Or something different? Perhaps this monster was inspired by the last monster. Lionel Sullivan copycat.”


      “I hope not,” Sylvia mumbled. “Anyone wanting to copy that creature would be sick indeed.”


      “Murderers are all sick.”


      “Not officially, or they couldn’t stand trial and wouldn’t go to prison.”


      Harry slumped back in the chair. “So you kidnap girls, rape and torture them, cut them into little pieces and have some for lunch, then stuff them in a barrel or up the chimney – and you’re considered sane?”


      “Sanity,” said the gruff voice behind them, “can be a difficult definition.” Darcey Morrison pulled up another of the large orange velvet armchairs, pulled up a Sanderson cushion of clashing checks from the sofa, and sat between Sylvia and Harry, all gazing at the spluttering fireplace. Every one of them was thinking the same thing.


      “So, have you explored the tunnel through the wardrobe?” asked Harry eventually.


      Darcey stretched his legs and pulled off the red woollen scarf which had been wound three times around his neck. “Yes and no.” He looked over his shoulder quickly, decided no one could hear, and turned back to Harry. “A couple of my men went down the rabbit hole, but after a few hours we decided to make our own entrance. Now there’s a direct route through the pantry floor, straight into the cellar. We needed light and quick access. But there wasn’t much to discover.”


      “The bedstead and the hooks.”


      “Yes, it’s been used as a prison of some sort,” Morrison nodded. “An obvious connection with what was discovered in the chimney cavity. But everything has been cleared out some time ago. Those metal rings and hooks must have held chains or ropes, and the bed legs held vestiges of old chain restraints. But everything has been cut away. Finding a few hidden fingerprints might turn out more successful, and we have hopes of remaining DNA..”


      “A house of monsters?” It was Ruby, on tiptoe, but bringing coffee.


      Morrison sighed but took the coffee. “Mrs Pope, what a pleasure. It’s been a long time.” He slurped and smiled. “But you have a good memory.”


      Sitting on the arm of Sylvia’s chair, Ruby said, “Very strong, two sugars. How could I forget, Mr Morrison?”


      He didn’t remind her about the D.I. “Fact is,” he continued, now low voiced, “The house was built in 1933, listed as genuine Tudor, and sold for a high price. Sold on the owner’s death to the local council, who intended making it into a town hall of some kind. It changed hands twice, never lasted long, and was finally donated to the Trust, who didn’t really want it. It’s been sitting unwanted and unlisted and entirely empty since 1982. Clearly someone took up illegal residence, quite unnoticed in that damn secret cellar.”


      The wind was moaning outside, which made an effective accompaniment. Ruby shivered. “Have you discovered – ?”


      “No.” Morrison swigged back the last dribble of coffee. “We’ve not finished excavating, Mrs Pope, but the indications are negative.”


      Sylvia sat forward, forgetting her coffee. “Have you dated the bed and those horrible iron hooks?”


      “Around 1985.” He watched her reaction. “ Soon after the place went vacant. But I’d say there’s no sign of recent activity. The last human remains date from 2016.”


      “My God. Fairly recent, then. I’ve been here longer than that.” Sylvia looked up at Ruby. “Delicious Bluebell, you shouldn’t be here.”


      “It doesn’t matter,” Darcey smiled. “I’ve nothing more to report. No discoveries, no secrets. And no suspects. “


      “I suppose we should make another list,” said Harry. “Any pointers?”


      But the detective had no more idea than Harry himself. “If I had, Harry, I doubt I’d be telling you. But I assure you, there’s not a soul being investigated as yet. So when you perform one of your magic tricks, my friend, and walk in on the culprit, please let me know.”


      The fire crackled. Sylvia muttered, “He’d better not. I’ve warned him I’m divorcing him if he walks into any more suspicious places on his own. Sheds are forbidden. Now mock Tudor is added to the list. Actually anything.” She thought a moment. “Except the loo.”


      Small table lamps glimmered, some bright and some dim, clashing with the huge scarlet blaze of flame. The ceiling light, a chandelier of genuine crystal which was not fake Tudor, but dated back to the times of manor itself, had not been lit. It still only accepted candles and they only lit it at Christmas. Christmas was now long over and it was February, with icicles which grew longer every night until the freezing winds blew them down. Most of the manor’s inhabitants had already gone to bed or sat cosy at the other end of the vast room where the television was playing a rehash of something comic, and the central heating was more placid than the fire.


      Having assumed that the housekeeper had also long retired to bed, they were surprised when Lavender appeared, well wrapped in a dressing gown over satin pyjamas, and held a finger to her lips with dramatic exaggeration. “I saw you arrive, detective inspector,” she said in an echoing whisper. “But I knew you’d want privacy anyway, so I locked up and went to bed. Sylvia has the key to let you out.”


      Darcey looked expectant. Harry said, “No coffee?”


      “There’s something rather more important than that,” said Lavender, the drama rising to melodrama. “I’ve been watching my little T.V. in bed. Only small, but very comfy. I mean, I always watch the news before falling asleep.”


      They waited. The television at the far end of the room was certainly not transmitting anything as dull as the news.


      “So what’s happened now?” demanded Harry. ‘We’re on fire? The queen’s married again? The country’s gone bankrupt?”


      “Lionel Sullivan’s escaped,” said Lavender.
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      The silence resounded and then broke. Sylvia groaned. “How?”


      “Something about a transfer,” said Lavender. “They mentioned an inside job. I wasn’t really listening at first, then suddenly I realised what they were saying.”


      Harry said, “He knows exactly where we live.”


      “Well, I’m not moving.”


      “But we could go on holiday.”


      Standing abruptly, Morrison wrapped his scarf around his neck once more and nodded to his hosts. “Most unexpected,” he said gruffly. “And damned careless of somebody, unless they’re right and it’s an inside job. Looks as though I’ll not be going home to the wife again tonight.”


      “Good luck with getting him back quickly,” Harry said, also standing. “He’s the last person we want roaming the hills.”


      “He won’t roam,” snapped Sylvia, “he’ll go to ground.”


      “And I remember those threats of revenge,” muttered Harry. They saw Morrison out, back into the slush and the whistling winds with the rain flung in torrents against the trees, walls and windows. “And those threats included his wife.”


      “She’ll be taken into a safe house,” nodded Morrison. “You two look after yourselves and I’ll be in touch.”


      They saw him out, then locked the door again, leaned back and gazed at each other. “Bloody shit,” said Sylvia. “I feel like using all the swear words I’ve ever used in my life before. I’m interested in this new case, and I’d love to be able to help a bit. But do I have to hide indoors instead, scared of bumping into that monster?”


      They climbed the stairs to their bedroom, a long and somewhat grand staircase which Sylvia called her daily gym activity, and talked for some hours before sleep. It was the next day when Sylvia bumped into Ruby in the cake shop just over the little bridge.


      “You’re here already. I was going to buy you a cake and give you the latest news.”


      Ruby already carried a bag, bulging with whatever she had bought. “Silvikins, I saw you at breakfast.”


      “But I didn’t want to talk in front of the others,” Sylvia explained. “Come on, beautiful Bluebell, I’ll buy you a coffee and we can share cakes.”


      The village shop sold bread and cakes in the front, and a small café at the back sold the tea, coffee and chocolate drinks. The entire place frequently changed hands, since the business was erratic. There was a maelstrom of profitable activity during the tourist season and on the occasional sunny weekend in spring, while the rest of the year brought in a sad loss, even accounting for the Rochester residents, making it hardly worth opening. The Tablecloths looked as though they’d cost a whole season’s profits.


      Sylvia sipped her coffee and said, “You don’t listen to the news, do you? No, nor do I, but I listened this morning on purpose. That wretched creature Sullivan has escaped.”


      Spluttering through her second cream cupcake, Ruby spat crumbs. “People don’t escape from prison these days. This isn’t Alcatraz. What happened?”


      Sylvia handed her a napkin. “I don’t think escapes were common from Alcatraz either, but that’s beside the point. They think he had inside help. It was a transfer, he was being taken to a more secure gaol somewhere. Frankland Prison, wherever that is. Life sentence inmates, I believe. But after a couple of hours, they found it wasn’t the right man they had chained in the back of the van, and they couldn’t find Sullivan anywhere. Ridiculous.”


      The café was brightly lit, which added some vague optimism to an otherwise grey day and dismal news. “Top up the coffee?” asked the waitress.


      Ruby nodded. “And your cupcakes are delicious. These little chocolate things with cream on top. Can I have another of them too please?”


      Sylvia scowled and was ignored. “I make them myself,” added the other woman. “I’ll bring a selection.”


      Back on subject, Sylvia put her head down and kept her voice low. “You’ll be sick after all that cake. But listen, it’s important. That monster knows us, and he’s spoken of revenge. I don’t know his wife but she’s in danger too. Lionel Sullivan is fairly recognisable, but he could be anywhere. I assume the police will watch the area fairly thoroughly. Well, they’ll want him back.”


      “He might go back to his shed?” Ruby shivered.


      “It isn’t there any longer. The police tore it down.”


      “Where’s Frankland Prison?” Ruby asked, finishing her coffee. “If that beast escaped on route, then he may be miles away.”


      “Up north, on the east coast,” said the voice behind a large plate of oozing cake. “Durham, or near there.” She set the plate down. “I’m Kate. I bought this place a year ago. I’ve seen you in here before? It’s been a struggle, unfortunately, but I do love baking.”


      Ruby admitted, “I’ve been buying cakes here for about five years. Gorgeous, but I don’t often sit in.”


      The conversation was becoming two sided. “The wretch didn’t escape from the police van,” Sylvia pointed out after Kate had trudged off again. “He never got on. Someone else took his place. Now that has to be an inside job. Bribery or threats or something. So Sullivan is somewhere in Gloucestershire or nearby.”


      “Well, they’ll catch him soon enough,” decided Ruby. “He’s a big slob so he can’t hide in a crowd, and he can’t go back home and he probably hasn’t got any friends, and hundreds of policeman will be out searching for him.”


      “I’m not sure about the hundreds,” said Sylvia. “And he had a good plan for escaping so perhaps he has a good plan for afterwards. Anyway, I’m going back to the manor to watch the news. Are you coming?”


      “Wait a minute while I buy the rest of these cakes.”


      The news was not inspiring. Lionel Sullivan had not been recaptured. Nor was there any breakthrough on the bodies in the chimney case. Harry was offered a cupcake with a chocolate butterfly sitting on the cream peak. He shook his head. “Nearly lunchtime. And that looks too much like a trapped budgie.”


      Ruby ate it herself.
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      The girl was crying again. She could hear noises from the room next door, but could not understand what they meant. The chain around her ankle did not permit her entrance into the next room, but on occasion when Master unlocked it and came in, she had been able to see what it was like, and had been astonished to find it only a little superior to her own. Both rooms were dark and windowless, both were barely furnished with just one single bed in a corner, two little hard chairs in her own room but two larger cushioned chairs in the other. The other room also had a toilet, whereas hers had a bucket next to a small hole in the floor. The hole was an earth filled sewer and stank, yet gradually Eve had become accustomed to the stench and barely noticed it anymore. On a little table in the next room were a few pornographic magazines, a pile of old books, and other things she would have adored to make use of herself, especially the kettle with several broken cups, the loo with a solid seat, and the running water. The water came from the basin beside the toilet, and a pot of tea bags appeared to be refilled fairly regularly. There was an open bowl of sugar which was also often refilled, much to the delight of the cockroaches.


      Her first glimpses of Master’s small dirty bedroom had disgusted Eve. But slowly, in contrast to her own, she had relished so much, including the superior bed. On the first morning of her abduction, in a terrified whisper, Eve had asked permission to go to whatever corridor held the toilet. Master had pointed to the bucket and the hole against the far wall. He had remained watching. Eve had sobbed for long hours and again into the night.


      Yet everything remained dirty. Master hardly ever washed anything, nor had he any easy way of doing so, and Eve had no access to clean water at all. She cried most of the time. Twice she had tried to kill herself, but this had been by wrapping the chain around her neck and pulling, which had done nothing but make her cough and vomit. The vomit stayed on the floor until it dried up and chipped off.


      Unable to count the passing of time, Eve knew simply that her imprisonment had lasted for at least a week. She knew more about herself now, the lack of both courage and imagination which she daily tried to increase. She learned even more about Master. He was crippled, mentally impaired in several ways, and probably suffered from epilepsy or some similar condition. Yet this list of degenerative conditions did not make him as desperately unhappy as Eve would have expected. Presumably, he had never known any life different. But he was not confined to his small room the way she was in hers. She heard him leave and later return. Once when he failed to properly lock their shared door, it had swung open and showed only empty space. Eve had tried in frantic determination to escape, but the chain around her right ankle had been unbreakable and she was sitting on the floor sobbing when Master came back some hours later.


      He treated her in three ways, and the conditions rarely altered. He wanted sex. This mattered to him and he insisted on when and how this happened. He had marched in one day, pointed to the bucket, and ordered, “Tinkle.”


      Having discovered the dangers of disobedience, Eve had sat on the bucket, balanced with legs apart, closed her eyes, and tried to urinate. Since she ate and drank little, this took some time, but Master waited in silence. Eventually she managed to obey.


      Master had grunted. “No fun,” he declared, and left the room. But he experimented with many odd ideas and his appetite was demanding.


      When he felt thwarted, antagonised, disobeyed or in any manner annoyed, Master flew into a rage of terrifying panic. He thumped holes in walls, kicked and screamed, tore out his own hair and Eve’s, damaged or destroyed anything in his way and behaved like a buffalo in panic. But these tempers cooled abruptly. He would wipe his eyes, gulp, and leave the room quietly.


      Master’s third rule of behaviour was unexpected at first, although Eve found it hard to manipulate. Master became suddenly sympathetic, caressing and murmuring. He brought her food and alcohol, helped her bandage her knee where he had kicked her and made her bleed and limp. He had kissed her ear and told her he’d look after her. She was, he said, his little kitten.


      “I had a little kitten before,” he mumbled. “But she weren’t a good girl. She were naughty. Then she went away. I can’t remember where she went but I ain’t seen her since. You is my nicest little kitten ever.”


      “How many,” Eve croaked, “have you had?”


      “Dunno. Lots. But not so many. Two maybe. No, more. A hundred p’rhaps. Dunno really. Counting is rotten hard work.”


      “I could teach you.”


      But then he had lost his temper. “You wanna be a teach person? You fink you’s better n’me? I never liked teaching folk. You shut yer ugly face.” And he had punched her in the mouth, making her lips and her gums bleed.


      It was after many other punches that one of her front teeth came loose and eventually fell out. Since there was no mirror, she did not see herself until one day when Master brought her a large bowl of drinking water. As she bent to drink, she had slurped up her own reflection, gasped, and burst once more into tears. Now permanently naked, she was filthy and scarred, her hair was missing large clumps and the rest hung in thick greasy strands. She had one black eye, swollen lips and the missing front tooth. Her left cheek was badly cut and although the wound had partially closed, it was black and oozing.


      That had been when she attempted her second suicide, but that had failed as had the first one.


      Although Master’s legs were unusually short and bent outwards, his arms were normal length, giving him a gorilla gait with his knuckles almost to the ground. Sometimes Eve felt sorry for him, but pity was hard to maintain when the man was raping her with particular brutality. He was well endowed, but also liked using a bottle. Sometimes he fell asleep beside her. Once she had tried to strangle him with the chain as she had tried to use it to kill herself, but Master had snored and fallen from the bed. She tried again. Then he woke, confused, and stumbled back to his own room.


      She was too frightened to try again. Even a frown in his direction could send him into fury.


      “I’m getting a proper telly,” he said one day. “Dunno where to put it. Maybe near me bed. Or you wants it? Might be nice, eh?”


      “Jesus, yes,” Eve gasped. “Yes please.”


      He staggered in with the screen in his arms two dreary weeks later. Although small and a little cracked, it was watchable. Three channels worked well. Master stood it on the floor and plugged it into the nearby socket. For the first day, they saw only blurred flickers, but on the following day, Master came home with an indoor antenna. It worked. They both sat on the floor and watched with animation. Eve had strict instructions not to turn it on herself during the night or Master’s absence at any time. But one day she managed to see the news.
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      He had written, “Now an expert on the vicious crimes of others, I have been investigating the bodies in the chimney. A nasty case.”


      But Paul had got no further since investigating anything seemed unusually difficult. Just starting an investigation was a significant challenge. He had rented a bedsit in Cheltenham, set up his laptop, got a part-time job in the local Tescos, and dated the girl who seemed to spend all her days cleaning out the freezers. Janet was pretty but not the most intelligent of dates he’d ever been unfaithful with. He did, however, spend more time with Janet than he did with his laptop.


      Now using his own name, resting on the fame of his earlier notoriety as an accused serial killer, Paul had sold his small book in large quantities. Doing the same again lit his hope as though a small torch flickered just above his head. He visited the house and was permitted nowhere near it. The garden was being excavated one small square at a time, and it appeared that the house was being demolished in almost the same manner. There were police on the roof and the chimney was a pile of bricks without stature. Paul sighed and went back to work.
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        * * *


      


      Winter in the valley was dour. Winds blasted through and the sheep on the low surrounding hills found their own valley hideaways. Kate Howard closed up shop and went to visit Ruby at Rochester Manor. She took cakes. “Those bearing cake,” Lavender said as she opened the door, “will always be welcome. Especially by Mrs Pope.” She poked her head around the living room door and nodded. “Ruby dear, you have a visitor.”


      Harry and Sylvia had been talking over a coffee table covered in empty cups, small plates, and glasses smeared with the dregs of orange juice. Ruby and Stella were together on the second couch. Ruby hopped up and waved. “How sweet of you to come, Kate. And cake too. Lavender, could we have more tea?”


      “We were talking crime and serial killers,” sighed Stella. “Not the nicest subject. But it’s all hit rather close to home just recently.”


      “I know about those poor little girls in the Tudor house,” said Kate, delighted to have a seat right in front of the fire. She risked taking off her gloves and scarf. “I actually went to visit that house once just a few years ago. I wanted to move to something bigger. My husband and I are a bit squashed at present. I must say you have a wonderful home here.”


      With a vague hand and fingers fluttering in all directions, Ruby said, “But there’s a lot of us live here. Retirement, you see. What does your husband do?” Not that she really cared, but it might be a path to mentioning her own now dead but once famous husband.


      “Maurice teaches in the local Primary School. And our little girl goes there. Mia. She’s eight. Yes – you said about the crime. It’s horrifying. To think I looked at that chimney and thought what a wonderful fire you could build on that huge hearth.”


      “And if a bulky man with huge hands and feet ever comes into your nice little shop,” said Ruby, “call the police because he’s a serial killer too.”


      “Just walking around and going into cafes?”


      “He’s the one who escaped,” said Harry. “And sadly he might be looking for us.”


      Kate giggled slightly, presuming an exaggeration. “I popped in to bring the cakes from this afternoon,” she said. “It’s so quiet outside, there seemed no point in keeping open. These were left unsold. Not stale – made this morning. But I thought you might like them instead of me just giving them to the fish.”


      “Did you notice,” asked Sylvia abruptly, “signs of anyone living in that house when you considered buying it?” The tea had arrived, a large flowered teapot, matching milk jug, sugar bowl, and cup of Grissini brought in by Arthur. Lavender trotted behind with a rattle of cups and saucers. Sylvia poured the tea but peered through the steam as she’d carried on talking. “Those girls were obviously kept as sex slaves in the cellar. The cellar didn’t lead directly into the house, but someone else must surely have stayed there, keeping the girls locked up, fed and watered and so on.”


      Kate wrinkled her nose. “It was two years ago now, maybe about two and a half. I can’t really remember. No fire definitely, I do remember that because the hearth was full of smelly ashes, all cold. It was all dreary and dark with no furniture, although I think there was a sideboard, you know, a great big wooden thing with carved corners and drawers.  But I remember a rug in front of the fireplace. Big fluffy polar bear type rug.”


      Harry sat forwards at once. “One of the partially decomposed bodies had white nylon fluff in her hair.”


      “But those sort of rugs are terribly common. I doubt if tracing it would help with a thing.”


      “We could try.”


      “You could go off to Cavendish House tomorrow,” suggested Stella, “and see if they know who bought any but I doubt anyone will remember that after two years and more. Besides,” she clutched her teacup, “I don’t want to get involved. It’s sickening.”


      “There’s another carpet shop near the fountain,” said Kate.


      “And a very expensive shop on the outskirts, Tewksbury side,” remembered Harry. “I can do the lot tomorrow. It’ll be a good drive instead of slouching through the mud.” He grinned. “Might as well make use of the new car.”


      “I could come too,” offered Ruby.


      “Sorry.” Sylvia patted Ruby’s hand. “We’ll probably end up in the pub and you’re always tired by seven. Best stay here,” she said. “Or at some nice friendly cake shop in the village.”


      The Rochester Manor garage was a half walled dump which Lavender and Arthur both insisted was not worth the money to enlarge or update. Few of the residents owned cars since most of them admitted to failing eyesight but Harry drove his new Lexus out of the shadows with pride, let the engine run in order to get the heating on full, and waited for Sylvia. He’d bought the car with the money from the sale of his little house, and Sylvia had paid for the luxury model. It was bright blue since neither of them wanted to seem old, traditional and boring, and looked a good deal sunnier than the sky above.


      Eventually they drove into Cheltenham and started to visit any shop selling white furry rugs, or indeed any rugs at all.


      “At least two years ago. Maybe considerably longer.”


      The shop assistants looked at this aged couple with faint contempt. They could not remember what they had sold last week let alone two years ago, and many had left or only started work within that time period.


      The small Indian owner of a shop selling rugs so beautiful that Sylvia forgot why she was there and wanted to buy six of them, said that he had stopped importing white imitation fur rugs three years past even though they had proved popular, and he had sold twenty or thirty of them. But he could not possibly remember the names or faces of his customers, and he had not delivered any since they were small enough to be rolled up and taken away by their new owners.


      By the time they rolled home, grumbling about the useless waste of a day, it was raining again.
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        * * *


      


      Sylvia was looking up furry white rugs online. “Hundreds,” she sighed. “Thousands. China, America, eBay, some cost a fortune and some cost tuppence. This is a complete waste of time. Let’s forget rugs.”


      Harry was lying full length on the couch behind her, and she was more or less sitting on his legs, except that he had one ankle wrapped around her and his foot on her lap. She enjoyed the private warmth and the unspoken affection. Every touch was a tiny pleasure, reminding her of the happiness she had not known for so many years before she met Harry. Harry spelt happiness. Not security from murder nor from poverty, not even security from heart attacks, nor the cold and rain. But he was a whole welter of security against the hopeless loneliness that she hadn’t even known she was feeling. She hiccupped, smiled, and leaned back against his knees. “I know,” he said. “I make a good blanket,” and wrapped both arms around her.


      “Funny,” she said. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”


      “But we have to think of something apart from furry rugs.” Because he had also been thinking of how his delight in touch and warmth with Sylvia contrasted so horribly with the last moments of five young and pretty girls, what they must have suffered, what loving warmth they had been torn from, and what vile creature had abducted them into such hopelessness.


      “We need to go back to that cellar,” Sylvia murmured. “If Morrison lets us.”


      “Or even if he doesn’t,” said Harry.
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        * * *


      


      Darcey Morrison let them. “You found it,” he said the next day when carefully approached. “So come on in and take a last look. We’ve broken directly through, and it’s certainly an easier entrance. But there’s more excavations planned so this will be your last visit to the house. Make the most of it.”


      Instead of an hour in a damp dark tunnel underground, a ladder was a solid balance through a small hole in the floorboards, and a light had been attached. Now the dismal cellar, otherwise unaltered, was spread wide for viewing. Even the light had not improved it much.


      “There’s more than some creepy little sex fiend involved,” said Harry reaching out one finger, and then remembering that he mustn’t touch. “Finding that tunnel. Setting those hooks and metal rings in the floor and walls around the bed. Then up the chimney. Picking up a body and wedging it up into the chimney over your head. That’s got to be a big strong man. Or two”


      “You can’t have two friends with the same sick perversions.”


      “You do. All the time,” Harry insisted. “Hindley and Brady, Fred and Rosemary West, Ricky Davis and Dena Riley, Catherine and David Birnie. I won’t go on. I can’t remember other names, but there are a high number.”


      Sylvia was staring at threads caught in the floorboards. “Just as well I wear contact lenses. These are tiny. Can you see?”


      He could. “I’m sure the police will have seen them too.”


      “Dirty old bits of blanket,” Sylvia decided.


      Morrison’s voice behind her made her jump. “Once orange mohair. And moreover here. Once brown hessian. But extremely common and quite untraceable. But there are other threads caught on the old bed springs. And we have some hope of tracing those.”


      Harry and Sylvia bent and stared. “A mattress? Pillows?”


      Morrison shook his head. “No, as it happens. A white fake fur rug. But of a particular kind that isn’t common. And the same threads were discovered caught in the strands of hair amongst the remains.” But he was called by one of his men peering down into the cellar from the room above, nodded, and turned back to Sylvia and Harry. “No time for more, I’m afraid,” he told them. “And I can’t authorise any more visits here. This has definitely been the last. But I’ll pop around this evening if you’re free. Something I wouldn’t mind discussing with you.”


      It was after dinner when Morrison finally arrived at Rochester Manor, and they took him into the small living room where they hoped for greater privacy. “We can go up to the bedroom if anyone pokes their noses in,” Harry said. There’s a living room as well as  the bedroom.” He waved at the grand staircase as they passed.


      But settled in the small room and having opened one of his own bottles of wine, Harry passed around the overfilled glasses, and Morrison leaned back against the wide cushions, stretched his legs, and sipped. “Off duty,” he said. “But I’m driving home. No refills please, or I’ll have to sleep the night on your floor.”


      “I’m wondering what you feel able to tell us,” said Sylvia with a hopeful smile. “Have you identified any of those poor wretched girls yet?” She gulped her own wine, clutching the stem tightly.


      The night sky was star-pricked through the window, but Harry stood and quickly pulled the curtains. It had stopped raining, but the night was cold. “Don’t worry,” he added. “We won’t be approaching any desperate families. But we’d be only too pleased to help in some way, however small.”


      “Three identifications have been made,” Morrison said, “of the young women found in the chimney itself, three were sufficiently intact, and DNA has been recovered both for their own identification and for that of the killer. Sadly the latter doesn’t match any criminal already on our database. But it will be of essential importance should we arrest any suspect in the future. The parents of the young women have been informed.” He sipped again, looking over the rim of his glass. “Eventually we hope to identify the others, being seven in all. But so far the media has been told little or nothing, and we want to keep it that way.”


      “And the ashes?” Harry didn’t see how anyone could be identified from a handful of ash in a fireplace. “Anything found in the garden?”


      “The grounds haven’t been fully excavated yet,” Morrison said. “And the ashes simply point to human destruction, and possibly two separate persons as yet unknown. But there’s something important I need to ask, I’m afraid. When you discovered the passage leading to the cellar and explored there, Harry, can you swear you neither touched nor removed anything?”


      Both Harry and Sylvia adamantly shook their heads. Sylvia said, “We aren’t that absurd, I hope. We were extremely careful. Why do you ask?”


      “Some things were discovered on the ground,’ Morrison said, “but in an odd sequence. To be frank, we found faeces beneath the bed. Now very old and dried up, naturally. But they had been laid out to spell a word, or at least it appeared that way. Yet the word made little sense.”


      Waiting, and growing impatient, Sylvia insisted, “What word? Do tell.”


      “The word ‘How’,” said Morrison finally. “But there were other faeces in a lump beside the word’s ending – as though kicked out of sequence.”


      “How makes sense, I suppose,’ said Harry. “But I promise, we never saw that at all.”


      “It doesn’t make sense,” Darcey sighed. “I say how all the damn time. But why would a prisoner write such a pointless word?”


      They talked about Morrison’s eccentric family before he left, but there was one more thing Sylvia needed to know. “What was so unusual about the white rug? And have you traced it at all?”


      He set down his empty glass, stood, and smiled. “Ah, now, Mrs Joyce. That would be telling, wouldn’t it.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Six


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Master stuck out both bare feet. He was otherwise well covered since the weather was freezing and there was no heating in the room. He was muffled in grey wool and thick trousers in unwieldy duffle. Eve doubted if Master would be able to buy ready-made trousers from any shop since his legs were badly deformed, yet his feet were normal enough although the toes resembled a bear’s claws. His arms, upper body and neck were entirely normal and his face almost so, although squashed badly on one side. Clearly he could only see well from one eye and needed to peer closely in order to make out pictures. He kept pornographic magazines and enjoyed them, repeating the examination over and over.  But it seemed he could not read. Several times he ordered Eve to read the stories to him, but since they were wilfully sadistic, she had enormous trouble reading them aloud.


      Now Eve was cutting Master’s toenails, which had become thick and hooked. She was naked and shivering violently but she had wrapped two blankets around herself and could speak without her teeth chattering.


      The nail scissors were sharp, tucked between her fingers. Not large enough to kill Master perhaps, but certainly the points could do great damage and inflict pain, should she be able to press hard enough.


      Yet nothing short of killing would be adequate. If she hurt him, he would probably kill her. The beatings were fairly regular. Master lost his temper very quickly, abruptly, and sometimes without any notable cause. Eve had once, in an attempt to create a trustful friendship, greeted him with a polite ‘Good morning” and a question about the weather outside. Master had answered her with a violent lashing from an elasticated Bungie tie, with its black plastic hook on the end.


      Eve, her belly, breasts and groin ripped and bleeding, had crawled beneath the bed and Master had left her there for two days without food.


      Finally, on the third day, he had sobbed onto her shoulder, patted her scars and crimson welts, and explained his anger. “I can’t go out on me own. Months tis when I doesn’t know wot outside be like. Sometimes, mind you. I bin out when I’s let. I seen that big wide world. But not much, not since I turned big and growed up. I ain’t let out cos I ain’t proper. So wot you don’t like, I got the same. It ain’t no better.”


      She felt suddenly sorry for him, wiping his tears from her own body. “But no one whips you, Master. No one hurts you. Not like you hurt me.”


      “Cos I’s the master. I gotta have somint. I’s a freak. You ain’t. You’s pretty. So I gotta have extra. Being Master. That’s extra.”


      “But does it help you, by hurting me?”


      Master sniggered through the tears. “Course it do. Silly.”


      “I’m sorry. But I don’t even know your name.”


      “Number Two calls me Hobbit. But you calls me Master.”


      The mesmerising cold continued. So did the rapes, the beatings, and the abuse. Master enjoyed abuse of a sadistic type on occasion, but was often tired and longed for caresses. He brought Eve bread crusts and stale beer, then suddenly arrived with roast lamb and potatoes, or steaming beetroot soup and fresh buttered rolls. Usually, he shared the same food with her. Only when he was angry did he eat everything himself, forcing her to sit and watch him, and then leave her hungry. Eve knew she was losing weight. She had once wanted to diet. This was a hideous lesson in the real meaning of food, and she ate even the crumbs from the floor when Master left her alone, locking the door behind him.


      She wondered how he obtained the food and was sure he must somehow leave their prison, whether he denied it or not. She could not imagine him cooking such dishes, and even in such a situation, he would have to shop for the ingredients. Shops delivered, but would he have an endless supply of cash? Or was everything now possible online? Yet if he never went out, who stopped him? His own embarrassment, perhaps. Or did he have a mother who was ashamed of her deformed son, and forbade him to enter the outside world?


      “Who calls you a Hobbit?”


      “Piss off. Open yer legs, quick, afore I loses me temper.”


      She asked him once, “Master, you have another room outside. When you open the door, I see it. It looks a bit cosy. But I get terribly cold. Do you have any spare blankets?”


      He brought her one. It was suede dyed deep red on the back and soft white wool or fur on top. Eve wasn’t sure if the fur was fake, since it was thick and deliciously warm, with soft browns and creams merging in. Master said, “Tis a bear from them icy places.”


      “A polar bear?”


      “Yep.” Giggles and snorts. “Be proper careful or one night t’will eat you all up. Crunch, crunch, crunch!”


      “Thank you. I’m so much warmer now.” Her own clothes had been taken from her. She saw them once, in a heap on Master’s floor beneath his bed, but the chain around her ankle stopped her reaching out for them.


      After a month, being naked had become a habit. She did not stop hating the icy draughts and now suffered from a permanent cough, but the polar bear helped enormously Eve called him Gandalf, and having no idea that the name came from a book introducing Hobbits, Master accepted this name and found no sarcasm nor humour in it.


      “Wrap Gandalf,” he said often. “Cosy. Nice from me, eh?”


      “Yes. Good Master.” She kept the fur side next to her skin, for even when she was whipped, bleeding and in pain, the soft fleece soothed her body.


      Grinding hours of boredom paled into dizzy dreaming. Master slept in his own bed for many hours and left Eve alone without anything to do. She asked for books and magazines. He gave her three pornographic brochures of pictures which made her sick. She asked for a broom or cloths and offered to clean up. Master refused. “You want bonk Master on the head with brooms?” The sparkle of anger lit his eyes.


      Immediately she soothed him, denying everything except a need to fill her time, and attempt a cleaner space for living. Master threw her dirty dinner plate at her and being plastic, it did not break. But the smears of gravy splattered her face, and the edge of the plate cut against her nose. She cried. Master stalked off. The plate now chipped, was the base for all her meals, and it was never washed. Eve constantly expected dysentery or some greater poisoning from this encrusted filth, but her immunity grew to protect her. She usually licked her plate, not to clean it but because of her own hunger. But licking her plate was not the worst.


      Later when he returned, pointed to the bucket in the corner of the room, and ordered, “Tinkle.”


      “I don’t need to,” she whispered back.”


      “Piss, bitch,” Master shouted. “Now you go empty bucket.” The double crack in the floorboards was the only place where the bucket could be emptied but it was neither an easy nor a pleasant job. He kicked her from behind. “Splashes. Look. Now lick clean.”


      “Lick? Oh no, I beg you. If you could give me a cloth?”


      He spat full in her eyes. “Lick it, bitch. On them knees. Bend over and lick. I’s gonna take you in yer lickle pink arse whiles you licking.”
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        * * *


      


      Harry stepped out of his navy checked underpants and walked into the large shower cubicle. He stretched out one arm, and Sylvia squeaked, surprised. She had been standing beneath the hoop of steaming water, facing the tiled wall. The waterfall obliterated other sounds and she had not heard Harry pull open the shower door. Now he hugged her tightly from behind, the palms of his hands pushing up beneath her breasts. So she wriggled around and embraced him in return.


      “I wake up knowing I’ll see you every morning.” Harry’s mouth was a tickle against her cheek. At about the same height, their mouths then met, half kissing, half swallowing steam and the boiling water. “There was never anything to look forward to. The pub. The television. Then bedtime. That’s why I pushed the idea of the murder investigation. Well, it was different. Thrust on us, really. Anyway, now I look forward to you. It’s changed my life.”


      “Of course it has, dopey. We live together. We’re married.”


      “And we still investigate murders.”


      “Not much investigation is going on,” Sylvia said, reaching for the shampoo bottle. “We don’t know where to start, do we!”


      She used the same white creamy handful to wash her own silver hair, and Harry’s darker grey. “We’ve found that cellar. That helped Darcey. It was a huge step. Well, it was Stella’s grandson that found it, but we went there and told the police. And wasn’t Dopey a donkey?”


      “No. That was Eeyore.” Sylvia massaged Harry’s head, then rinsed off the shampoo and applied the conditioner. She enjoyed the feel of his scalp beneath her fingertips. It felt almost as though she touched his brain, moving it, smelling it. Her conditioner was perfumed. “You’ll smell sweet.”


      “I’m sweet enough.”


      “You are. I agree.” Her fingers explored lower and she kissed him again. Then, rinsing off the hair cream, she pointed the shower head at his nipples and navel. “Shall I go lower?”


      Afterwards, he dried her, rubbing vigorously with the huge bath sheet, rough turquoise and thick enough to absorb all liquids. Then he threw the towel in the washing bin. “Come on, angel. Nearly dinner time. Or don’t you have the energy?”


      “It always leaves me dreamy. Not tired as much as just relaxed. The last thing I want to do now is rush downstairs and face Ruby, Lavender, and food.”


      He grinned. “I’m starving. It always leaves me hungry. But I can ask Lavender to send something up, and we can talk in private.” He phoned down, as Sylvia cuddled into bed. “So what’s the next move?” He grinned again. “No, I don’t mean that. I mean with the murders. Are we great investigators or not?”


      “Not,” said Sylvia, muffled beneath the blankets. “But I do have a few ideas. Morrison has identified at least two of the girls. So when did they disappear, and where last seen? Were these street girls, or runaways, or respectable lost kids? And how old were they? Most importantly, can they tell how long apart were they murdered and then buried?”


      “We’ll ask Morrison,” Harry nodded. “And if he won’t tell us, we’ll need to do our own undercover searches.”


      There were, as usual, pieces of information Morrison was glad to pass on, and others he was not. “Marley Weaver was only sixteen when she disappeared from home in 2009. Her mother had gone on the streets, and she had no known father. She’d been looked after by her aunt. The aunt and mother have both been informed and have co-operated with the police, although have shown little interest.”


      “So can we go and visit one or the other?”


      “Certainly not. And if I discover that you have, then our friendship ends.” But Morrison was smiling. “However, if you just happen to bump into one of them outside their home in Clariton Street Cheltenham, an address I cannot possibly give you, then please feel free to offer a chat over a cup of coffee. They might, should you bump into them which of course you won’t, be more co-operative with an elderly couple doing their own investigation than they were with the police. Then you might consider coming to visit me with a fairly detailed description of what you spoke about.”


      “I know you can’t tell us the address,” said Harry, “but what number Clariton Street?”


      “There’s no conceivable way I can tell you it’s number 56,” Morrison sighed, shaking his head. “The aunt is the more coherent. Doris Weaver, married to the mother’s brother Hank Weaver. But don’t go there.”


      “As if we would,” said Sylvia. “Your friendship’s far more important to us.” She put her notebook and pencil back in her handbag. “Besides, we’re far too busy looking at other things. The shops in Clariton Street, for instance.”


      “There aren’t any.”


      “Oh well, the paving stones,” decided Sylvia. “Unusually attractive paving stones, I understand.”
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      Having gladly accepted the offer of a safe house and police protection, Joyce Sullivan arranged the transport of some of her furniture but put a good deal of it on eBay. She thought she’d get a better price if she admitted that the Shed in the Forest Torturer had sat on that chair, slept in that bed, used those plates. But it was more important to remain silently hidden and sink into sluggish anonymity.  Now having no rent to pay, and only one person to feed, Joyce settled back to enjoy utter peace, live on Social Security, and forget she had ever been married.


      The two front rooms were permanently occupied by police, who kept working on their computers and said nothing to her except polite good mornings and information about locking up. They lived on takeaways and frequently asked her if she would like a soggy pizza or a plastic curry. She always said no. Men, especially men too close, bothered her. She did her duty, however, and in return made them tea or instant coffee.


      At first she didn’t go out unless it was urgent. Groceries were delivered. Then, since nothing unpleasant happened, she started going out shopping. Billy Dempster accompanied her but was frequently distracted. She thought of telling him she was going to buy a new bra, and would he like her to ask his advice once she tried it on, but she decided that instead of laughing, he might run a mile. She bought milk and potatoes instead.


      


      Now in a fully furnished SafeHouse, most of her furniture, which reminded her of her married life, had brought her a little money on eBay. But never having discovered the need for a computer or the meaning of the strange phrases such as Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest or even emails, Joyce owned no computer, but she liked television, and it was a programme on the Horrors of Lionel Sullivan and the shed in the forest, that woke her to certain possibilities. Someone called Paul Stoker was interviewed on this and began to talk about her husband as if he knew the man, which she knew to be untrue. Joyce phoned the BBC. Then she phoned Rochester Manor. Finally she spoke to Constable Dempster.


      “What?” Horrified.


      “I’ve been leading a miserable and closeted life, constable. It would be both interesting and helpful for me to tell people what I know.”


      “Mrs Sullivan,” said the constable, standing and brushing off the crumbs of chocolate McVities which he had been eating, “this is a Safe-House. We are stuck here too, safeguarding your anonymity. We believe you could be in danger if discovered.”


      “I didn’t try to poison him, you know.” She blushed very pink.


      “You’re not on trial, Mrs Sullivan,” sighed the police constable. “But your husband threatened revenge, and now he’s escaped. If he finds you, anything could happen. Surely you don’t want to risk that?”


      “But if I go on television and get famous,” Joyce decided, sitting down, hands clasped in her lap, “he wouldn’t dare touch me. I mean, he’d be under suspicion from the start.”


      “Yes, most certainly. But you, Mrs Sullivan, might be dead. He’s got nothing to lose since we’re after him anyway.”


      “Well, catch him quick,” Joyce smiled. “I‘m forty nine. I want to live a little before I drop dead.”


      When Sylvia and Harry turned up on the doorstep, Billy Dempster made a considerable effort to send them away. “But she phoned us,” complained Sylvia. “She gave us this address. It’s not a prison, is it? And she’s officially free, isn’t she?”


      Harry shook Joyce’s hand with emphasis. “Joyce,” he said, “if you don’t mind me using your first name. You see, I’m Joyce too. You could even call me that, though I’d sooner you didn’t. I’m Harry Joyce. Sometimes people used to expect a woman when I had an appointment – often got quite complicated.”


      “We’re just Harry and Sylvia,” said Sylvia sternly. “Don’t let’s confuse the situation. And I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs Sullivan. I have huge sympathy for what you must have been living through.”


      It was a characterless little terrace house with few furnishings, squatting on the edge of Oxford. It looked a little like a staged film set for the most boring house in Britain.


      “You found the bastard,” Joyce said, putting on the kettle. “You were awfully clever doing that. I wondered if you had any ideas about where he is now?”


      They both shook their heads, feeling slightly guilty. “I’m afraid we haven’t tried,’ Harry said. “We only found him the first time by luck, you know.  And now we are getting interested in the more recent case. The chimney business.”


      “People wanting to kill people,” Joyce screwed up her nose, “is a very odd affair. I mean, I wanted to kill bloody Lionel, but I didn’t want to chop him up. And killing him was a very good idea. Don’t tell those coppers out there.” She made the tea, “Only Tea bags, I’m afraid. I sold my teapot and all the good china,” and handed around steaming cups. Everyone trooped back into the minute living-room and sat, sipping tea.


      “I’d like to help,” Sylvia said. “Finding Lionel, that is. Perhaps we might have some ideas but we have no investigative training, of course. We just think it’s interesting, and I’d sooner do something to catch a killer than just sit around and knit woolly hats.”


      “Do you knit well?” asked Joyce, a little puzzled.


      “No, I can’t knit a stitch,” Sylvia smiled. “I just mean, I find retirement somewhat dreary. I think you’re admitting to the same thing, though you’re a great deal younger.”


      “He might go abroad. He liked driving his coach to France and those foreign places.”


      “If he genuinely wants revenge on you on us, which is what he claimed, then he’s still in England,” said Harry. “And I’ll gladly help. But we’re not that clever, and not that mobile.”


      His very impressive car was gleaming outside her window. “You look somewhat mobile to me, Mr Joyce.”


      They left some hours later, and Sylvia popped her head around the door where three police constables and one detective could be heard arguing furiously regarding the merits of Manchester City against Manchester United.  They all turned, half glaring and became suddenly silent, as Sylvia said, “Hello there. I don’t mean to interrupt you, but I’m Sylvia Joyce, and this is my husband. We were wondering whether you’d had any results chasing after Lionel Sullivan yet, or any idea just where he is or what he’s up to?”


      The detective stood. “That’s police business, Mrs Joyce, and definitely not something we intend discussing now.”


      “Then I shall go and see Detective Inspector Morrison,” said Sylvia with a smile of faint malice. “Enjoy your bikkies.”


      Joyce remained sitting in her living room, a wide smile of pure satisfaction on her face. She was waiting for the BBC to get back to her, and when Billy Dempster looked in and began to complain about her intentions, she told him to go away, since she was free to do whatever she wished.
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        * * *


      


      “Perhaps we should go back to school,” said Harry.


      Ruby giggled. “I can just see you sitting in the front row down at the Primary School.”


      “I do think poor Harry might squeeze into Secondary School by now,” Kate giggled back. “Though I’m sure my husband Maurice would love to teach you.” She reached for the plate on the coffee table between them. “Sorry Harry. Have another cake.”


      “Give it to Ruby.” Harry was staring at the fireplace.


      Ruby took the last cake, saying,  He’s thinking about chimneys again.”


      “I’m thinking how difficult it would be to shove a dead weight up far enough to wedge it, without it just tumbling down again.” Harry scratched his ear lobe. “And even climbing up onto the roof would have been damn nigh impossible for one person. There had to be two of them.” Sylvia was quiet. She was reading a series of extremely large books on the arts of investigation, the law, and modern practices in contrast to previous systems.


      She blinked at Harry and returned to the book. Kate sat forwards a little. “I was thinking about that after the last time I met you, and you mentioned that,” she said. “I’m thinking this creep had a winch or some sort of thing to push the body upwards. Not just a broom of course. More like a little tractor thing or a digger. Tractors, extractors. Something that lifts and pushes up.”


      “How clever of you,” Ruby told her. “Go on Harry. See who bought one of those lately.”


      Sylvia momentarily looked up. “That Tudor dump had eight steps up to the front door. That’s asking a lot of a small tractor. And no tyre marks on the floorboards. But I don’t know much about farm machinery.” She buried her head again.


      Harry added, “Hopefully we’ll get to talk to Morrison again sometime soon.”


      The small plump woman sitting on the third sofa, which completed the snug circle around the fire, sat forwards. “Miley, look. Pictures in the flames. I can see a poor little girl being killed.”


      Beside her, her sister sprang forwards, both hands tracing the image. “Yes, so there is. Look, look, he’s doing it again. A giant, he is. And she’s so little. He has a knife. But he can push her up the chimney all by himself, he’s so big and she’s so little.”


      “The Brook sisters,” Ruby explained to Kate. “Both psychic.”


      “So what’s the giant’s name?” Kate asked.


      Milly looked at Francis and Francis stared back. Finally she said, “Giles. He’s a poet. Giles Goliath.”


      “I’ll look him up on my laptop,” said Kate. “How exciting.”


      Sylvia did not look up from her book, and Harry shut his eyes. “I’ll call for more tea,” said Ruby.


      “Make it wine,” mumbled Sylvia, turning the page.


      As the fire crackled and Lavender stumbled in with three large teapots of tea and a clanking rattle of cups and saucers in large quantities, Benjamin and Stella wandered over, delivering their somewhat thumbed copy of the Gloucestershire Gazette. “She always gets it wrong, that silly little journalist,” Stella said, tossing the paper onto Harry’s lap. “It’s like that Trump fellow and fake news.”


      “I met the journalist girl a couple of years ago,” Ruby said, “and she was sneaky.”


      “Well, she’s written a load of dosh about ancient corpses from Tudor times, perhaps the mistresses of Henry VIII that he murdered.”


      “Henry VIII should sue them.”


      Kate was getting bored amongst the people she didn’t know. “Have you found anything about that rug? White fur, perhaps. Or wool.”


      Sylvia resurfaced. “We searched for some time. We didn’t discover a thing, but Morrison says he has a lead.”


      Stella nodded, “He’s a good man. He’ll solve this soon.” Benjamin retrieved his newspaper, dumped himself in a chair just a little further from the fire, and disappeared between the pages.


      Kate smiled at everyone, picked up the empty plate which had once held a huge pile of small cakes, and pulled on her cardigan and scarf. Maurice will be bringing our daughter  Mia home very soon so I’ll be going.  He’s her teacher, you know. Very useful.”


      Ruby stood, taking Kate’s arm, ready to show her out. “The cakes were wonderful.”


      “I don’t have all that many friends.” Kate was whispering. “I can’t gossip with other women in case they turn out to be the mothers of Maurice’s kids. So it’s great fun for me coming here.”


      “Come to dinner. Bring the whole family. We eat well here.” They stood smiling at each other just inside the front door. The wind could be heard from outside, battering against the door and rattling the windows. Ruby shivered. “Shall I call a taxi?”


      “I’ll take the bus.”


      Ruby gave a sympathetic pat to the grey woolly shoulder beside her. “Teachers don’t earn much, do they? But it’s too cold to walk.”


      Laughing, Kate pulled at the front door. “I’ve been used to freezing weather all my life. I used to live in Glasgow. As long as it isn’t raining, I’m fine. And besides, Maurice comes from a wealthy family. His brother is a millionaire.”


      “Bring him to dinner as well,” Ruby giggled. “More millionaires are just what we need around here.” She waved goodbye to the disappearing shadow and hurried back inside. The wind hauled the door from her hand and slammed it shut for her. She told Sylvia, “I’ve invited Kate to dinner one day.”


      “Fine.” Sylvia didn’t move nor look up. “Good. She’s nice.”


      “She’ll bring her husband and their little girl. Maybe even her brother-in-law. Evidently, he’s gloriously rich.”


      “Just what you’ve been looking for, my dear Bluebell.”


      “Oh, pooh. He’s probably married and far too young for me.”


      “Dye your hair bright red again, dear.” Sylvia returned to the book. Eventually she stared up at Harry. “Shall we make another attempt at Clariton Street? Or will those wretched people shut the door in our faces again, d’you think?”


      “I would if I were them,” Harry said. “You mourn a member of your family alone. Why would they want nosey strangers interfering?”


      “Morrison will be sorry.”


      “We can buy him a cake.”
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      Her blood was on the wall, just tiny spots and splashes. Eve rubbed her fingers over the dark dots. “Goodbye blood.” She was whispering. Whether she was heard or not didn’t matter, but it was far easier if she was not,. “Poor blood. You’ll never come home now. The blood seeps out, drip, drip, drip. Soon perhaps, it’ll all be gone.”


      Her breasts were bleeding from around the nipples. Master had snapped both into something that had looked a little like a paperclip but had felt like screaming agony. Snap. Her right nipple had bled immediately. Her left nipple swelled and turned dark. She sat on the floor and cried.


      “Weak. Stupid. Girls like this,” said Master with disdain. ”Good ladies is S and M wot liked stuff. Clips. Bottles. Whips.” Eve couldn’t believe it.  Then he had hauled her up, flung her on her belly onto the bed, and begun to cane her buttocks. Squashed into the lumpy mattress, the nipple clips had hurt more. Blood oozed onto the bed beneath her. The caning was severe, and she begged for mercy. It was a long time before Master stopped. Then he buggered her, enjoying the raw stripes under his hands as he pushed. Master was stronger than he looked, considering his disabilities. But Eve thought she had once been stronger too and might have resisted more. Yet now she was weak from lack of exercise, lack of food, and frequent abuse. She was waiting to die.


      “Tell me ‘bout yer mum,” he asked her some hours later. “She pretty? She a pig? Wot?”


      “She’s pretty and very nice and she’ll be so horribly worried about my disappearance.”


      He sniffed. “You ain’t disappeared. You’s here. That’s stupid. Wot’s her name?”


      Eve gulped. “Belinda.”


      “I got a Linda once.” Master sat on the end of the bed and remembered, glassy-eyed. “Linda were pretty too, but she boohooed all the bloody time like you does. I liked it first, but then it were a nuisance, so she went.”


      Sitting up with sudden interest, eyes alight but with great care concerning words and expression, Eve asked, “You let her go? I mean, spanked her, perhaps. Then sent her home?”


      Master shook his head, frowning, “Nah. Number One says as how I couldn’t do that. So we done her in.”


      “You – you killed her?”


      “Course. Had to. Number One always knows best.”


      Eve blinked, choosing her words even more carefully. “How? I mean – you’re a very kind and nice man. I cannot imagine you killing any helpless girl. And may I ask – who is Number One?”


      “Number One is number one.” Master frowned. He was stumbling over the explanation. “Linda were helpless, but she didn’t help neither. I puts me fingers around her neck. I missed her after that, till Number One got me a new lady friend. A pretty lickle black kitty.”


      Eve gulped. “How many lady friends have you had?”


      He laughed. “All that counting? No, I doesn’t count lest I has to. Lots. How many’s that, eh? No matter. You’s a good ‘un. Come here and on yer knees. Now. Open yer mouth, all slushy and wet.”
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        * * *


      


      Arthur gazed back at Harry. It was a chilly afternoon as usual, but the pub was as cosy as any room could be without a roaring fire.


      “I had one once,” Arthur said, peering over the top of his personal beer tankard.


      “Interesting,” nodded Harry. “I wanted to get one for Sylvia’s birthday, but not sure which kind is best.” He instantly bought Arthur another light ale.


      Arthur accepted. Being the only caretaker and odd job repairman at the Rochester Manor didn’t bring in a fantastic salary, and he had his autistic son to look after. Good idea,” he said cheerfully. “When’s Mrs Joyce’s birthday?”


      “Umm, not yet,” said Harry without desire for distractions. “What sort did you get? Was it expensive?”


      “It was second hand when I got it,” Arthur remembered, “so I can’t tell you the shop. They had it in the office years and years ago when me wife worked at the local Real Estate’s in Gloucester. I sold it off in a garage sale when I left to come and work here. That was ten years back at least.”


      It was a disappointment, and therefore untraceable, but Harry asked, “What was it like? Warm? Cosy? Sylvia would like one, d’you think?”


      “It was great,” Arthur told him. “Alpaca wool, white and warm and real fluffy. Had a red suede back, so you could wrap it all around or put it on the floor. Worked both ways. And it had bits o’ red silk threaded in all over, matching the back. Looked posh.”


      Harry didn’t think that was going to help. Tony, standing next to him, pulled a face. “Don’t like all that blingy stuff. But I suppose Sylvia would.”


      “A woman who lives and dies in navy silk isn’t the obvious lover of bling,” muttered Harry, somewhat annoyed. “I’ve been trying to get her out of navy silk ever since we married.”


      “There you are, then,” said Tony, “don’t buy the woman some silly rug. Get her a red jumper.”


      Harry changed the subject. “She’ll be expecting me, I’d better get home.”


      “Bossy, eh?” smiled Tony with sympathy.


      Harry got stuck in school traffic driving home, finally drove his now beloved Lexus in the garage, and plodded into the warm living room. He found Sylvia talking with Ruby, Kate, a strange man and three strange children. Then he recognised one of the children as Jackson, the second youngest of the Morrison offspring, and dutifully sat next to him.


      “Hi, Jackson. How’s your father?”


      “Working, as usual,” said the boy with distinct disinterest.


      The unknown man looked up. “Ah, Mr Joyce, I presume. My wife’s been telling me what an interesting gentleman you are. May I introduce myself. I’m Maurice Howard, and I teach English history and a few other general subjects at the Cheltenham Primary. This is our little girl, Mia. And this is Alison who lives down the road from Kate’s shop. And this young man is Jackson - ,”


      “I know Jackson and his parents,” said Harry, leaning over and taking Sylvia’s hand while nodding to Ruby and Kate. “Nice to meet you.” Polite generalities over, Harry stood. “I’ll ask Lavender to bring some tea.”


      “I have already. It’ll be coming any minute,” Ruby said. “Sit down and relax, Harry. We’ve been talking about school. My husband was a racing driver, you know, a bit of a star, dear Rod, won six separate Formula Ones in succession. But a teacher – well – that’s most impressive.”


      Looking somewhat puzzled, Maurice adjusted his glasses. “Only a Primary School teacher. My brother’s the clever one. He loves Formula One racing – used to pop over the channel every year for Monte Carlo. I sometimes went with him when we were younger. I may have even seen your husband win a few times.” He smiled a flashing white-toothed grin at Ruby.


      “You’re too young,” Ruby sniffed. “But I used to love the races. You came with me two years ago, didn’t you dear?” She turned to Sylvia.


      “It’s where I met Harry.”


      “Oh, yuk. I remember. Not such a happy day. Murder and mayhem. Now there’s – ,”


      She was interrupted. “Probably time I took the children home,” Maurice said, adjusting the collar of his polo neck. “The Morrisons will be waiting, and so will Alison’s mother.” Nodding to Kate, he added, “See you later, m’dear. I’ll start dinner. Broccoli stew or something. Keep warm.”


      She scrambled up and grabbed Mia’s small hand. “No, I’ll come too. You’ve got the car, it’s too cold to walk.” Twisting around, she waved at the others. “Sorry to miss the tea, but I want a nice lift through those icy roads. See you again soon.” And was gone, with Alison and Jackson trailing after.


      Sitting back, Ruby stared into the flames before them. “Such nice people and Kate makes such gorgeous cakes. Her husband’s a twin, you know. Mark. Identical. Not that I’ve met him, but he looks like Maurice, Kate told me. Mark’s the rich one. A bank executive or something. So handsome.”


      “Nice smile,” nodded Sylvia. “But a bit swarthy. Anyway, that’s not important. Harry, what happened to bring you home so early? I expected you’d be in the pub till late.”


      “What, drinking and driving? No, I only went to ask a few questions. And don’t ask me about that now. I’ll tell you upstairs.”


      They took their tea upstairs once it came, and Harry stretched out on the bed. “Arthur knew something of white fur rugs and he had one once but it sounds very flash. Sounds as though he nicked it from his wife’s job. Red threads sewn into Alpaca wool, and red suede backing. Sold it off at a garage sale in Cheltenham. No use to us.”


      “And no one else in the pub came up with anything?”


      “No,” Harry had let his tea go cold and now pushed it away. “I asked loud enough, three different people, and everyone else shook their heads.” He scratched his ear lobe. “Only Arthur said about the one he got rid of nearly ten years ago or something.”


      “Ten years ago might be good timing. But there’s probably hundreds of the damn things in Gloucestershire. Honestly, Harry,” Sylvia sat down beside him, then kicked up her legs and snuggled close, navy silk getting creased. “It’s not a lead worth plugging. Give it up and think of something else.”


      “Like getting you a red woolly jumper for your birthday?”


      Sylvia sighed. “You talk such sublime nonsense sometimes, my love,” she said. “My birthday isn’t for five months. You know that.”


      Another gale blew in three days later, whipping through the valleys like a hungry tiger, whistling around the church spires, blowing sheep droppings down from the hills, and blowing down an old spruce tree in the Rochester grounds near the creek. The manor house was quiet with no one wanting to leave the warm fire. Then someone called from the large living room, “Where’s Sylvykins? She has to watch the telly.”


      In the corridor outside Harry was just about to plod upstairs to bed, but he quickly turned to Sylvia at his side. “We’d better go in and watch the news by the sound of things.”


      Detective Inspector Darcey Morrison was delivering his first press interview, standing out in the wind with his grubby mackintosh collar turned up to his chin and his hands stuck in the pockets. “No,” he was saying. “No leads at present, unfortunately. But we have a couple of suspects in mind.”


      The reporters all shouted at once. “Who? Names? About to make an arrest? Already in Custardy?”


      “Certainly not,” frowned Morrison. “However, there are several suspects at this time, and you’ll certainly be notified if we make an arrest.”


      “But Lionel Sullivan’s escaped. What’s he up to? How did that happen? Big trouble, eh? And they say the escape was an inside job.”


      Looking cross and not bothering to hide it, Morrison clamped his briefcase shut, turned on his heel, and said somewhat curtly, “I asked for questions regarding the latest investigation concerning the murders discovered more than three weeks ago. The escape of Lionel Sullivan is a very different matter.”


      As he left and the squash of journalists pushed after him, shouting questions, accusations and opinions, another jostle bulged on the opposite side of the road, where a woman had hopped onto a little two step ladder she’d brought with her, waved both arms, and began shouting, “Well, all of you. I’m quite willing to give an interview. As a woman in great danger, I’ve come here to tell my side of the story. I’m Joyce Sullivan, once married to the evil Lionel Sullivan, but now divorced. Who wants a unique story for their newspaper?”


      Joyce wore a new sheepskin jacket, bought with the proceeds of her eBay sales, and looked very small and lost inside, except for her wellington boots which were mud-spattered. A startled silence was immediately followed by so many voices that not one single word could be clearly heard.


      “Oh, my goodness,” said Sylvia, staring at the television as she clutched Harry’s hand. “This is crazy.”


      Harry clutched back. “She’ll be lucky to stay alive once bloody Lionel sees this.”


      “I doubt he’s sitting comfortably at home watching TV.” Lavender crossed to the armchair where Sylvia sat, with Harry on the arm beside her. “But you have a visitor, Harry. And I promise it isn’t Lionel Sullivan. In fact, it’s nothing to do with him. It’s a very distraught woman called Mrs Belinda Daish.”


      “But I don’t know anyone of that name,” mumbled Harry.


      “An old girlfriend?” suggested Sylvia.


      The woman who hurried in was shivering and looked as though she’d dressed as an afterthought. Sylvia stood at once. She saw the tear stains on the woman’s face and the red-rimmed and swollen eyes. “I’m sorry to trouble you,” whispered the woman. “I thought, just thought – though you won’t want to – and I’ll go away and leave you in peace – but I had to try. You see, I have to try everything.”


      With an arm each, Harry and Sylvia took the woman to a large couch in front of the fire, sat her in the middle with themselves either side and signalled to Ruby. “Ruby darling, can you get a bottle or tea or something.” Turning to the woman, asked, “It’s bitterly cold outside. Now, would you like a cup of tea or coffee? Or better still wine? Red or white? Or a whisky and ginger? I’m thinking of having a hot toddy myself.”


      “I didn’t want to be a bother,” murmured the woman. “Honestly, I just want a moment of your time.”


      Sylvia waved again at Ruby, “Gorgeous Bluebell, can you possibly drum up three large steaming glasses of whisky, boiling water, a spoonful of honey and a couple of cloves?”


      “Hot toddies?” Ruby winked. “I do know my booze. I’ll bring four of them.”


      Sylvia turned back to their visitor. “It’s your daughter, isn’t it?”


      She looked as though she might start crying once more. “How do you know? Yes, it’s my Evie. It’s a whole month. I keep having the most tragic nightmares about – you know – chimneys.”


      Harry hugged her. He hadn’t hugged anyone except Sylvia for a very long time. Now Belinda Daish buried her head on his shoulder and wept silently. “You find people, don’t you,” she groaned between sobs. “You find people who can’t be found by anyone else. Could you? My Evie? Could you – even just perhaps – to look for a day – or two. I truly don’t want to be a nuisance, but there’s no one else. I’ve begged the police. They think my Evie’s dead. I think she is too. But I want to try and try.”


      He kept hugging. Sylvia spoke softly. “My dear Mrs Daish, your daughter may well be alive. Don’t give up hope. Not yet.”


      Belinda looked up. Her eyes were blurred and red. “I know she’s alive. But I think she’s dead. Does that make sense?”


      “Yes, it does,” said Sylvia. “And you most certainly and utterly and seriously aren’t being a nuisance. I’m afraid you’ve over-estimated our skills, but I’ll try. I promise I’ll try. Just don’t – I beg you – have too much belief in us. Finding that other man was Harry – not me – and it was mostly luck.”


      Others in the room heard, but although ears were twitching, not even Ruby came closer. It was Arthur who interrupted, bringing a tray of steaming glasses and a wonderful scent of spice, honey and Scotch. He passed the glasses around, almost too hot to clasp, but also passed paper napkins for an easier grip. Belinda Daish buried her nose in perfumed steam. Everyone sipped, then gulped, and then drank more.  Harry cheered up.


      “We’ll do our best. But I’m afraid we’ll have to start with questions. Do you mind starting by telling us about the last time you saw your daughter? And where? And then if you could talk a little about her? Boyfriends? Her father?”


      Some of the other Rochester residents politely moved away, leaving the three to speak in peace. The hot toddies gradually disappeared.


      Two hours later when Belinda Daish left the Rochester Manor, Harry roused himself sufficiently to drive her home. When he got back to Sylvia, they quickly hurried up to bed, but it was a long, long time before they tumbled under the quilt, and even longer before they slept.


      “Morrison sent us, well it was a strong hint, wasn’t it, off to that other address. Now this poor, poor woman has come to us.”


      Sylvia’s last words melted into his shoulder. “We’ll help. We have to do it. The daughter isn’t dead. The mother knows it, and I know it too.”
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      Morrison looked up from his desk. “Harry? I’m snowed down here. You should have made an appointment.”


      “You’d have told me to go to hell.” Harry smiled. “I thought I’d have more chance just turning up.”


      “Then sit down, keep quiet, and look at these,” Morrison said and pushed a small folder towards him. Harry sat as invited and began to read a virtually empty pile of reports detailing – or rather not detailing, the results of the autopsies completed the previous week. Every separate collection of remains had been identified, and the relatives informed. But cause of death has not always been possible to define. There were deep engraved knife marks on some of the bones, particularly around the rib cage and back of the neck. “Stabbed to death,” Morrison looked up briefly. “But nothing conclusive. Too much contamination and too much decomposition. Now you know as much, or as little, as I do. So go home, Harry.”


      “Thanks for that.” Harry grinned, unmoving. “But it wasn’t actually what I came for. Oh yes, I know you haven’t arrested anyone yet, but is there a suspect?”


      Morrison frowned. “Harry, you know me better than that.”


      “I met your boy a couple of days ago. Jackson. His teacher was delivering him home, and dropped in at the manor since we’ve got friendly with his wife.”


      Shaking his head, Morrison returned to his papers. “Yes, somebody Howards,  nice enough though a bit simple.  But I advise you not to get involved with his brother.”


      “I don’t know anything about his brother.”


      “Good. Keep it that way.” Morrison returned again to his open folder.


      Harry tried again. “Feel like popping around tonight for a chat?”


      “No. Too busy.” He looked up. “Come to me. You and Sylvia, six o’clock. Now go away, Harry, and leave me in peace.”
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      Paul Stoker had started his second chapter with the words, “There is nothing colder, nor bleaker, than a police cell. The walls sing of misery and whispers of threat and attack slip through the bars, circling within your head. Freedom has never been more precious until you lose it.”


      Harry leaned back against his pillows. He’d taken the book from the library just a couple of hours before but  was not enjoying it as much as he had expected. He closed the trashy cover, its flimsy colours already creased. He decided he’d had enough of Lionel Sullivan and would read no more. He turned off the small side light, flattened his pillows, and flung a gentle arm over Sylvia’s prone back.


      He heard the “Mmmm.”


      “Less than two years married and already you turn your back on me.”


      Sylvia rolled over, smiling. “Make me want to stay facing you then.”
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      Peggy Morrison made lamb and aubergine meatloaf and Jackson said, “Hello Mrs Joyce and Mr Joyce. My teachers says you’re both really elderly so I have to be polite.”


      “Young, old, clever, daft, healthy, sick, you have to be polite to everybody,” Peggy said, dishing out spoonfuls of dinner.


      “I’m always polite,” said Primrose, who was the only girl, and the youngest.


      Morrison passed around the wine. “Have you seen Joyce Sullivan? Damned nuisance of a woman. It won’t help. Finding that damned husband of hers is what she should be doing – quietly, of course. She was given a safe-house. Now it’ll be harder.”


      “I wanted to talk to you about that,” said Sylvia, “because she came to see us. Asking us to look for him since it was Harry last time. Then – lo and behold – someone else turned up.”


      Morrison’s fork hovered. “Who?”


      “Mrs Daish. Her daughter disappeared some time ago. She’s reported it and the police have promised a search, but the poor woman’s convinced the girl has been abducted by the same man you’re investigating. Bodies in the chimney.”


      “That’ll be Eve Daish. I was talking to the uniforms about her a couple of days back. And abduction, unfortunately, is likely.”


      “Do you mind then,” asked Sylvia. “If we try and look for her too?”


      “Of course you can,” Morrison said, mouth full, while everyone else around the table stared at him. “This is a missing girl, and anyone and everyone is free to search. But the police are still onto it. Don’t fall over them. And they tend to stamp if you get under their feet.”


      Harry scratched his ear lobe. “We’ll keep you informed.”


      “You sound busier than I am,” Morrison said. “The murders of at least seven young women and the disposal of their bodies in the chimney of an empty house. The whereabouts of the criminal Lionel Sullivan, the most dangerous wanted man in Britain. And the young girl Eve Daish, who may or may not have been abducted, and might be deceased.” He regarded his visitors who sat at the kitchen table eating his food. The children had gone into the living room to play with various contraptions until bedtime. Morrison rarely spoke of business in front of them. Faint shouts and the sound of machine guns and explosions hinted at television games.


      “You’ve taken on even more than usual this time.”


      “And just what’s wrong with your teacher’s brother?” Sylvia asked.


      A silence was now interrupted only by the sounds of chewing. Finally Darcey said, “Not my job, and not my speciality. International crime- nothing to do with murder or abduction. Whether the teacher has any involvement, I don’t know, but he’s being watched in case. Not by me. I’m homicide, not other stuff.”


      Harry leaned forward, fascinated. He hadn’t expected this. “Drugs?”


      Morrison shook his head, “Not as far as I know, but I won’t talk about it, Harry, since it’s not my speciality and not my case. Leave it at that. And I think you’ve got quite enough to do already, my friend, without poking your nose into anything else.”


      Whether or not these hints and clues, dropped with a resounding echo, had been intentional, neither Sylvia nor Harry could be sure. “But,” Sylvia whispered, “that man doesn’t make mistakes.”


      Standing on the doorstep and not yet fully outside, Harry smiled at Peggy. “It’s been a wonderful evening. And most interesting, apart from the excellent food. Odd,” short pause, “about the teacher’s brother.”


      It was as Peggy was pushing the door shut that she whispered to Sylvia “Money laundering – big-time. International. Don’t tell Darcey I told you. Personally I like to keep an eye on Maurice, Jackson’s teacher – just in case. He doesn’t talk about any of that of course, but they’re twins. They must be close. But Maurice Howard’s certainly not a rich tycoon, just a sweet fellow in a tweed jacket. Interpol keeps Mark’s business secret until they catch him, but he stays mostly in Dubai. And as he likes to keep reminding us, Darcey’s in homicide, and this money launderer isn’t into murder. But if Kate ever tells you anything about him, do tell Darcey. He’d pass it on to the right people. It might help a lot.”


      Sylvia stepped back from the doorstep. “Well, I’ve never met the rich one.”


      “Forget what I told you,” Peggy shut the door, but muttered through the last inch, “But I hope you find that poor little girl, Eve. And I hope she’s not dead.”


      It was raining, just a light and chilly drizzle. Through the darkness, it spangled the cobwebs and dripped between the tree branches. Harry stood by the car, holding the door open for Sylvia. “I used to like walking in the rain,” he said. “Even when it poured. It felt like washing the brain. But not any more.”


      “Hurry up and get in the car then,” said Sylvia as she climbed in.


      But he stood a moment, gazing up at the muffled moon and letting the cold water slip over his face. “Perhaps I’m crazy,” he said, more to himself than to Sylvia. “Three completely different things and I haven’t got a clue about any of them. But finding Eve is probably the most urgent.” Then shook his head. “But that monster Sullivan may be after Sylvia and myself – defence comes first too.” He climbed in the car. “I need a drink.”


      “You had one,” said Sylvia.


      “A small white wine, since I’m driving. Darcey would never have offered me more.”


      “I’ll make another hot toddy once we get home.”


      In explaining the little she knew of her daughter’s disappearance, the desperate Mrs Daish had described her daughter as old for her seventeen years, and serious about her ambition to go to college and learn veterinary skills, sufficient for an assistant in the nearby clinic. But she had gone to a club one night, keen to dance off her own depression at having been dumped by her erstwhile boyfriend. Brian Orbos was a creep who had picked up another girl instead, telling Eve she was too academic.


      So Eve had put on the sexiest clothes she owned and walked down to the nightclub ten or twelve streets away in Cheltenham, taking a small amount of money and a promise to be home early.


      “She was never seen again. I mean, she will be because I know – she has  to be alive. I’m her mother, and I know. I feel it. But it’s been three weeks. Even that nasty little creep Brian Orbos, and it was his fault in the first place, but he’s walked the whole county by now I think, just searching for Eve.”


      Now Sylvia had three notebooks. ‘EVE,’ ‘SULLIVAN’ and ‘CHIMNEY’. There was not a great deal in any of these slim exercise books, but Eve was noted as ‘Average height, 5’4” – slim, pretty, long dark curls, brown eyes, no tattoos, clever, loves animals, doesn’t drink much. No drugs. Good girl.’


      Harry found the Orbost boy. In a self-righteous but miserable Gloucester accent, he swore he hadn’t been at the club that night, knew nothing of anything, but had searched the roads between the club and Eve’s house a hundred times, trudging through puddles and poking into bushes. Eve was a bit of a prude, he told Harry. Yes, alright, they had slept together a few times. Well, they’d been together for months. But she never slept around with anyone else. He was sorry now that he’d dumped her, but he was happy with the new girl. He just hoped Eve would turn up soon.


      It had been bitterly cold that night, and if the right sort of person offered a lift in a nice warm car, the girl might have accepted. She might have recognised him. Evidently, she had left the nightclub fairly early after dancing and drinking too much and then telling her friends she was tired. But it was too early for anyone else wanting to leave, and no bus skidded around that particular small journey. Usually there were a few taxis waiting outside the club to take the various drunken dancers home, but again it had been too early for that.


      No ransom notes, no telephone messages, no clues of any kind turned up. Silence had moved in. Harry retraced the journey between Eve’s house and the club, and then back again. Nothing screamed danger, rape, abduction. But the same had occurred when Lionel Sullivan found his victims. Offer a lift in the freezing winter rain, be friendly, and one in five at least would accept.


      “You know, Morrison couldn’t tell us because it’s not his responsibility,” Harry said. “But I’d bet whoever is in charge of looking for this poor missing girl, thinks she ran away on purpose, because of losing her boyfriend. Even suicide or something. But I’d bet she hasn’t. She doesn’t sound like the right sort of girl.”


      “She hasn’t been back to college.” Sylvia was studying a map of the surrounding area including Cheltenham, Gloucester, and the various villages between including Little Woppington on the Torr, which was, the residents often said, smaller than its name. “There are three long roads between the Harlequin Club and Eve’s house, plus a little bridge crossing. She was wearing unseasonal clothes and it was a bitter wet night, but would she have accepted a pick up from some great lout like Sullivan?”


      “She was tired and fed up,” Harry spread his hands. “perhaps she felt that life had been such a bloody pig lately, surely nothing else could go wrong.”


      “That sounds even more sad,” Sylvia told him. “Come and look at this map. Could it have been her brother? If he’s a bit protective and aggressive – which we don’t know yet, he could have given her a lift home but then hit her, a slap or a punch, and she banged her head back against the car door and cracked her skull. Now he’s hiding the fact, frightened. Ashamed.”


      “Or he hit her, and the car door swung open and she tumbled out and got run over.”


      “Or – ,”


      “Pointless,” Harry said, coming over to join Sylvia staring down at the map. “Too much guessing is distracting. We need to talk to the brother.”


      “Niles.”


      “I’m sure he won’t object – his mother would kill him if he did. Phone Mrs Daish and ask.”


      Once again it was raining. “I’ve spoken to the police ten times or more.” Niles Daish was not large, did not seem aggressive, and appeared flattened by his sister’s disappearance. “But I was at home that night. I told her ‘bye and have fun.’ God, I wish I’d said something different. Have fun, for goodness sake. But I couldn’t have stopped her going, she’d never have listened to me. Besides, who would have thought to stop her. She deserved some fun.”


      “Do you have a car?” It sounded, hopefully, like a casual question.


      But Niles shook his head. “I used to fix windscreens, so I had a works car – a nice little truck actually. But I left the job when I discovered they were fiddling me. I wish I hadn’t left now since I’ve not found a job elsewhere. Been looking since Christmas. And of course, I lost the works van. So there’s no car in this family. Otherwise I would have given Eve a lift there and back. And the rain just kept on and on.”


      “To escape the rain, would she have visited a friend?” Sylvia asked. “Does she know anybody who lives nearby?”


      Both Harry and Sylvia had refused Mrs Daish’s offer of tea, but now Sylvia was wishing she’d said yes. Nothing was working out, and there were no clues coming out. Evidently Eve’s friends lived nowhere near the club and walking home would have been quicker than walking to any of her three best friends, all of whom would have been out anyway. Two of them were at the club with her.


      Mrs Daish sat in the corner, knees tight together, hands tightly clasped in her lap. Niles Daish paced the floor. Both looked virtually suicidal. “First off,” Niles said, gulping, “they thought I dun it. I know they did. You know – if the wife goes off, they reckon must be the husband wot killed her. And tis right. So when they thought t’was me wot dun Evie, I weren’t angry. But honest to God, I love me little sister. She’s brighter than me. She’s me little pet. I’d do anything to find her.”


      “He’s a good boy,” Belinda whispered. “And we all love Evie so much. I’ll never give up. I sit by the phone, just in case. But Niles – he goes searching over the hills.”


      The taste of misery invaded the house like the cold wind outside. “We’re not letting this drop,” Harry assured his hosts. “We think this is incredibly important. We won’t stop. But we’d better go now, I think, and start again tomorrow. And if you get any idea at all, please phone. You’ve got our mobile numbers, and the manor phone too.”


      “Oh, I will,” Mrs Daish whispered, closing the door behind them.


      They climbed in the car and kept talking as Harry drove. He drove slowly since the weather was, as usual, foul.


      It was on the way home that they saw Lionel Sullivan.
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      “Stop, stop! Drive back!” yelled Sylvia.


      “I’m not making an illegal U-turn in this weather,” Harry mumbled, and then he did exactly that. The wheels skidded on the road and the tyres screeched.


      “They’ve had every copper in Gloucester after this creature. Stopping every car, tracking back through the forests, checking every boarding house. Helicopters and hospitals. Undercover and uniformed. And who finds him? Us? That’s no coincidence.”


      Harry saw the tall figure in the distance. “So he was following us?”


      “Harry, my love, how could I know? But I bet he was.”


      “Impossible. He could never have known.”


      “And we’re sure it’s him?”  Harry stopped the car, pulling in to the side of the road. There seemed nowhere for the man to disappear, but the scurrying figure was now unseen. Through the darkness and rain the world was murky and blurred, but Lionel Sullivan was exceedingly tall, wide shouldered and his middle bulged. His arms were long, his feet unusually large, and his hands exceptional. But now there was no one at all in the wet street. “So he’s ducked into one of these houses.”


      “He lives here. Somewhere near here. Or he has a friend who does.”


      “That man doesn’t have friends.”


      “We can’t go knocking on doors now. We’ll have the police out after us instead.”


      Harry pulled out his mobile and phoned the hotline. It seemed unfair to contact Morrison directly now he would surely be asleep in bed. So the desk sergeant took the message.


      “We’ll be right on to it, Mr Joyce.”


      Too late now for themselves, Harry and Sylvia agreed to return in the morning, hoping the rain would have stopped.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      Eve counted the steps from the corner by the door. No huge strides and no minute shuffles. Just steps, as if she was in a normal room. Twenty five steps from corner to corner. She walked over to the opposite corner and counted steps in the new direction. Twenty five. Nice and square. She turned and counted twelve and a half. The middle of the room. Ways of passing the time became repetitive, but counting steps was something she did often since little else was possible.


      While desperately passing the long lonely hours, having nothing to do of any kind except think, she tried so hard to banish memory. Memory hurt far worse than being whipped, worse than being raped, even worse than being tortured. It was a torture of sorts.


      “Night night, darling. Love you.”


      “Mummy, I’m cold.”


      “Do you want a hot water bottle Evie?”


      “Yes please, mummy.”


      “Cuddle Evie, Andy my love, and keep her warm until the kettle boils.”


      “Thanks, mummy. Love you too. Love you too, Daddy. And I loves Niles. Where’s Niles, Daddy?”


      “Doing his homework downstairs, my little one. One day you’ll do homework too.”


      “Sounds like fun. Night, night everyone. I’ll say all my prayers to keep you all safe and snuggly.”


      She wiped away gritty tears, sat on the dirty floorboards, stretched out her legs and examined her knees. They were very grubby and rubbed raw in several places. Because the flesh on her thighs and calves had shrunk, the knees seemed more bony than in the past, sitting up like unsymmetrical lumps of sore and partly bleeding debris left over after the rough creation of a living body. But the knees were not living. They were discarded rubbish.


      Bending one of those knees, Eve regarded her right foot. The toenails, now thickened and ingrowing, were painful in places, and exceedingly dirty. She could neither clean them nor cut them, having neither clippers nor scissors, nail file nor water and cloth. Sometimes Master had demanded a pedicure and gave her sharp little scissors and a green nail file. But once done, these were taken away immediately. She was given nothing for herself.


      She stared. It was as if the foot no longer belonged to her. She stretched out her left foot and gazed on both together. She started to pick away the dirt from between some of the toes but discovered that some were bruises. The soles of her feet resembled broken linoleum, thick but flaking, dark coloured but callused.


      Collapsing backwards on the ground, she crossed her hands over her breasts, closed her eyes, and saw herself as one of the carved figures laying on their medieval coffins. Then, shivering, she pulled the white furry rug from her bed and laid it over herself. She stopped shivering and instead started to cry.


      Eve wrote a mental letter to her mother, another to her brother Niles, and a third to her father. She knew they would be worried. She had never run away in her life, and surely they’d think her dead. She wished she was.


      There was absolutely nothing to do. Only think. And inevitably her thoughts were dismal, frequently suicidal and sometimes overflowing with raging hatred. Yet, strangely, although she loathed the man, she also pitied Master. Yet she pitied herself more. She had accepted a lift in the rain, which was madness. But surely she had known the man. To accept a lift from someone you know surely did not seem crazed. Even a little pissed, frozen with icy rain, and tired, she could not have been so crazed.


      But it was a face she could no longer remember. No name came to mind. She remembered only the club, the happiness and fun followed by the incoherence and the beginning of that soaking journey home. Then she woke, ill, shivering, and chained. Whatever had happened in-between was washed into flickering atoms of inconsistency. The buzz of a car engine. Her own sudden relief. A gulp of water on her tongue.


      Eve stood, wrapped the rug around her shoulders, and again walked the room, this time counting the steps while following the walls. She knew each wall intimately. She had traced each pattern where dampness, stains or scratches marked the plaster. Finally she lay on the bed. She was still there many hours later when she heard the rattle and scrape as the door was unlocked, opening slowly.


      It had seemed that anything would be preferable to the utter nothingness and the misery of empty loneliness. But now, with Master’s footsteps approaching the bed, she wished desperately that the nothingness would rush back.
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      Morrison shrugged. “There are signs of brutality post mortem. There’s very little indication of cause of death. We have no leads. Well, my friends, have you come to tell me all the answers?”


      “Humph,” Harry sighed. “Wish I could. But one thing happened.”


      Darcey lifted one eyebrow. Sylvia said, “We saw Lionel Sullivan.”


      With a lurch of surprise, Morrison leaned forwards, saying, “Are you sure? Where, exactly? Did you follow him?”


      “We tried to,” said Harry. “Last night, but too dark and too wet. We lost him. Up the Torr Road, on our way home. I phoned the police at once and got your desk sergeant, or whoever it is does nights. So we went back this morning. Troops of police tramping first thing, so we avoided them. There are a few deserted buildings through the area. A large farm with a few sheds. We asked permission, explained why, and searched the sheds. No sign of anyone. There are other sheds and broken down outbuildings – a smallholding with a couple of donkeys and a thousand free-range hens. Again we got permission to search and found nothing except eggs!” He smiled. “I’m surprised the uniformed lot didn’t tell you. I expect they just do their job.”


      “And I do mine.” Morrison sighed. “But let me warn you both, leave that man alone. He’s one of the most dangerous I’ve known.”


      “We asked at the pub too.” Sylvia shook her very wet hair. “The Brass Farthing. Nothing. He skipped it. But why come back here where people know him? He’s after us, and he’s after his wife. That’s a man who plans. He’s not spontaneous.”


      “His escape from prison was certainly well planned. We haven’t traced the inside informant yet. But we know he had help.”


      “At the back of that road, behind the smallholding, there’s another pub. You may know it. The White Boar.”


      Morrison grinned. “I know it. Live Jazz on Fridays and Country on Sundays. Attracts the trouble makers at weekends, mostly drunk teenagers.. Sullivan isn’t my responsibility anymore, but I most certainly take an interest. I’m in charge of homicide. But if you’re both crazy enough to try and find him, there’ll be two more homicides for me to trace. Although I’ll guess the killer at once.”


      “I know.” Sylvia “If anyone has any connection to homicide it’s that monster.”


      “But he can’t be connected to this new case. I did consider the possibility at one stage, but it doesn’t fit. Never mind, Billy Lang will be delighted to hear about Sullivan. No doubt he’ll drop into the Manor later to talk to you.”


      “In the meantime, love to Peggy and the kids.”


      It had stopped raining, but the trees dripped as heavily as the rain had. When quite unexpectedly the sun made a brief golden peep between the swathes of grey, everyone blinked with delight and changed whatever their intentions had been, deciding to go out instead. Harry and Sylvia went to explore the road where they had seen Lionel Sullivan.


      “I’m coming,” said Ruby. “Don’t try putting me off this time. I’m bored, and there’s not a cake in the house. I need diversions.”


      “Oh very well,” Sylvia looked at the tiny thin woman with the bright red hair beside her. “You can protect us both when the monster attacks.”


      “Don’t tell Morrison, but I do have a Mace Spray or whatever it is,” Ruby said. “After all that murder, and poor little Pam, I wasn’t risking anything.”


      “I’ve thought of carrying a knife around,” Harry nodded. “But I’d probably get arrested. Share a cell with dear Lionel. No thanks.”


      Once again they sought permission at the smallholding. “Yes. But make sure you close the gates.”


      And the farm. “Yes, but the ground’s still wet. Watch your step and make sure you close all the gates.”


      A cluster of thick feathered hens gathered, hoping for a special delivery of food. Ruby cuddled one, but it pecked her fingers. Harry and Sylvia trudged through the mud and aimed for the winding country road on the other side of the fields. A long low shed was piled only with hay. “He could have wedged himself in there.”


      “No,” Harry said after poking the stores for some time. “There’s no sign of anything. He’s too big to leave no sign.”


      They moved on to the next shed.


      The Spalling Road wound and meandered, a flooded gutter on either side leading to hedges and then more fields. “He could be anywhere.”


      In the distance, they could see a long line of dark blue men with shovels, sticks and rakes. The police were clearly searching the same area. “They’ll do a better job than we can.”


      Ruby mumbled, “I need food. Coffee. And a loo. How about The White Boar?”


      “We should be looking for poor Eve, not Lionel.”


      „Besides, who says Lionel always has to have a shed. OK, last time he did. This time he might have chosen an abandoned attic. Or a tree house. Or a chimney.“


      “We should be eating cake.”


      “One beer, one coffee, one lemon, lime and bitters.”


      Busy but not bursting at the seams, The White Boar was a very old building and had been built early in the 16th century over the ruins of an even earlier tavern. The White Boar was not a diplomatic title at the time, but they had remained safely unnoticed, much as they did now.  Much repaired over the years, it still sagged between its beams and every step creaked. Some of its more recent customers were gaining it a bad reputation, but this was lunchtime and was quiet enough.


      Ruby looked for a menu, Sylvia ordered the drinks, and Harry approached another barman, holding out the photo of Lionel Sullivan which he had collected from Morrison.


      “Seen him?”


      “Yes, of course I have,” said the barman, glancing only quickly. “Stayed here a week. Had the small room upstairs at the back. Left this morning.”


      “Effing shit,” groaned Harry.


      The barman looked back over his shoulder with a heavy frown of suspicion. “We don’t welcome trouble makers in here,” he said. “And language like that doesn’t help anyone. Besides, the police have always asked the same question three hours ago, and been all over the place with a magnifying glass.”


      “He was here a week. And you didn’t recognise him as the serial killer of two years ago?”


      The bartender shrugged, delivering Harry the drinks Sylvia had ordered, some slosh of beer over Harry’s fingers. Why would I? Never met the man before. Said his name was Harry Joyce. Signed in and paid in advance. No reason to ask for proof of identity. Obviously English. Polite. Didn’t swear.”


      “Harry Joyce?” roared Harry Joyce. “He damn well gave my name. What a shit.” He carried the drinks back to their table before the barman had time to complain again. He plonked himself down and related the story to Sylvia and Ruby. “My name, the bastard.”


      “Well, his wife’s name’s Joyce,” Sylvia nodded. “So I daresay that name came to mind. Actually it’s just as well you never married that poor silly woman. She’d have been Mrs Joyce Joyce.”


      “At least now he has the police after him,” said Ruby, looking up over the menu. “Are we going to eat?”


      “I’m not hungry,” said Harry, slurping his beer. “And I feel sick.”


      “Then I shall have cheese and biscuits. The cheese platter,” sighed Sylvia, having finished her coffee.


      “And I’ll have sticky date pudding with lots of custard,” said Ruby. “No, stay there. I’ll go up and put in the order and pay at the bar. Are you sure you don’t want anything, Harry?”


      “What I want, they don’t supply,” Harry said.


      “Let’s face it,” decided Sylvia, “we aren’t actually any good at police work. But at least we try. I just don’t know where we go from here. Find Eve? Goodness – where to start? Find Sullivan? We tried without any success until luck simply brought him into view. But then we failed again and he’s gone. And the new serial killer?  We’ve really done quite a bit, but it hasn’t got us anywhere.”


      “Early days,” said Ruby.


      “Not for whatever victim he has lined up for the next slavery and slaughter.”  Ruby took the menu and went up to the bar to order food. Meanwhile, Sylvia was wondering whether a G and T would wake her up or send her to sleep. “Morrison says no other remains have been found in that house. Nothing in the grounds so far. Nothing in the attic. Nothing more to investigate. They’re moving out tomorrow after they finish with the cellar and the strip of garden under the rhododendrons right in the back.”


      “Everything’s ordered,” Ruby returned and sat with a smile. “I ordered you a pie, Harry. Don’t eat it if you don’t want it. And I got you a double Scotch too. I’m sure you won’t waste it. For you and me, Sylvikins, I got a gin and tonic each.”


      “Wonderful.” After a moment, she added, “I think I want to concentrate on finding Eve. After all, three pathetic old pensioners looking for the most brutal maniac alive doesn’t make good sense. And I have another question for Mrs Daish.”


      “We’d outnumber him, but I daresay he’d still kill us just with a glance if we found him.” Harry was welcoming his double scotch from the delivering barman. “We’ll phone her when we get home, always hoping we’re sober enough. What’s the question?”


      “I doubt if she’ll be able to answer in full,” Sylvia said, “but we’ve got to start somewhere. I’ll ask Eve’s mother who owns a car and might be driving in the rain at night, who her daughter would trust enough to accept a lift. Presumably, she has friends who drive. Neighbours, perhaps. The local shopkeeper or the secretary at the doctor’s.”


      “A thousand names, I expect,” Harry said. “She can’t possibly recount every single local person known to the girl.”


      “No, she won’t,” said Sylvia. “But even just a few names would give us a lead. Like we said, we have to start somewhere.”


      “We haven’t spoken to the girl’s father yet,” Harry leaned back, thinking. “But he hasn’t got a car. He might have friends who do. The mother too. Someone in the knitting circle or the book club.”


      “Well,” Sylvia said, “it all sounds far-fetched, but it’s what the police do, isn’t it. What we need to ask is whether there’s someone Mrs Daish hasn’t already mentioned to the police. Someone they won’t have investigated yet.”


      “Facebook friends,” said Ruby, stirring her gin with a straw. “They all live on their mobile phones these days, don’t they. Or a school friend. She still goes to college?”


      “The police will have covered that.” Sylvia saw her cheese platter weaving its way through the growing crowd. “I wonder if the girl came to the pub every so often. So what about a barman?”


      “You phone,” Harry said, “and ask if we can come around this evening and meet the whole family. Ask them all to make a list.”
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      “The Postman. Jim. He comes every day really early just as Eve used to leave for college.”


      Niles was pacing, arms crossed. “No. He’s a decent bloke. I’m not putting up any of me friends as likely murderers. Wouldn’t be right. ‘Sides, none of ‘em got cars.”


      Eve’s father was a short man and hunched. He was home from work. “Misery,” he said. “Feels worse than any disease. I couldn’t face the job. And Belinda said you were coming over so I phoned in sick. I could give you a list of names, but I can’t imagine any of them doing something so terrible. They’re all good folk. Friends at work. A couple from the pub. Christophoro and Bella from next door. They’ve got a good car, an SUV, but they were in that night. When Evie was late, I went to ask them if they’d drive me to the club, and they did.” He was hunched forward in his chair, staring at his feet. “I’m a train driver. Evie doesn’t know my mates. Except for Toby and Imil. And they both have cars, but they’re good blokes.”


      “But you didn’t give their names to the police who came asking?”


      Mr Daish said no, that it didn’t occur to him. Belinda added a friend from the Greengrocer’s.


      It continued to rain but the Lexus was so deliciously comfortable, Sylvia threatened to go to sleep. “Bored stiff?” asked Harry, blinking sideways.


      “Perhaps I am.” Sylvia stared ahead through the windscreen. “We have good ideas and we do try, but we don’t achieve much, do we?”


      “So you want to take up knitting, and I should join in the cheese rolling competition?”


      She relented and smiled. “Well, it’s true, I’m feeling like an old fuddy-duddy again Just a useless old granny. Worse! I’m a granny without kids.”


      “Don’t be daft,” Harry told her. “The police haven’t found Sullivan either. They haven’t found the Chimney monster. And they haven’t found poor little Eve. Perhaps we are useless but no worse than the law of the land. And we haven’t given up yet. Anything can happen.”


      “Like getting arthritis.”


      “Don’t bother waiting. We both have it already.”
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      It was the same day when two more bodies were found under the rhododendrons along the fence where the old mock-Tudor house stopped. Both were curled on their sides, head down into the earth. One was a young girl of roughly sixteen years, and the other was somewhat older. Morrison informed Harry and Sylvia but had no more to say. He was busy. “Up to my forehead wrinkles and frown lines.”


      “Two in the garden? So the chimney was full.”


      Sylvia looked up at him from the pillows. She was still in bed while he had searched out his phone as it rang. “Nine poor young girls. Pretty, I expect and waiting for the whole of the rest of their lives. Wanting to know what delicious romance awaited them.”


      “Hush, my love.” Harry marched back into the bathroom. “We all feel monstrous pity for everyone. I’m sorry for the young Sylvia. Your childhood and teens weren’t delightful either.”


      “I wasn’t tortured and murdered by a lunatic.”


      “We’ll find the bastard, my love. And the other bastard. And Eve.”


      Amy and her usually silent husband were sitting in front of the roaring fire, its spangles and sparkles reflected in Percival’s large framed glasses. Amy fluttered a hand at Sylvia. “Come and roast, my dear Sylvia. There’s more bodies discovered, I hear.”


      The luxury apartments upstairs within the Rochester Manor spread along four corridors, landings well carpeted, and reached by both front and back staircases. These eight living quarters were each roughly similar with a very large bedroom, a lounge incorporating a minute kitchenette, a large en-suite bathroom to the bedroom, and a smaller room serving either as a study, or a spare bedroom. Ruby occupied the rooms next to Sylvia and Harry. On the other side, the sunnier quarters of Percival and Amy Fryer. Percival, once a highly respected doctor and surgeon, saw no reason to speak unless someone asked him a direct question. Amy was contemplating the onset of dementia, but as yet enjoyed three days out of five.


      Amy said, “I hear you saw that funny old man who killed people?”


      “Lionel Sullivan,” said Harry.


      “Yes, I saw him too,” said Amy. “He was on a bicycle.  His bottom sort of sagged over the edges of the seat. But he was heading towards The Cow’s Udders. You know, that funny old pub past the Torr.”


      Sylvia blinked. “Perhaps you mean The Torr’s Wonders?”


      “Is that what it’s called?” Amy pondered. “But the Torr isn’t a wondrous thing, you know. It’s just a muddy little creek full of moss and algae and tadpoles with a nasty smell like sour milk.”


      “And so you thought of a cow’s udders. We shall call it that in future.”


      Harry nodded. “Did you see that man go in?”


      Amy said yes, and elbowed Percival. “You remember dear,” she said loudly into his best ear. “we saw that nasty man with the acrimonia or whatever you said it was. Hands and feet. Anyway, we saw him, didn’t we.”


      Percival reluctantly looked over the top of his newspaper. “We did, Amy dear. He was cycling up the Old Torr Road. I was surprised to see him set free after what he’d done.”


      Harry sighed. “Not free, Percy. The wretch escaped. He was in prison with a life sentence for murder, but he had help, and got out.”


      “Tut, tut,” said Percival. “These people should be more careful.” He returned to his newspaper.


      Sheila O’Brien, a downstairs tenant, was sitting in the nearby window seat and looked over. “They should have executions for special cases. Like this chimney man.”


      Ruby squashed in beside Sylvia. “Amy, you’re looking well. Better than yesterday. How do you feel?”


      “Was I ill yesterday?” Amy wondered. “I can’t remember.”


      “You had a cough, and said your arthritis was playing up.”


      “Ah, yes. Cold days do that, you know,” Amy said. “I get the snivels, and that makes me cough. And my hip. The other one’s artificial, - the real one does horrible things.”


      “The cold makes me ache too,” admitted Sylvia, smiling towards the huge bustling flames across the fireplace.


      “Oh one thing always leads to another,” sighed Amy. “Cold chills – and along comes arthritis. A bad night’s sleep and I get a horrid headache. Even when I was younger, I had those same troubles.” She leaned towards Sylvia with a slightly conspiratorial frown. “When I was young, every time I masturbated, I ended up with a terrible backache and had to go to bed.”


      Percival looked once more over his newspaper, saying softly, “I doubt you mean that, Amy. I believe you meant menstruated, my dear.”


      “Of course,” said Amy. “What did I say?”


      Nobody told her.


      Harry already had his phone in his hand and was dialling Morrison at home.  It was while he was on the phone, that someone called from the back of the room where the TV addicts relinquished the cosy heat of the fire in order to watch the News, gossip, and  various programmes that others called rubbish.


      It was Stella who shouted, “It’s that woman friend of yours on the news, Harry. Come and see.”


      Harry was still talking to Morrison, and Sylvia relinquished the fire too and went back to the television area.


      It was Joyce Sullivan. “You think it’s easy being married to a mass murderer? Well, of course I didn’t know that was what he was up to, but I did know he was a beast. He abused me, ignored me, insulted me and hit me. But usually he was out. Well, he travelled all over England, and sometimes over the Channel too, so I didn’t see much of him. And that’s the way I liked it.”


      The interviewer was not the most charismatic nor the most experienced. “Mrs Sullivan? May I call you Joyce?”


      She nodded. “But remember, I know nothing about Lionel’s crimes. Besides, I divorced him as soon as I could after he was arrested.”


      “Well, now then, Joyce. Can you tell us what first attracted you about Lionel Sullivan when you first met him?”


      She was a small plain woman, plump without seeming obese, and the pleasant curves of her face spoke of her looks when she had been younger. Joyce patted her own cheek. “I let myself go, you know,” she said. “I became very lonely and dismally unhappy. I thought I could never be happy again. Lionel was such a bully. The only saving grace was that he was away most of the time, I dreaded the days he came back. And when I first met him? Oh, gracious, we both thought we were happy for a year, perhaps even two. Crazy, but I thought he was shy at first. He told me stories about the places he’d driven to – you know – Scotland and France and all around the Lake District. I felt sorry for him when he told me all about his disability.”


      The interviewer was trying hard to encourage some gruesome secrets. “I understand from his trial, that your husband stopped killing for some years after your marriage. This was presumably because he was happy, and needed no other stimulus.”


      “He had enough stimulus just beating me, you mean?”


      “He was violent from the beginning?”


      Joyce backed down. “No, or I wouldn’t have married him. But it was less than two years later. He needed to be brutal to prove himself strong, or something. I knew he became a horrible person, so I guessed he had always been a pig, but naturally I never guessed how bad he really was. What motivates such crimes? I don’t know. Honestly I would never have guessed.”


      “He was a large man. Over six foot, I imagine.”


      “Six foot three. And the acromegaly of course. He was bullied about his hands and feet when he was young, and his parents really didn’t help. His mother were abusive too, and his father disappeared.”


      Sylvia wandered off from the television. “What’s she trying to achieve? She’s not doing herself any favours.”


      “Oh well.” Harry plodded after her, found the wine bottle with sufficient dregs, and filled her glass with a drop for himself. “A bit of appreciation after years of misery. Heaven knows what she really went through.”


      Ruby squeezed up, making a place for them both on the smaller sofa. “You have to feel sorry for her. “


      “She ought to stay quiet and stay in her safe-house.”


      “You think we have a right to be bored?” Harry objected. “What about going into a safe house after years of being beaten up, and just having to hide away in silence? “


      Suddenly waking up, Amy said, “Perhaps all old houses have bodies in them. The Tudors were shocking people. That eighth one, Henry, he could have stuffed other wives up the chimney that we don’t know about yet.”


      “An interesting hypothesis,” Sylvia said. “This chimney here, for instance. But not that particular one, Amy dear, since the house wasn’t old at all. Mock Tudor, built less than a hundred years back.”


      It was a conversation they continued in bed. Wrapped in two layers of feather quilts and with the electric under blanket only just turned off, Sylvia stretched and admitted to warmth and comfort. “Though it’s your cuddles that really keep me warm, my love.”


      Harry squeezed tighter. They had not fully closed the curtains since both enjoyed the occasional visits from owls. Now it was a flight of bats, tiny and silent, rising from the trees along the edge of the kitchen garden outside, and streaking the night sky with even darker shadows.  Like tiny black birds, they flocked, searching for food. “Bats in the belfry again,” Harry said.


      “We’re all getting there,” said Sylvia. “Amy’s on her way. But she’s fighting it.” Pausing, she cuddled tighter. “If I ever get like that, put me out of my misery.”


      “Kill you off? Isn’t it murderers we’re trying to catch?”


      “I didn’t suggest torture or stuffing me up the chimney. I just want a nice quick release. Talking of which – do we have a belfry?”


      “No. No bell tower and no bell. But,” added Harry, “there is clearly an attic. Not that I want to crawl around attics. I’ve had another idea about finding Eve. The library. She must go there for study. College friends and teachers. Teachers from her previous school. And teachers from her brother’s school. Someone with a car and who Eve trusted enough to accept a lift, is more likely to be a teacher or some other adult, rather than daft friends who could be tipsy at that house. It’s a shame Morrison isn’t on Eve’s case, or we could ask him about who’s been questioned so far.”


      Half asleep now, Sylvia was just murmuring. “Kate’s husband is a teacher. He teaches little ones, not Eve’s age. But I can talk to Kate anyway. She’s promised to come tomorrow. Ruby hasn’t had cake for hours. She’s getting withdrawal symptoms.”


      “Perhaps I should go to the college.”


      But Sylvia was asleep. Her first small snores were like little kisses against Harry’s arm.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twelve


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      She lay on her stomach, her face hidden in the pillow and the white wool rug over her back. She had stopped crying. It only made her sick and she was too hungry to miss food by vomiting it back. No memory of her last meal could be timed but it seemed a long time ago. There had been warm toast without butter, and a lamb chop on the bone, with two small bites already gone.


      Master had handed over the plate, saying, “I never finished it. So I were thinking she’ll like it. I were right, weren’t I?”


      “Yes indeed,” Eve had said at once. She had gnawed at that bone for many, many hours. The two pieces of toast had been eaten within seconds.


      Now feeling as empty as usual, the terror of her destiny swarmed around her head like wasps disturbed from their nest. Biting, threatening, buzzing, attacking. Emotion swamped her mind and left no space for rational thought. Fear was the tidal wave, rushing and roaring into her head when she woke in the night, when she woke the next morning, and all through the day. She had not expected to sleep at all, but weakness and the strangely exhausting listless apathy led her into both sleep and dreams. The dreams were vile. She dreamed of her mother’s arms reaching for her, then the face above the arms turning to a bleeding skull with vampire teeth.


      Shivering coldness was both fact and fear. She expected to die and fervently wished that death would come soon, yet not accompanied by the torture she imagined. Rape, which she no longer resisted, was of little consequence, but Master enjoyed her screams and the chocking and guttural cries when he partially strangled her while embedding not only himself inside her but bottles, torches, scissors and other gadgets. He had a bamboo cane which he used to beat her, to force into various parts of her, and also used to tie to her head between her lips as a gag.


      Not knowing night from day nor the passing of the hours, Eve could not know how long she had been kept prisoner. She guessed a month.  Now perhaps more.


      “I dunno,” Master said when asked. “I doesn’t count. You knows that.”


      “Do you have a mother and father?”


      “Shurrup.” He punched her breast. And she was quiet.


      What each day might bring was the eternal terror. Pain was accustomed, but sometimes the pain was a little less, yet sometimes greater. There had been days of such violent suffering that Eve had truly expected imminent death and been disappointed when it did not occur. The initial pity she had intermittently felt had long since flown since Master’s delight in cruelty was no canvas for empathy, however much he clearly suffered himself.


      “How did you kill them? The others before me?” Asking these questions was a risk, but sometimes it brought a conversation of sorts which then delayed the next beating.


      Master looked up. He was sitting cross-legged on the floorboards. “Yeh.” He studied his own memories. “I got strong hands. Squeezing necks. Sometimes it ain’t meant. I had a nice lady. She were pretty and proper little. She gotta nice little arse all pretty and rosy. I stuck all sorts o’ things up it. One day I stuck up me whole hand wiv a nice big mirror on a handle. I wanted to see wot she got inside her. I mean, tis all hid, ain’t it. Secrets up inside. But silly cow yelled and yelled and the mirror broke. Reckon it cut her cos she bled all over. But I never meant killing my little lady an’ I were sorry.”


      Eve swallowed back vomit. “How did you bury her?”


      “Oh, I never done that. Number One does that.”


      “Where?”


      “I dunno. I doesn’t care neither. Once my lady’s gone dead, she ain’t no use no more.”


      “People used to think I was pretty.” Eve kept the rug to her chin. “But not anymore. I’m bony and my skin hangs off in straggly bits, all grey and scratched. I have so many scars, it’s as if I’m striped. I don’t know what my face looks like, but it’s all scarred too, isn’t it? My eyes must be swollen. I must look like a scarecrow.”


      Master pulled a face. “You’s OK. I seen worse. You got nice tits.”


      Eve looked down. Her breasts were also deeply scarred, some still red raw with others old puckered and brown. One nipple had been nearly bitten through and survived in a purple puffy bruise. “I don’t think so.”


      “Wot ‘bout me?” Master asked suddenly, looking up. “Wot ‘bout me prick? Is it big and yummy?”


      She could not surrender to temptation. Saying small and scrawny might have caused a quick and easy death, but could just as easily cause many hours of torture. “Yes, big and masterful and handsome.” Because his legs were misshapen and short, his endowment did indeed appear absurdly large.


      Master smiled and brought her a bowl of cold tomato soup in a mug. He took the mug away afterwards and was gone for several days.


      The cold returned inside and out. It froze Eve’s body, and it froze her mind. Sometimes she decided that she mustn’t cry anymore as it brought her no gain and simply used more of her body’s sugars and salts, which she desperately needed to conserve. Then the loneliness and sick misery for the parents who would think her gone forever, would float back, suffocating, and she would cry after all, wheezing, choking and heaving.


      Asking for things, which were mostly refused, did not bother Master at first. Eve begged for another bucket, this time filled with clean water to drink. Many times she had asked for the return of her clothes. She begged for another rug. She begged for more food, for daylight, to know how much time had passed, and she begged a thousand times for Master to let her go.


      At first she promised to return but the simpleton was not so simple, and Master chuckled at the words. But then Eve begged for release the thousandth time, and Master slashed her across her shrunken belly with his bamboo cane. The welt took a long time to heal.


      Having no memory of her capture, at first, when she was alone and could lie in silence, Eve closed her eyes and pictured that night. Glimpses returned sometimes, then retreated. For a moment she remembered standing barefoot and soaked, then an echo of  the thrum of the  car engine, and the blur of the rain on the car windows.


      Almost imagining, she could visualise herself climbing into the back seat, For some reason, not the front passenger seat. Once inside the back seat, she had been given a swig of the wine bottle. But it had not been wine. She had slumped into unconscious sleep and remembered nothing more until gradually, her head thumping, she woke in the cell where she remained chained.


      Then, crack by narrow crack, Eve began to remember slivers of what had happened. For some time she disbelieved her own memories. Then she suddenly knew they were too vivid and too alive and therefore utterly true.


      She had been drenched, wearing clothes for the club in the High Street, too short, too tight, too colourful and too sexy.


      Beaujolais. But a strange taste. And Eve glimpsed the face of the man who had handed it to her. Eve had rubbed her thumb along the side of the glass wine bottle. She depicted the feel of it.


      Each day she studied the memories and brought back the pictures.
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      Kate brought the cakes. Cream puffs and French slices, Vanilla cheesecake, cannoli and custard tarts. They sat at the coffee table in front of the fire. With a sullen spit and crackle, the fire was burning low. David, the caretaker’s son, bustled in with a poker and lifted the two logs lying ready in the grate, crossing them onto the ashes. Sparks rose up and the crackle increased. The flames leapt.


      “Here,” Kate said, holding out the plate. “Please have a cake.”


      David’s mental health had improved with study and training. “I will,” he said, reaching out. “And can I have one fer me dad? Cos me dad’s a wonderful man.”


      “Please take one for your father too,” said Kate.


      Ruby watched the disappearance of her two favourite cakes and licked her fingers free of the cream which had oozed from her vanilla slice. “You said your brother-in-law was visiting?” She turned back to Kate. “Do you like him?” It was almost a challenge.


      “Indeed I do.” Kate once again offered the plate, pointing to the last vanilla slice. “For a start, he looks exactly the same as my Maurice. How can you dislike a man that looks identical to the man you love?”


      “But evidently doesn’t act the same.”


      “Well, no.” Kate now smiled at Sylvia. “You might not like him at all. But he’s clever and generous. He’s the rich one of the family, earns a fortune I think, and always brings presents for me and Mia. He can be a little bit arrogant, but when you’re terribly rich, I think that’s inevitable.”


      Sylvia shook her head. “Do you ever run into Mark’s arms, mistaking him for Maurice?”


      Kate was laughing, when Harry said, “Why does he live mostly in Dubai?”


      “Business.” The plate of cakes was emptying fast, and Stella scooped up the very last cheesecake. Ruby looked forlorn. “Banking. Money. It all seems to come from there, doesn’t it?”


      Harry failed to tell her that Mark Howard was suspected of grand-scale money-laundering. “But he’s coming home. So, just a holiday?”


      “Half and half,” Kate said through cream-cheese and crumbs. “Business too, I think. Maurice doesn’t talk about him much, but they’re terribly close. He’s so thrilled to have his twin brother back, and they plan to go off together for a couple of days. Fishing or something. Is it too cold for golf? That’s the two things they usually do together. I’ve planned a big dinner for Friday evening. But he’s got his own place so he won’t be staying with us.”


      “Nearby?”


      “Just outside Tewksbury. Backing onto those gorgeous bluebell woods.”


      “Wonderful Bluebell,” Sylvia smiled at Ruby, “they’ve named the woods after you.”


      An hour after Kate had left, Harry phoned Darcey Morrison. “I know it’s not your job, but I can’t phone the right guy since I don’t know him. I just thought you’d like to know the big fancy money-launderer Mark Howard, is coming to England this Friday. A limousine will pick him up from Gatwick, but he’s coming on a private plane from Dubai. Then he’s going to have dinner with your kid’s school teacher. Sounds crazy to me.”


      “And to me. I’ll pass on the news.” Morrison cleared his throat and continued, “Just a small point, Harry, but who told you about the money laundering. I most certainly don’t remember going into such private details. Don’t tell me Maurice Howards admits such inside truths about his brother? If so, do please pass them on.”


      “I do. I just have,” Harry pointed out. “But nothing came from Maurice. It’s the wife that told us about big brother’s visit, and some of the details that go with it. Not the money laundering, of course. We – well, we sort of guessed about that bit.”


      “Really?” Morrison didn’t believe a word about the guesswork. “But it’s information that will be excessively helpful. I shall pass it on about the arrival in England.”


      “Just make sure whoever it is doesn’t arrest the teacher instead of the money launderer. They’re identical twins.”


      “Maurice dresses in stuffy tweeds and baggy jeans. According to Kate, Mark Howard looks the perfect businessman, iron and spotless to within an inch of his life Well. Obviously she can’t know what he really does.” Morrison cackled and hung up.


      Harry looked down briefly at his own clothes, baggy black jeans and a thick blue woollen jumper over a pale blue shirt. Slippers shaped like kittens with their tongues hanging out, a Christmas gift from Sylvia. He stuffed his phone back in his pocket and stood a moment at the front door. He always made his private phone calls in the corridor or the bedroom.  But this time he saw shadows outside. A child’s hand knocked.


      Very slowly Harry went to answer the door. Maurice Howard was smiling as the drizzle trickled over his shoulders. His own daughter stood stamping her feet, suffering from the cold. Harry invited them in, but said, “Did you mean to pick up Kate? She left over an hour ago.” He was wondering just how much of his phone conversation this man had heard.


      “Oh dear, yes, yes,” Maurice sighed. “Our plans always cross. So she’ll be at home now. I’ll hop off then, and get home in time to make the tea.”


      Wondering just how innocent this careful speech was meant to sound, Harry handed the small girl a towel, always kept on the hall dresser, to dry her face of the drips falling from her woolly hat, and said a pleasant goodbye as they left and he closed the door behind them. He then hurried upstairs to the bedroom where he made another private phone call to Morrison.


      That Friday brought neither cakes nor personal visitors. With lightning crossing the sky with the flash of alien attacks and the explosion of thunder to follow, almost everybody from the Rochester Manor stayed indoors. With March kicking at the hilltops, everyone was hoping that the next week would finally bring better weather.


      “Sunshine.”


      “Birdsong.”


      “Apple blossom.”


      “Roast spring lamb for dinner.”


      Morrison did not telephone, nor inform the Joyces in any manner concerning the arrival of Mark Howard at the airport. Harry and Sylvia both assumed that either their friend’s brother-in-law would have altered his time schedule, or at the least arranged to be whisked away fast enough to avoid the police. Sitting as usual by the fire but with mutters of restless impatience, Harry and Sylvia waited for some sort of brief information. It did not come.


      The Cotswold Airport at Cirencester welcomed a small private aircraft flying in from another small private airport near Glasgow, which accepted international flights.  The plane from Dubai arrived in Glasgow at four o clock in the morning, and within an hour had been refuelled and reprogrammed for the Cotswolds. Arriving at six fifteen, a tall dark man carrying nothing but a briefcase descended the steps and jumped into a black limousine already waiting near the runway. A uniformed official piled two suitcases in the car’s boot, and the driver sped off immediately.


      The car and its passenger were not taken to the large Georgian house on the outskirts of Gloucester, and instead it drove sedately on to a snug cottage just over the border in Wales.


      Here on the ivy-clad porch, Mark Howard was met by his twin brother Maurice. While the chauffeur unloaded the car, Mark and Maurice walked indoors and wandered into the tiny room already sweltering around the fire lit some hours previously. Here they sat, for there was a great deal to talk about.


      The first thing Mark asked was, “How’s Milton?”


      Maurice answered with a brief nod. “Fine. No change.”


      “Great,” said Mark. “OK. Now down to business.”
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      Cycling the country miles proved more pleasant than Lionel Sullivan had expected. The dismal and sometimes freezing weather cleared his mind. He sang to himself quite frequently, making up his own words to tunes he remembered. Sam Smith’s Stay With Me became Chop the Legs Off,  That’s the Key and a few old Beatles songs and sang, Will You Still be Alive When I’m Sixty Four.


      Having lost some weight in prison, Lionel discovered his legs more pliable, but the bulges of fat that had shrunk had left the stretched skin behind them, and the first time he looked in a full-length mirror, he had laughed. Never having been good looking, his new-found flab didn’t bother him. Perhaps, he wondered, the newly stolen bicycle would trim him down, although he needed practice, not having ridden one since he was twelve. The only things he would have liked to see shrink were his hands and feet. But then, extremely large hands had proved excessively useful over the years.


      The planned escape from prison, having proved a remarkable success, had seemed enough at first. Lionel had then realized that the lack of any following plan was a mistake. Assuming he would hide in the same forest, after all, it had hidden him well for more than a year previously, would lead to repeat adventures and the repeat of the pleasures he dreamed of, had sadly proved entirely wrong. He knew where bloody Harry bloody Joyce lived in that fancy big house, and he thought it wouldn’t take long to find his wife – either dead or alive. Hopefully, Ike had already clobbered the bitch. But – he’d have fun exploring.


      It did not turn out that way. He quickly realized the[ police were after him, now knew exactly what he looked like, and weren’t all the idiots he’d once thought them. His wife no longer occupied their own old house and he had nowhere to go.


      It was after several weeks that Lionel found his new home. He had stayed in several country pubs but had rarely risked more than one night in each. More often he had slept in barns, or even in the open air under bushes and trees. A cold experience but not so bad since his stolen clothes were already ruined, being covered in mud, leaves and soaking moss and no longer bothered him either.


      Then he found his new home and was delighted. It was a smaller shed than the one he had so enjoyed two years before, but being half packed with hay, it kept him warm and offered a place to hide should it ever be necessary. A few rusty farm implements might be useful as tools or weapons, and the building itself was leak-free and set well back from the road on an abandoned property. At least, Lionel was fairly sure it was abandoned, since clearly no one occupied the nearby cottage, and the fields were asway with long knotted grass and weeds.


      Remembering other hideouts, Lionel knew of interesting options, but travelling on foot or on bicycle didn’t encourage long treks to the other end of the county, or even further. He intended finding and eventually living in a place he had used once, not for murder or cosy tortures. But for storing some very special mementoes. But that was still some distance away. He’d get back there eventually. In the meantime, every abandoned shed beckoned to him and offered considerably more than shelter.


      Having never watched his wife enjoying her television interviews, Lionel was sure that, having heard of his escape, she would have run off to a police safe-house. He knew exactly where Harry Joyce now lived. But that old bugger  was rarely alone, and therefore he needed some time to plan both murders.


      Snuggling into the hay with a sausage roll he had pinched from a nearby bakery while ordering a cup of tea, Lionel Sullivan had time to plot his revenge, taking time off to mentally relive some of his more detailed murders and the dalliance before and after them.


      On one trip into the local village, he had bought a trio of elaborate hat pins,  from a quaint antique shop, and knew he would enjoy these through the night if sleep was slow in coming.


      He did not really know where he was, although he had passed several signposts on the way. Having seen the same roads so frequently as a coach driver, he had an idea that he had passed on into southern Wales, although wasn’t sure of details. But for Harry Joyce, he would have to go back the way he had come. He also needed to steal a mobile phone, for this was the only way he could imagine discovering the whereabouts of his wife. First phone her, then get rid of the phone before it could be traced and then steal another.


      Plans crowded in and he slept with a smile, a frayed clump of hay decorating his almost bald head, and the hat pins piercing his left thigh. A small trickle of blood was smeared across his right thigh. The hat pins, which had amused him with some tips  decorated in minute plastic flowers, and one with a puppy’s head, he had first used in a straight line up the solid flesh. When he’d popped them out to use on the opposite leg, the blood left behind had oozed with almost voluptuous repetition, and he had wiped it upwards with his thumb. Then he had sucked the thumb. Even his snores sounded satisfied.
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        * * *


      


      He kissed her very slowly, both hands at the back of her waist, pressing her closer to his own body. Sylvia was not wearing the usual. She wore a shirt of turquoise paisley beneath a loose cream cashmere jumper.  She was barefoot, as he was. Her long skirt, however, was navy silk.


      “That gorgeous silver hair of yours looks marvellous with everything.”


      “Thanks, my love. But it’s easier dragging around shops if you just look for the same thing.”


      “Daft female.” Harry pulled her down onto the bed. The heaped quilt sank beneath them. “You look absolutely breath-taking. Besides, it’s only Kate and Maurice we’re going to see. Dinner with the big bad wolf’s brother.”


      “Then I should be wearing a red hooded cape.”


      He laughed and kissed her again. “We’ve got time,” he suggested, looking over her shoulder at the piled pillows.


      “Harry, no.” Sylvia brushed down her skirt. “Look, it’s getting all creased. That’s the trouble with silk. Perhaps I should wear polyester or something. And anyway, I managed to put lipstick on a little while ago, and it took ages because of all the wrinkles. And now you’ve probably kissed it all away and I’ll have to start again. And honestly, Harry, we don’t have much time for anything. Maybe a quick glass of wine. But we shouldn’t be late. We’ve got a lot to talk about this evening with these people, especially Maurice, and I don’t want to look rude to Katie. She’s nice and I’m sure she doesn’t know a thing about Mark’s criminal activities.” Sylvia paused for breath and realised that Harry was still smiling lasciviously at her, his hands very firmly on her cream cashmere shoulders. “Harry, honestly,” she continued, looking earnest. “we can’t. I’ll have to change my skirt, and then the jumper won’t go, and I’ll have to change that too.”


      Harry’s smile was more meaningful as he bent his face towards her as he murmured, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.”


      Sylvia closed her eyes.


      Two hours later they arrived at Kate and Maurice Howard’s small house, only fifteen minutes late.


      Sylvia wore the same shirt and jumper over loose navy silk trousers.


      They had seafood cocktails followed by roast chicken and a hundred roast vegetables, finally finishing with – cake! “It’s glorious,” Harry breathed. “Every fantastic mouthful. I can’t thank you enough. We have a good cook at the manor but tend to get very similar dishes over and over. And your twin brother, Maurice? I was hoping to meet him.”


      The smile did not reach the eyes. “Too busy. And tomorrow he’s leaving again. Saudi this time.”


      It was a small house, and although the garden stretched to the fir trees behind, and several small Japanese ornaments on high shelves appeared both originally antique and exquisitely beautiful, there was no appearance of obvious wealth. It seemed exactly as it was, the comfortable home of a school teacher with taste and a working wife.


      “I hope,” Sylvia said, raising her glass, “your wealthy brother brought you wildly extravagant gifts, and meals out.”


      Kate giggled. “He bought me a bottle of duty-free perfume, and two bottles of posh wine, one of them you’re drinking now. As for meals out, he says my cooking’s better anyway, and he likes staying at home with us.”


      Harry turned to Maurice. “Fishing trips? Golf weekends?”


      “One of  those I expect .” Maurice nodded vigorously. “He’s a nice man, my big twin. But he’s forgotten about family life. Half the time he speaks Arabic by mistake, and Kate and I sit staring at him with our mouths open.”


      “So back to Dubai tomorrow? He wasn’t here long.”


      “He can’t afford to be.”


      “And his own house?” Morrison had explained that the team sent to trace Mark Howard and arrest him, had not been able to trace him. He evidently owned a house of some value but had never appeared there. No glimpse of him had cropped up at a single hotel across the entire area. His arrival had not been reported at any airport, and his flight out was also unknown. Golf courses, both public and prestigiously private, had not seen him. The man had melted, always supposing he had ever arrived at all.


      Maurice helped Kate top up the glasses. Harry put his hand over the top and shook his head. “Or I won’t be able to drive home.”


      Sylvia smiled. “I love your brother’s posh wine. I’d gladly drink all you give me. It’s a shame we couldn’t meet him. I was looking forward to seeing this perfect replica.”


      “I’d hoped so too,” Kate said between sips. “But it’s a long way from  Cu - um Cumbria. That’s where he has another cottage. And he’s off tomorrow. Such a shame.” Her glance at her husband seemed less casual than usual, but she smiled, adding, „he never talks about business, of course. He says we’d be bored.“


      In the car on the way home, Sylvia pulled up her coat collar, begged Harry to increase the heating, and said, muffled by wool, “Well, we didn’t learn much, if anything. Did this monied brother go through duty-free in Dubai or just buy the stuff before he left?”


      “Is there even duty-free in Dubai? Everything’s tax-free anyway, isn’t it?”


      Sylvia momentarily sat up. “There was a new unopened bottle of Taliska on the dresser by the glasses. Does that mean he went to Scotland?”


      “They sell Talisker Scotch all over the place. We should buy some ourselves. I expect. And the good wine too.”


      Sylvia interrupted. “Buy whatever you like, my love. But first, what about this fellow having a house in the Lake District? Kate saying Cu – and then knew she shouldn’t say it – and changed it to Cumbria. Why on earth would a money-launderer go boating on Windermere?”


      “So what starts with Cu in or around Gloucestershire?”


      She couldn’t think of any. They stumbled out of the car at the Rochester Manor garage and ran to the house. “They should build direct access. A tunnel.”


      Once indoors and hurrying to the smaller living room, Harry said. “Tunnels. That wretched cellar in the mock Tudor house. You know, with the chimney. We have to go back there. What about scratches on the walls from girls kept there? Yes, I know, the police scrubbed the place from top to bottom, but what about in the tunnel? Under the bed? And could there be a ‘C-U‘ nearby?”


      “The only place I can think of is Cumlistdowns. It’s almost in Wiltshire, I think. Forest, hills, streams, no town anywhere near.”


      “Are we looking for Mark Howard or Eve Daish or the serial killer burying his corpses up the chimney?”


      “Never mind. Let’s go back to the Tudor place tomorrow.”


      “Safer than searching for Lionel bloody Sullivan,” Harry mumbled. “He could be anywhere by now and if you or I stumbled over him, we could be dead in minutes. I had a nightmare about it. Blood on your navy silk. Leave that butcher to the law.”
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      Her fingernails were long, tough, but broken. Eve gazed with strange curiosity at the back of her hands. They appeared to belong to someone else entirely. The dark and grazed knuckles, the cuts and burns, and the misshapen nails had never been hers and could not be hers now. She was on the floor where Master had left her. He had whipped her so hard, she could not stand and doubted she could walk. Yet she was so accustomed to pain now, that she divorced her mind from both the terror and the agony, and switched her brain to its meandering lassitude.


      One thumbnail had grown claw-like, hooked over and as thick without even turning brittle. She crawled, not on her knees but on her elbows, and pulled herself across the floor to the bed. A sudden splinter in her buttocks made her bite her upper lip, and that swelled too. Once beside the bed, she grabbed the iron base and hauled herself half onto the sliver of foam mattress. The whole bed moved, and she fell back. Now she was more beneath the bedstead than on top of it, and the pain had reintroduced itself. She began to cry, then gulped and stopped. Crying exhausted her and gave no benefit except an increase to the misery. She had been   teaching herself not to cry.


      Beneath the bedsprings, the floorboards were filthy with dust, cobwebs, and stains. The stench of the room seemed far stronger. Eve saw lumps of grit and wondered if they were faeces. She didn’t touch anything, and breathed deeply, fighting for energy. When energy did not come, Eve knew she must allow herself more time. The wall beneath and behind the bed was near enough to touch, so she scratched at the old plaster, using her clawed thumbnail to write her name. The darkness was complete as usual since Master could switch her light off from outside, and usually did unless he wanted to play.  But Eve was accustomed and saw better in the dark now than she had ever managed in her life before. EVE DA - , she heard footsteps and turned over, rolling as far as she could from the rusty bedstead.


      But Master did not come in. She heard his voice and knew he was talking to someone else. Another voice answered, “Not now. Eat first, little one.”


      Eve closed her eyes, heaved, and managed to pull herself onto the bed where the blankets and the woolly rug cradled her welts, cuts and bruises. She heard no more voices, and whatever Master was eating, it was not shared with her.


      At least, severely constipated from lack of food, she was saved from the difficulty of shitting in the corner bucket.


      It was the dream that woke her.


      In the darkness, she had seen a face bending over her. Then the same face reappeared. Smiling, familiar, easily recognised. As she woke, the face remained. Immediately she remembered.


      He had opened the car window and peeped over the rain splashed glass.


      “Why, it’s little Evie. Here, hop in, I’ll give you a lift home. This weather is frightful, you must be frozen in those clothes.”


      Trusting him completely, she had opened the back door and scrambled in, trying to wipe all the mud from her heels on the car’s nice clean floor.


      The same man had leaned over from the front passenger seat with a half-filled bottle of what looked like red wine. “Have a drink. It’ll make you feel better and wake you up. I’ll have you home in five minutes.”


      The whizz of the windscreen wipers was like a buzzing and repetitious warning. She thankfully took the half-empty bottle and drank.


      It did not make her feel better, nor more awake. She felt suddenly worse and fell sideways into a deep unnatural sleep. She was not taken home in five minutes. She had never got home at all.
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      The barn was small and had clearly sat unused for a year at least. Dust hung in necklaces from the beams, spiders nested in the old broken hay bale. It smelled of dirt, damp and lost memory. Yet the hay, however prickly and dust riddled, made a good bed and far better than hard wet ground. The old bent bucket outside was an overflowing supply of fresh rainwater. The roof neither leaked nor housed rats’ nests, but there were certainly mice. Lionel, hungry, ate one alive but disliked the squirming bones and tasteless chewable hair. So he went scrounging for both food and money. He was easily able to steal the occasional wallet. One handbag proved uselessly empty, but fruit from the village greengrocers and pies from the bakery were a good source of stolen food. He ate less than he would have liked, but starving was no threat.


      There seemed to be no hurry. Both his wife and Harry Joyce would be difficult targets, but he considered himself so experienced in such matters, he was confident in his own success. The escape from prison had been a great achievement, but not really hard for someone of his exceptional abilities.


      So he enjoyed himself and his freedom and the cold fresh air while he nurtured his plans. His wife would be first, he decided, unless he just happened to bump into Harry Joyce without effort. But finding his wife would not be as easy as throwing her off the Eiffel Tower. He managed, well disguised by a hooded rainproof coat, to check his old home. Locked up. Empty. No police and no wife. She was in a safe house somewhere and safe might actually mean safe from him.


      The vile weather made his disguise so apt that he ran little risk of being recognised, but if he was caught stealing, then the situation, and the hope would be over. He was careful. He had always been careful.


      Risk was no longer on his list of self-confident games, and he did not lie naked to remember past glory, but with no woman to rape, he was satisfied to play the old games with coloured pins. So he lay back on the stale and broken stalks of straw,  savoured the prickle and prick of this new bed, and stuffed one very large and long-fingered hand into the front of his trousers while remembering the past. He remembered his favourites and what he had done. He thrust one poppy-tipped hat pin into his thigh, grinned at the pain, and squeaked one guttural and then high pitched cry. No one came. He pulled out the pin and sucked the blood, scraping the point against his tongue.


      When Olga flew like the bat from hell into his daydreams, he closed his eyes and told the bitch to back off, since he was now stronger than she was. She showed her teeth, but he showed his, and she flew away into the back of his mind.


      He had proved his strength escaping from prison. His size had intimidated as he wanted, and although some had been easy, like the squalid little thief who had shared his cell, and there had been luck too for that same thief was at the point of his release, others had been more difficult to win over. The small guard Pim was a pig disliked on both sides of the bars, a short but experienced sadist with a bottom twice as prominent as his head, and a special delight in spitting into the cells, and telling the inmates to clean it up.


      He had waited for more than a year, but the opportunity arrived when the fool George Pim, having intentionally arranged this situation with the intention of kicking Lionel in the groin amongst other pleasures, unintentionally had left himself vulnerable. Lionel Sullivan had raped him up the arse and threatened worse. That had sealed the possibility of an eventual escape. And after some time waiting, this had worked.


      Wondering whether he might one day take another girl, and dreaming of what he would then do to her, Sullivan then slept each night in peace. The house close to the barn was clearly uninhabited. Life was improving. But he missed his long collected souvenirs.
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        * * *


      


      Sylvia waved to Stella Anderson, who was sitting alone at a nearby breakfast table. Harry called, “How’s the house?”


      Benjamin hobbled over, having been up to the buffet bar collecting boiled eggs and toast for himself and his wife. “Seems it belongs to the police,” he answered Harry. “We’re not allowed in. Can’t even lurk on a moonless night.”


      “But it’s still legally yours.”


      “Oh, we’ve signed all sorts of stuff, and they’ve promised the house will be returned to us eventually. In the meantime, Debbie and dear Brian have found another house over the other side of the village. We promised to help with the mortgage.”


      Sylvia thought a moment. “We’re off there for another dig around. Coming?”


      Stella shook her head with a sigh. “Must admit, dear, we’re both a little tired of the whole thing. Half our savings tied up in crime. Well, honestly. Not what we could ever have expected.”


      Harry smothered a snigger. “Enjoy your soldiers.”


      Stella waved a long wedge of toast. “Your pal Morrison doesn’t go there anymore. He has a team of fifty, would you believe, all searching the countryside. Tramping through mud, snow and bog, poor souls.”


      It was later that day when Sylvia asked Morrison, “Darcey dear, what are you hoping to find?”


      D.I. Morrison peered at her as though from a distance. “What do all good coppers look for? Crime and criminals, my dear. Naturally.”


      “More houses with chimneys full of bodies?” Sylvia leaned forwards over Morrison’s desk. “A friend told me you’ve increased your team. There’s five thousand detectives scouring the land. What for? Well, I suppose whoever it is has been frightened away from the mock Tudor place, and must now be practising their disgusting game in another sound-proofed cellar.”


      “Precisely,” Morrison smiled. “But abduction and murder can take place next door without anyone knowing a thing. It’s been done. Soundproofing cellars, even sheds. Attics. Girls imprisoned, and nobody knows for years. It often seems ludicrous after discovery, and yet some poor girl could have sobbed her heart out for months within a few feet of your nice quiet bedroom.”


      Harry remembered reading about several. “But no one bothered soundproofing that last place. It was too isolated to be risky. So will the killer use the same tactics again? They usually like a modus operandum, don’t they?”


      “Eve Daish has been missing for more than a month.” Sylvia tapped her fingers on the desk. “She’s been kidnapped too, hasn’t she? Same man?”


      “It seems likely.” Morrison sighed. “But we can’t be sure. She was on foot and could have had an accident, fallen and still not been found. Or – which seems probable – she’s been taken by our local monster.”


      “And Lionel Sullivan escaped at about the same time.”


      But Morrison sighed again. “Eve Daish disappeared on the same day as Sullivan’s escape. That would have been an unlikely piece of luck for him if he’d encountered his next victim within minutes of escaping. Besides, the bodies in the chimney had not been treated with the savage mutilation that Sullivan doled out, and had been there for years. A different criminal without doubt.”


      “But you haven’t found Eve?” asked Sylvia.


      “And you haven’t found Sullivan?” asked Harry.


      “I haven’t even found my basic common sense,” Morrison said, tipping back in his chair. “Discovering someone who hasn’t left the slightest clue, is remarkably difficult. Well, clues, yes – perhaps. DNA, and that’s the best clue of all. But it has to fit someone. And for your interest, it doesn't fit Sullivan or anyone else on the computer records.”


      “I suppose,” said Sylvia with faint accusation, “you couldn’t do a door to door DNA test?”


      He shook his head. “Who did you have in mind, Sylvia dear? All two million men in Gloucestershire? Or just the ones we don’t like the look of?”


      “Are there really that many people in Gloucestershire?”


      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Morrison told her. “But if we narrowed the search down to a village or a street, we might do that. But we can’t even be sure he’s still in Gloucestershire. He could have moved on anywhere. Even abroad. He has no passport, but a false identity is easily bought. I expect you know we lost Mark Howard as well.”


      Nodding, Sylvia said, “We came about that really – more than the other. We went to dinner with Kate and the twin brother. Even when you told us about the brother, I assumed Kate didn’t know a thing. She’s sweet and really innocent. Maurice too. Very popular with the kids at school, I gather. But over dinner, Kate sort of let things drop. She kept on that Mark was going home today. True? But she seemed too adamant, as if it was so we’d pass it on. And she said Mark has another house in ‘C – U’ – and then quickly covered up and said Cumbria. Maurice didn’t really say anything. More astute. But I couldn’t help disbelieving Kate, even though I like her. I mean – I suppose she’d just be loyal to her brother-in-law.”


      Morrison appeared more interested and sat forwards. “Not my case, as you know,” he said. “But two of the men from the Yard have been here, following up. Interviewed the school teacher at great length, and Kate Howard too although only briefly.” He picked up the internal phone on his desk and mumbled into it for a couple of minutes. “Jeremy? I have someone here who might interest you. Two people actually. Friends of mine, but they might know something. Want a word? Come on down.”


      With a stare of curiosity, both Harry and Sylvia waited, and within five minutes a slim man pushed open the door, pulled up a chair and leaned both elbows on Morrison’s desk. Morrison made the introductions. “DCI Archibald. Mr and Mrs Joyce are friends of mine, and recent friends of  Mrs Howard, had dinner with her and Maurice last night. I think you’ll have a lot to say to each other.”


      “I’m sure we could all do with some decent coffee,” said the DCI. “I’ll ask someone to make it, and then we can start.” The coffee at least smelled of coffee. “I’m here for a few more days before the new man gets sent down from the Met,” he continued through slurps. “Cramble. Not a friend. I want to cover as much as possible before he gets here. So let’s begin.”


      With increasing doubts, Sylvia explained how innocent she knew Kate to be. „She obviously knows who the brother is. But maybe she’s been told not to talk about him since he’s in big business and there’s always danger of inside trading and all that stuff I don’t understand.“


      „Perhaps,“ Archibald raised an eyebrow, „she could have been threatened with some kind of punishment if she talks out of place?“


      It was Harry who shook his head, then scratched his earlobe. „She doesn’t strike me as someone easily frightened off. And Maurice wouldn’t threaten a mosquito.“


      After a couple of hours, feeling entirely exhausted, Sylvia and Harry said goodbye to the Chief Inspector and waited until he marched from Morrison’s office, closing the door quietly behind him.


      “Gracious, I can remember my father being like that,” said Sylvia, gathering her wits. “Once he got going, you felt you’d been beaten with a wooden paddle over and over, just as though you were the criminal yourself. I need a whisky.”


      “Clearly!” smiled Morrison, “I’m far too easy going since I don’t affect you like that.”


      “Thank goodness,” Harry said, getting up and heading towards the door. “You’re human. We’ll go on looking for Eve, and Lionel Sullivan. I’m not really interested in this Mark Howard person. Well, I know what he looks like because of Maurice looking the same, but I don’t expect to find a high power like that. He’ll move in sky-high circles. But the main quest is the killer. A feeble probability, but it worked last time.”


      “By getting yourselves into danger,” Morrison added. “Don’t do anything like that again.”


      Sylvia stood with Harry’s help. “Love to Peggy,” she said.  “And I promise we’ll be good.”


      “Much as I’d appreciate the sublime justice of you finding the poor young woman,” Morrison said, “I cannot see how you’re going to discover someone locked away in a cellar or attic in total pre-arranged secrecy. And please don’t suggest knocking on every door for miles around. Evidently, the brother and the old boyfriend are the principal suspects, although personally I doubt if it’s either of them.”


      “So you definitely think it’s the chimney man?”


      “What I think,” said Morrison, “is that I should get back to work and you two should go home for a nice chat with the wealthy old folk of Little Woppington-on-Torr.”


      But it was not where they went. Driving in almost the opposite direction, although with little hope of being permitted entrance, Harry and Sylvia went back yet again to the mock-Tudor house, now commonly known in the press as ‘The House of Horrors.”


      Almost deserted, they were surprised to discover the gardens, now little more than a ploughed field, unattended. The house itself was encircled with blue and white plastic strips, almost like the wrappings on a birthday gift. Here there were police standing guard, and others clearly unearthing and battering within. Bang followed crash.


      “We couldn’t ask for more,” mumbled Harry, parking carefully out of sight. “That tunnel is wide open to the sky now, but it’s not being guarded either. You want a run through a tunnel that isn’t a tunnel anymore? And you’ll end up in that same old nightmare cellar with shadows like vampires.”


      Looking at him, Sylvia smiled suddenly. “You’re getting quite fantastical, my love. You’ll be reading Tolkien soon instead of Clive Cussler and that Child person.”


      “Thrillers are best,” Harry scratched his earlobe. “Though why I want to read books full of murder and excitement, I don’t know. Well – since that’s what I’m trying to figure out in real life.”


      “Come on then,” but she wasn’t jumping out of the car, “let’s go inside while we can.”


      But Harry said, “No, my love, let’s give it a rest today. I’m wearing the wrong shoes. These will be full of mud after two steps in the quagmire down there. If you insist, I’ll wear my hiking boots tomorrow, and we can come back here.”
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        * * *


      


      With a cup of hot milk between her cupped hands, Eve was so terrified of wasting one drop, so thrilled for the warmth both against her palms and in her throat, that her arms shook and she hunched over the cup, sipping with reverence.


      “You likes?”


      “Oh yes indeed. Thank you.” The cup was now half empty, but both the heat and the taste were delicious on her tongue, against the inside of her mouth, her gums and teeth, while her throat felt roasted by pleasure.


      “Yum.” Master watched her, his smile growing. “Tis good, huh? From nice Master.”


      It was the first time anything remotely warm and soothing had entered her mouth for a very, very long time. She appreciated the food she was occasionally given, however unpleasant, however cold and stale, however partly chewed. Food was always an enormous hope, and its arrival was always joyous. But hot and fresh food was virtually unknown. “Oh yes, nice Master. Thank you, Master.”


      She had heard the other voice again, busy outside in the room Master used. “Hot milk, it will be good for you.”


      “And my little lady?” Master had asked.


      “Why not, if that’s what you want.”


      And the door had opened, Master hobbling in and bringing the milk. Steam rose from the large mug. The door had closed behind him, and she had not seen the man behind the other voice.


      But she had remembered a great deal. Now she knew exactly who had offered her a lift home that fateful and misbegotten evening, and she knew why she had accepted, and she knew the owner of the other voice.


      “Do you like him? I mean your Number One?” She nodded towards the closed door. She had finished every single last drop of the milk. Otherwise she would not have risked asking a single question. She had also wiped her finger around the inside of the cup, scraping up every taint of heat, steam, and liquid.


      Master was surprised. “Course. I likes him ever so. But that’s,” and he nodded as Eve had done towards the other room, “Number Two. He’s ever so kind. Heated that fer you, he did.”


      “I heard you ask. Thank you. That was kind too.”


      “Is I kind? I dunno. But now you gotta play.”


      She had expected that. “I will,” she told him, “but he won’t come in while we’re – playing – will he?”


      “No, he don’t like watching,” Master said. “Reckon he’s gone. So’s, you gets on floor and does wot I tells ya.”


      The milk had been worth it.


      One last risk. „Does he – have a nice name too?“


      Master kicked her in the nose, and the blood stung. “Not allowed ta tell and you knows it.“
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      Kicking his shoes off, Harry sat back on the large armchair in their bedroom, clasped his hands behind his head, and decided, “A girl that age, well – what is she? – seventeen? She ‘s either been killed in an accident or been abducted. It’s obvious. Even Morrison admits that. She hasn’t made a phone call, and her phone can’t be traced any longer. Last place was out on the road where she’d have walked on her way home from that party. But the police have searched every inch. No phone, no clothes, no body. And she hasn’t used her credit card or ATM card for the same length of time. So – dead or kidnapped.”


      Sylvia, rustling in the wardrobe, called back, “And if Darcey’s right, poor Eve has been abducted by the Chimney Killer. Which means she might also be dead by now.” She reappeared from the wardrobe. “I can’t find your hiking boots, dear. I can’t even find my own.”


      He stood at once and went to peer out of the long window at the small balcony outside. The rain was dripping from the iron railing, but the paved area behind the row of pot plants, now only full of twigs, was sheltered beneath the overhanging ledge of polystyrene, and there beneath sat two pairs of heavy brown boots.


      “You’re getting forgetful, my love.” Harry pointed. “We put them out because they were covered in mud. But they aren’t catching the rain, and they need a thorough washing.”


      Reluctantly, Sylvia pulled out a copy of yesterday’s Times from the small table, and spread it out on the rug by the window, then opened the long glass door. She reached out a hand, and grabbed first Harry’s boots and then her own, dropping them onto the newspaper. Mud splattered. “We could put them in the bath,” she said.


      “Or the Torr River,” muttered Harry. But he bent down and eyed the boots sitting in their own sludge on the paper. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll clean them up. Yours too. You sit down and have a rest.”


      She didn’t argue, turned on the radio, and took Harry’s place in the large squashy armchair. The radio was playing one of her favourites from Turandot, and she closed her eyes, entering the blissful tunnel of the music she loved. Harry stumbled into the bathroom, boots collected in a soggy paper wrapped parcel. The taps in the shower were turned on and a puff of steam found its way out into the bedroom. Sylvia murmured, “I feel guilty, thinking of that poor girl Eve. Is that crazy? But I’m so happy these days, my love, with you and the comfort here, and Morrison. Even Ruby’s more relaxed. Above all because of you, my dearest. You’ve changed my life. And that helps me want to change other people’s lives.”


      She waited for a sweet reply. Harry was good at sweet replies. But this time the reply was an echoing roar. “Sylve, come here. Look. Quick.”


      It sounded as though he was drowning in the shower. Sylvia leapt up and into the steam filled bathroom. Harry was holding out one of his boots. “What?” she demanded. “Darling, You’re dripping melted mud.”


      He turned the boot over, its laces still clogged and showed something small which had stuck to the sole amongst the dirt. “Look here,” and when she looked, he said, “This could be damned important. The paper – look. And no, not a McDonald’s wrapper but it came from the tunnel, which is the last time I wore them.”


      “I took my lenses out,” Sylvia was peering closely, “so I can’t read it. Too tiny. Just a corner of a label. Are you sure it’s from the tunnel? And does it matter?”


      “Yes, I’m damn sure it matters, and yes, I’m bloody sure too.” He waved the boot in front of his wife’s face and two large blobs of wet earth patterned her cheek. “I have to phone Morrison immediately.” He put the boot down carefully, sole uppermost, and marched back into the large bed-sitting room.


      Sylvia stood beside him and listened carefully to what Harry was saying on the phone. He was looking and sounding both triumphant and a little embarrassed. “Rohypnol. That’s – ”


      “I know exactly what it is,” Morrison’s voice came over the phone. “Stay exactly where you are, protect that scrap of paper with your life, and I’ll be over in minutes.”
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        * * *


      


      “Rohypnol surely isn’t sold in the chemists?” said Ruby. “Isn’t that the rape drug? Surely you have to buy it online?”


      “I suppose so.” Sylvia was counting coins for the weekly pocket money both of them had decided to give to Arthur’s son David in exchange for a couple of odd jobs. “It would have been so much easier to go around all the local shops and find who has been buying packets of Rohypnol regularly over the past few years. But I presume you can’t trace internet sales?”


      Ruby had no idea. “All those police things they do these days, I mean, they can do everything, can’t they?”


      “Except find the murderer.”


      “Well, they trace phones and they can hack computers and all that identification by blood stuff. Doesn’t Detective Morrison tell you all about these things?”


      “No, he doesn’t,” Sylvia collected the coins in a small pile. David preferred coins because he could count them and they looked more like money. Half disappeared into a large money box shaped like a hedgehog, whereas the other half disappeared just as quickly in the local sweet shop. “He’s a friend, and he tells us all sorts and welcomes the little bit of help we offer,” Sylvia continued, looking up. “But nothing about private police work and no secrets or inside stuff. Well, I don’t mind that. But I still wish we could find Eve.”


      “Rohypnol,” Ruby persisted, “dissolves in drinks and makes the girls fall asleep. Unconscious. They don’t wake up for ages.”


      Sylvia knew this. “It explains how the killer drugged and then murdered the girls, poor little things.”


      “But no fingerprints on that label?”


      “After goodness knows how long in the mud and rain?”


      Ruby sighed. “Alright. I’m going out. I’m bored. I’ll go and buy some cakes at Kate’s place. Coming?”


      An apology seemed the proper response. “I suppose I’m not such a good friend now I’m married,” Sylvia said. “Sorry, beautiful Bluebell. I know I’m boring. But I don’t want a cake, I’m sure she’ll have shut the shop in this vile weather anyway, and I’m waiting for Harry.”


      “To come back from the pub? Honestly, Sylvikins, that’s pathetic.” Ruby pulled a face.


      Sylvia laughed. “He doesn’t come home drunk or anything,” she said. “He went to ask questions about Rohypnol, and that’s a lot easier without me looking for anyone who knows too much.”


      “If the cakeshop’s shut.” Ruby said, sweeping back her hair in faint defiance, “I shall go to the Micro. I can sit at the bar with a cocktail and watch the idiots pulling at those horrid one armed things Rod used to like in Monte Carlo.


      Sylvia was feeling guilty again. “So it’s you who wants to get drunk, my dear?”


      “Come and guard me then.”


      She relented. Ruby had little else to relieve the lonely boredom of getting old. Sylvia said, “Beautiful Bluebell, I shall hold your hand forever on into the horizon and beyond. Let us eat cake.”


      It was Arthur who was clearing the ice crystals from the front doorstep, who looked at both women huddled in their woolly hats, coats, scarves and gloves over thick stockings and boots, who stared a moment, almost as if he didn’t recognise them beneath all the mismatched wool, and finally said, “You going out, ladies? Not the best weather fer jogging, I reckon. Where’s you going?”


      “The cake shop in the village,” said Ruby through her scarf.


      “And then the Micro Casino in Cheltenham,” Sylvia admitted. “For afternoon cocktails.”


      Arthur gave an incredulous frown. “You’s gonna walk to town in this? I hope you knows it’s gonna rain like the blitz.”


      Ruby nodded. “It’ll keep us fit.”


      “It’ll keep yer in hospital,” said Arthur. “Wait a mo, ladies, and I shall give yer a lift.”


      But the shop, however, was shut as Sylvia had guessed. The lights were off, the blinds were down and a large “CLOSED” hung on the locked door.


      The Pitville Casino was around the corner from the park and was known as the Micro by those who would have liked something much larger. Two large circles of clanking fruit machines flashed and glittered with coloured lights and promises of extraordinary riches. The Black Jack and smaller gaming tables seemed unoccupied. In the centre stood the table with its roulette wheel whirling, chips jingling, and the croupier, utterly expressionless, sweeping everyone’s chips back into the banker’s pile. Not many were playing. Three well dressed young men were concentrated on the play. A woman in too much bling for the time of day was sunk at one end while the elderly man with her was looking only at the wheel. More people wandered the fruit machines, some avid, others bored. One elderly woman in pink sat with her nose almost touching the machine and its spinning pictures of fruit, numbers and high pitched exuberance. The woman was neither exuberant nor avid, yet seemed glued to the clanking metal and glass.


      Ruby led Sylvia to the bar, its base raised and ordered two Bloody Mary's. Sylvia would have preferred a cup of tea but didn’t complain. They sat at a small table overlooking the shuffle and grumble of the casino activity.


      “My Beloved Bluebell,” Sylvia said, sipping slowly, “I’ve never known you so bored. Take up golf. Bowls. Reading.”


      Ruby stuck her tongue out. “Bowls would break my back with all that bending. I hate golf. And I do read. Sometimes. And stop thinking I’m some poor dithering old lump who needs help.”


      “That’s exactly what we all are,” Sylvia said, looking over the tomato smears on her glass. “We all need help. I can’t see a thing without my lenses, and I can’t even get out of bed without a kick from Harry.”


      But she was no longer looking at Ruby. She was watching the small and faded woman in pink who had finally moved away from her concentration on one machine, its repetitive dingle suddenly silent.  The woman stared around, her glazed stare seemingly blind.


      “What now?” Ruby demanded, attempting to catch Sylvia’s attention.


      “Umm?” Sylvia shook her head. “Nothing. Nice drink. Relaxing. But some people just seem lost, wandering around waiting for money to hurtle into their hands. Like that funny little woman in grubby pink. I don’t suppose you know her?”


      “You think I live half my life in a dump like this?” Ruby glared, and Sylvia laughed. Ruby relaxed and smiled back. “I don’t come here very often,” she said. “I never gamble. Actually, I’d feel silly, and I don’t really know where to put the money. Daft, isn’t it. But I like this little bar, and I like the cheap cocktails, I like being in a crowd. So yes, I’ve seen that woman before. I think she comes here a lot, but I’ve never spoken to her.”


      “She looks”, Sylvia thought a moment, then said, “tragic. Alone. Miserable. Penniless.”


      “Penniless I expect because all her pension goes in the fruit machines.”


      The woman kept walking, very slowly, watching for a machine that attracted her. What her criteria was, Sylvia could not tell nor wanted to. But it was certainly not aimless. After a generalised patter around the room, the woman made her choice, sat in front of a large shining splash of colour and patterns, she pulled her hand from her coat pocket, peered down to count the remaining opportunities, and pushed the first one into the machine’s slot. She pressed the button. Clang. The colours whirled with intense noise. The woman pushed in another disc. Whir, clank, buzz, stop. The woman inhaled deeply but didn’t pause. She slotted in her next coin.


      Sylvia related an old story to Ruby, laughing over both their first husbands and trivialising the horrible details. “He brought a huge sack of potatoes. How would we ever get through that many? That sack would keep a fish and chip shop going for a month. And the silly man didn’t even like mash. But I was so overwhelmed that he’d actually done what I asked, and walked into a greengrocer’s, well, I just thanked him and told him he was a saint. Actually, he was a pig, but I found that out later.”


      “My Rod was a saint,” Ruby sighed.


      “Oh hell.” Sylvia shook her head. “You know he wasn’t. And you hardly ever even saw the man. And you admitted ages ago that he had no end of affairs. He wasn’t ever faithful and jumped into bed with any girl who smiled.”


      “Well, I wasn’t there watching.”


      “Just as well. But I bet you saw it all published in the Mirror.” Ruby looked away. Sylvia returned to watching the pink woman. She had stopped playing the fruit machines entirely, and now looked so lost that Sylvia turned to Ruby again. “I think that woman’s chucked her last penny down the drain. But she hasn’t even walked out. Time she went home, but she hasn’t.”


      “Probably forgotten where her home is.” Ruby wasn’t really interested. “Or now she’s broke and doesn’t dare face her husband.”


      With a sudden scrape of chair legs over the floorboards, Sylvia stood and wandered down the three steps to the dismal floor of chance. The pink coated woman still trotting from one corner to another, her hands clasped before her, the handle of her small handbag clutched between her fingers. Sylvia walked over, stood at her side, and bent down to the small woman’s worried little face. “I don’t want to interrupt whatever you’re doing,” she said softly, “but I’m here with my friend, just having a drink. Would you care to join us?”


      A puzzled fear overtook the small woman’s face. Sylvia waited. Eventually and with a quiver in her voice, the woman whispered, “I’m sorry. I can’t.”


      “I’d love to buy you a drink, or a snack,” Sylvia persisted. “Would you allow that? We’re of about the same age, as I’m sure you can see. It would be lovely just to chat to a new friend.”


      A slow smile oozed into the woman’s eyes. “Really? I should be – so very – happy. Yes. Yes please.”


      With a gentle hand, Sylvia led her to the table where Ruby looked positively shocked and was muttering under her breath. “This is my lovely friend Ruby,” Sylvia said. “And I’m Sylvia. Can we know your name?”


      Sitting, smiling wider and wider as though transfixed by joy and compliments, the woman said, “I’m Iris. Iris Little.  Hello Sylvia and hello Ruby. How absolutely lovely to meet you. I don’t meet people very often, so I’m not very good at chatting, I’m afraid.”


      Having now come closer, Sylvia could see that the pale pink coat was thin nylon, stained in several places, and both the hem and the lining were fraying and slightly torn. Although having come from a bitter winter’s sleet outside, the woman wore neither hat nor gloves, although she had a thin knitted scarf wrapped several times around her neck. A few less visible matters became immediately obvious. “It’s the perfect time for a snack, I think, and a good hot drink. I’m horribly hungry. I’ll call for the menu.”


      Ruby gave a suspicious frown. “Menu? Food? Here?”


      “Well, we could go somewhere else. There’s a small restaurant down the road. But it’s still raining so we’d have to hurry. Please come, Iris. It’s such a pleasure to make new friends.”


      “Freezing and soaking, and far too early for dinner, far too late for lunch, and surely Harry will be looking for you?”


      “We’ll get a taxi home from the café,” Sylvia agreed, and turned again to Iris. “Where do you live, my dear Iris? Will your husband be waiting?”


      The woman seemed unable to answer, not yet having made up her mind regarding disclosure. Eventually she stared down at the table. “I don’t have a husband. He left me.” Pausing, then embarrassed by the short silence, Iris twisted her fingers together. Finally she admitted,  “And I don’t have a house. The landlord took it away. It was my fault. I stopped paying the rent. I mean, it was all my fault. I accept that.”


      “Where do you sleep?” Even Ruby was shocked.


      “In the station,” Iris said, half whisper. “It’s covered and sheltered. I wait until all the trains have stopped.” Her voice sank lower. “I wait in the toilets until they lock up. Then I come into the waiting room. I sleep on the chairs.”


      “Well, that makes it easy,” said Sylvia. “Forget that.  Please come home with us and have dinner. There’s one empty room upstairs, and I’ll talk to Lavender about it. I’m sure we can arrange something. In the meantime, dinner is always excellent. Wine. Coffee. Central heating in some parts, and a roaring fire in others. How does that sound?”


      She stuttered. “I don’t want to be –”


      “You’re not a nuisance,” Sylvia insisted. “It was me who approached you. You didn’t ask for a thing. But I live in a very nice place, and there’s room for more.”


      Ruby clicked her tongue. “Lavender won’t like it.”


      “Lavender,” said Sylvia, “can lump it.”
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      “I pretend I have an address,” Iris said, huddled gratefully by the fire, a cup of coffee like a hot water bottle between her small wrinkled hands. “That makes me eligible, so I have a pension book. Every fortnight I get a little money. I can pay my rent.”


      “They don’t charge rent here,” said Stella. “It’s a long story, but no need to explain. But with the pension, couldn’t you have rented something already?”


      Iris had a small bundle of soft grey hair which appeared to sit as it wished, and ignore combs and hair brushes. She stared through whitening wisps. “I spend it all – in the machines.”


      “Those disgusting fruit machines?” That was Ruby,


      Iris nodded, blushing. “I’m so ashamed. But I can’t help it. I just have to try. One day I know I’ll win something big enough for a house and meals on wheels, and then a decent funeral. I don’t know anyone anymore so no one will come, but I won’t care. I shall sleep peacefully in my coffin.”


      “Oh bloody hell,” said Ruby.


      Harry had joined them an hour previously as dinner was served. “I’ve arranged everything with Lavender,” he said. “There’s a bedroom with ensuite, used to be where our maid Pam slept. Comfortable, I think, and only one flight of stairs. And breakfast gets served down here tomorrow morning around eight, the smell of fried bacon wakes us all. Breakfast and a good hot cup of tea, and that’s the best start to any day.”


      Iris coloured. “My pension comes on every second Thursday, but that’s nearly a fortnight away. If I could just – ”


      “I’ll show you up there,” said Stella, leaning over the back of the large flowered couch. “I know the room well. I was a friend of Pam’s.”


      “She left?”


      “Yes, in a way.” No one was willing to explain. Iris was too frail and vulnerable to talk of wanton murder. She trotted off behind Stella.


      Ruby shook her head. “She’s addicted to gambling, that silly old thing. I bet she was thrown out of her home because she gambled her money away instead of paying rent. Yet now homeless, we met her back in the casino. And at that age too. I’ve no time for people like that.”


      “I knew someone else with a gambling addiction a long time ago,” Sylvia said. “Though that was betting on the horses. It’s not as easy to break that habit as you might suppose. But it doesn't matter, my dear Bluebell. Bluebells and Irises have never mixed.”


      It was later and in bed that Harry snuggled up, slipped both warm arms around Sylvia’s waist, and murmured into her ear, “Lavender was easier than I expected. But this woman can’t just stay here free forever without doing anything in return. And she’s surely too old to work. And every pension day she’ll disappear back to the casino.”


      “We all need help sometimes,” Sylvia sniffed. “But I suppose we’ll have to cart her off for therapy or something else equally useless.”


      “How cynical of you, my love.”


      “But someone that age can’t sleep on the street.”


      “Lavender said she can stay a week,” Harry added. “So we can think about it in the morning.”
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      The bakery and cake shop opened bright and early on a dull and overcast Monday. The winds had swept down from the hills, carrying ice in their hearts. With a huge navy cashmere scarf up to her nose, and the little navy cap drawn down, the only part of Sylvia visible was a pair of brightly attentive eyes.


      The shop was well heated, and Sylvia relaxed. “I thought I’d buy some lovely fresh bread,” she said, “and a multitude of small cakes. Harry and I will have one each, and Ruby will probably eat three. Then there’s Stella and Arnold, and perhaps Percival and Amy, and we have a new guest who needs feeding up. So three for Iris. Perhaps David. Maybe Arthur. Oh, others will crowd around so I might as well buy everything.”


      Kate laughed. “Two hundred?”


      “Fifty. And we can fight over them.” She fished for money, gloved fingers fumbling. “And how’s Maurice? And what about your brother-in-law? Has he gone back to Dubai yet?”


      Kate seemed to consider as if deciding how much to divulge. “No, he’s still here,” she said finally. “But he might not like people knowing that. Likes to keep his business to himself. “


      She wondered why Kate had bothered to tell her. “You must all come to dinner, and bring Mia. And whatshisname, if he’ll come.”


      Wrapping several large blue boxes of mixed cakes, Kate smiled. “Mark wouldn’t ever come. But you’d know him if you saw him. He’s coming to visit Maurice on Wednesday. Fishing perhaps. They both like the cold weather. I suppose living in Dubai really puts you off the heat forever.”


      “I expect everything’s air-conditioned.” Sylvia accepted the boxes piled into two large carrier bags. “But I wouldn’t mind a week in Dubai. Frankly, I’m sick of freezing.”


      “I think it’s going to snow,” Kate decided


      The snow floated in delicate white petals, never reaching the ground but dissolving into the wind before discovering the ice below. It was a short walk back to Rochester Manor, but Sylvia was already crested in soft white crystals, and a wet silver sheen coated the tip of her nose.


      Having bustled indoors, she handed the boxes of cakes to Lavender and asked how Iris Little was doing.” Make sure she gets at least one of these cakes, Lavender dear. And do help yourself too. So where is she? Keeping warm, I hope.”


      “Oh, well,” Lavender scrummaged in the large dresser for a platter huge enough for spreading fifty cakes. “Actually, Mrs Joyce, I’m afraid she’s left. She walked out an hour past.”


      Since Lavender only called the residents by their surnames and titles when she knew they were about to complain, Sylvia guessed what would be said next. “She left an explanation of where she’s going? And why did she leave so abruptly, anyway? She should at least have stayed to thank me and say goodbye.”


      “She said goodbye to Mr Joyce, and asked him to thank you on her behalf.” Lavender nodded vigorously, trying to look innocent.


      “Did you throw her out? It was sweet of you to take her for one free night,” Sylvia said, “but I thought you said she could stay a week. But it’s up to you, my dear. Unless someone puts the old dear up in their own rooms, the decision is yours.”


      She sat down. “The cakes look wonderful.”


      “What an avoidance,” Sylvia sighed. “What did she do? Did you catch her stealing or something?”


      Staring at Sylvia, Lavender eventually said, “She wet the bed.”


      Sylvia smiled. “Don’t old people do that occasionally? She’d had a glass of wine and three cups of tea. Don’t we all pee ourselves when we cough?”


      Looking a little ashamed of herself, Lavender said, “I knocked on her door, taking her a morning coffee, to tell her breakfast was available downstairs. She didn’t answer, so I was worried and opened the door. She was wearing that horrid old coat as a dressing gown, but she was naked underneath. Gosh, that was a dreadful sight. The wet sheet was in a pile on the floor, and the mattress smelled vile. I couldn’t help it, I just put the coffee on the table and said she should leave within the hour. She was gone in ten minutes.”


      “Oh dear, no breakfast?”


      Lavender shook her head. Sylvia didn’t argue. Harry was waiting for her at the breakfast table. “I presume you know?” he asked.


      “About Iris? Yes, I do. Such a shame. Any idea where she went?”


      “No.” Harry stood, ready to bring back scalding tea. “But we can search the station tonight.”


      “The wretched woman will freeze to death.” Harry brought the tea, poured from the buffet bar into their own personal mugs. They both sipped the tea and breathed in the steam. “But you know the reason I went to see Kate, apart from spending a ridiculous fortune on cakes for mid-morning – and I now think you’re right.”


      Harry was interested, leaning forwards over the table. “What did she say?”


      “Big Brother Mark’s still here, but won’t be showing up here for a dinner invitation. Most importantly, this Wednesday, he’s going to her house to pick up Maurice and go off together. Now, why did she go into that sort of detail? I didn’t even ask.”


      “And the vague but fascinating C-U.”


      “Oh – more,” remembered Sylvia. “Telling us about his other house and even the original facts about his arrival.” Sylvia finished her tea, and smiled hopefully at Harry for a refill, pushing her empty mug across the table towards him. “And it’s just so obvious now. Kate is busy giving clues, even though she can’t risk telling us outright. Clearly, she doesn’t approve of Mark. Perhaps she thinks he’s a bad example for Maurice and Mia. Or perhaps she just doesn’t like him.”


      Harry dutifully rose, two mugs ready for more tea. “Well, she knows full well that we’re friends with Morrison. Clearly we tell him everything.”


      “Which is what we’re going to do this afternoon.”


      “Well,” Harry smiled, “he’ll tell us, as usual, that chasing Mark Howard isn’t his responsibility. He’s after the Chimney Killer, and that’s that. But he’ll be secretly delighted and rush off to tell everything to the other lot who are after money launderers.”


      Sylvia waited for Harry and the rest of breakfast. She wondered if Kate knew about the money laundering and disapproved, or whether she was simply naïve. No, she knew exactly what she was doing. The clues were clearly intentional. “Thanks, love.” Tea, piping hot, scrambled eggs and toast, and a small tub of garlicky mushrooms as an extra.


      “Of course, we’ve never met the man. I like Maurice, but he often seems secretive. “


      They shared the mushrooms. Sylvia said, mouth full, “Mark must be mixing with worldwide drug dealers, gun smugglers and top class crooks. That’s the basis for money laundering, isn’t it? So I dislike him without having to meet him. Yes, I’m more interested in finding Eve Daish, but this is important too.”


      “Of course it is.” Harry ate everything and then buttered more toast. “In a way, this crime is worse. Eve’s one person. I hope she’s fine, but she might be dead. What this Mark Howard’s doing is encouraging some of the biggest criminals in the world. They could cause the death of thousands.”


      “A man like that has to be ruthless. He won’t care about the end result, only his own profits.”


      Sylvia finished her tea but couldn’t face the rest of the food. “He might have killed people too – in his line of work. Perhaps Kate knows and wants him caught. But she has to be careful. If Maurice finds out, he’d be angry. Twins must love each other however different their characters.”


      “So we inform Morrison. But we don’t implicate anyone else. That’s all we can do.” The crunch of the toast made Sylvia shiver.


      “Much obliged,” Morrison told them later that afternoon. “This is exceedingly helpful.” His delight seemed genuine. Wearing a thick grey ribbed jumper with the collar of a brilliant yellow shirt sticking out at the neck, over deep brown trousers and sturdy black boots, the senior detective looked as though he had dressed that morning exclusively from the rubbish pile. Yet above the mismatched clothes, his smile was infectious. “This is going to please the entire station.”


      “Talking of stations,” said Sylvia abruptly, “I don’t suppose you ever have anything to do with down and outs? I mean, we met a really miserable old soul called Iris Little, who has a terrible gambling addiction, sleeps wherever she can, and in this weather too, and seems to survive without food. Her pension goes in the fruit machines.”


      Surprised, Morrison paused, half a dozen papers still in his hands. “An abrupt change of subject, Sylvia,” he noted. “No, the name means nothing to me, and it’s certainly not my jurisdiction. If anything like that comes too close to ignore, I refer it to the Salvation Army, the local home for the elderly and mentally unstable, or the nearest psychiatrist.”


      “We brought her home with us for a good feed and a warm bed,” said Sylvia. “But something upset her, and she disappeared. I’m worried. She was so sad and so lost.”


      “Most kind.” Morrison narrowed his eyes. “There but for the grace of God go I?” But he smiled. “The old people’s home has a good reputation, but if someone insists on wandering off to the nearest gambling den, then they can’t forbid it. Nor will the casino agree to forbid entry. Counselling might help.”


      “We thought of that.”


      “Find her, and bring her to my place,” Morrison said. “Peggy will gladly feed her. She can sleep on the sofa. Then I can sort out a few other options.” They thanked him, and he smiled again. “You’re proving as helpful as last time,” he added. “The least I can do is pretend to be helpful in return.”


      It was still snowing as Sylvia and Harry waited in the entrance for the police car which Darcey had arranged to take them home. It had begun to settle, a thin coat of white veneered the pavement. It floated so slowly, so tentative and so pretty that looking up into its pearlized birth seemed like watching a white tulle party.


      The car tyres splashed through the first melt. “Well, at least life’s getting eccentrically busy,” Sylvia said, brushing the splashes from her long navy trench coat.


      “Which reminds me,” said Harry, climbing into the back of the car, “I’d love to know what Lionel Sullivan’s up to now.”
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      It was a flash BMW and still managed to look clean and gleaming beneath the snowfall. She was glad when it stopped. A rich victim was just what she needed. The driver looked old and ugly, so easy game for bartering the usual in exchange for a good meal, a few quid, and perhaps even move into a posh house for a few days. Then she’d nick whatever she could, and get back to her mother’s B & B. In the meantime, she was just hoping for a lift to Oxford.


      The man opened the front passenger window, leaned over to talk through it, and offered the help she’d hoped for. “Too cold for walking, miss,” said the man. “Where are you aiming?”


      “Vilmer Road, Oxford,” replied the girl, Peering over and peeping back over the open car window “But just halfway there would be a help. Somewhere to stay the night out of the snow. Or a roadside cafe. Anything would help, mister. I’d be ever so grateful.”


      “Would you now?” said the man, almost licking his lips. “Hop in, then, and we’ll see what can be arranged.”


      Central locking from inside the car was one of the greatest blessings.  Lionel Sullivan ensured that neither door nor window could any longer assist in escape. The girl was not yet considering escape. She sat in the front passenger seat, ensured that her coat fell open and showed her thighs, and smiled. “I’m Candy. Thanks so much for this, It’s such a help. Isn’t the weather rotten? Nearly March, and it’s as cold as January.”


      It had been great good luck and a boost to Lionel’s confidence. During the days of the old shed when he had felt his success to be at its height, it had still taken days of roaming back lanes before finding any young woman who might accept a lift. But this time, his first attempt after the escape from prison, it had been easier than ever. True, he’d stolen an impressive car, and once this girl was dead he’d have to get rid of it. He couldn’t risk using the same car again, for the police would have a record of the theft, and they’d be looking. But that was unimportant. Instead, he was dreaming of a week’s pleasure, the first in two years, and already his whole groin throbbed and tingled. He could hear his heartbeat pump fast and loud and imperative. Excitement was so much better than food.


      And he had a shed, ready and waiting. It was less than half the size of his previous haven, but it was solid and isolated from houses. His store of equipment had gone, of course, but he had a knife, and there was an old spade and a rake in the shed along with piles of dirty old straw. He licked his lips, dreaming of the thrill to come.


      “What’s your name, Love?” Candy asked.


      Lionel thought a moment. Then he said, “Carlos. And I’m pleased to meet you. Let’s get somewhere warm, you must be shivering.”


      “I am.” She was. “A hot cup of tea, that’s what I need.”


      After a short calculation of probabilities, Lionel said, “And how about a quick cuddle or two?”


      Candy giggled. “I won’t object to that.”


      “How about a deal, then?” Lionel continued carefully. “I can’t take you home, because my wife’ll be waiting. But there’s a cosy little shed on my property, warm and snug. We’ll get to know each other better for a pleasant half hour or so, then I’ll drive you to a very good restaurant I know. I’ll feed you up against the cold, then I’ll drive you wherever you want. How’s that for a good deal?”


      “Sounds fine to me.” It did, and Candy felt her luck was changing. She’d be back at her mother’s house in Oxford by midnight after a fabulous meal, with maybe a few quid in hand. She didn’t fancy the half hour in the shed with this bloke since he was hideously ugly, but he was polite and kind enough. She’d put up with what seemed a fair bargain.


      Until she saw the shed. “Yes, a little small,” Lionel apologised.  “But warm and comfy inside. Come and see.” He drove over the uncut grassy paddock and parked beside the little wooden barn.


      Candy remembered something. A couple of years back there had been a maniac in the area, and he had later been known as the Ripper in the Shed. And he’d been an ugly brute with giant hands. She looked at this man’s hands on the steering wheel. “No, sorry,” she said quickly. “I’ve just remembered, I have to hurry. Sorry – I know it’s a cheek, but either drive on, or I’ll go and get another lift. I can’t stay. I – don’t like sheds.” And she grabbed the door handle beside her. It didn’t budge. The car was locked. She gulped. “Let me out.”


      The driver was shaking his head. “Too late, my girl.” He unclipped the central locking, turned and grabbed Candy with both hands hard around her throat.
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      Niles Daish rang the bell at Rochester Manor, then waited patiently on the wide pillared doorstep as a wild confusion of snow blew onto his back and down his coat collar.


      Lavender let him in and called Harry. Then she pottered back into the dining room, finding Sylvia kicking at the unresponsive fire.


      “Damp logs.”


      “Snow got into the woodshed,” explained Lavender. “Now there’s a young man asking for you and Harry. I saw Harry go out to the garage earlier, but I’ve called him. The young man says he’s Niles Daish.”


      Once everyone had settled, she brought in a steaming teapot and a plate of biscuits. There were no cakes left over from Sylvia’s visit to Kate’s bakery the day before. The fire had finally taken pity on his roomful of chilly inmates and was blazing into fantasy fairy-tale shadows. Niles leaned back and rubbed his hands together. “They think it’s me,” he said. “I’ve been followed to work, followed home, followed to the pub and followed even to the Post Office. Tis like being stalked. I care loads for my sister. Evie’s me favourite. I don’t go killing nobody. Tis not me character.”


      “Unfortunately,” said Harry, “domestic violence – well, I don’t know the statistics. But when a girl goes missing, it’s usually her father, husband or brother that killed her. So they’re jumping to conclusions. But they haven’t arrested you. So there’s hope. Well, far more than hope. But I’m afraid Sylvia and I haven’t found a single real clue as yet.”


      Niles ignored the tea. “It’s the Chimney Killer, isn’t it? My lovely Evie’s dead. I reckon you know already, and you’re keeping quiet just to keep me happy.”


      Both Harry and Sylvia shook their heads with emphasis. While Harry finished his tea, Sylvia took a deep breath. “Dear Niles,” she said, “there is a risk that she’s been kidnapped. Not dead perhaps, but unable to escape. We have absolutely no proof of her death, nor that she’s been taken by anyone in particular. And we haven’t stopped looking. But like you, we just don’t know where to look. The police have exhausted the search along her normal route home. We’ve gone over all the fields and farms, even along the banks of the Torr and into the next village. There’s no sign of any accident nor any burial. We haven’t stopped looking, I promise. But where to look next?”


      “Is anyone,” Niles was almost frightened to say it, “still guarding the house with the chimney? She could be there, couldn’t she! I mean, locked up. Or – even worse.”


      Once again both Sylvia and Harry shook their heads. “No, absolutely not,” Sylvia said, as Harry changed his shake to a nod. “As far as anyone can tell, that house hasn’t been used by anyone for several years. And the police have checked it over and over and over. They’ve been trundling around in their plastic forensic suits for weeks, pulling every corner apart. The tunnel that led to the cellar has gone. But the police still guard the house, front and back.”


      Niles sniffed. “And the bodies they found? Not possible – or is it?”


      “It’s not. Every single wretched thing they found had been there for years. “


      It was Norman Syrett, not Sylvia’s favourite neighbour, who wandered over and interrupted. “I couldn’t help hearing,,” he said, “and it won’t be you the coppers suspect, you know It’s always the husband or the boyfriend. You wait and see. They’ll nab that fellow who was dating your sister. Can’t remember his name.”


      “Brian Orbos.”


      “There you are,” said Norman, and plodded off.


      “We know the officer in charge of the chimney stuff,” Sylvia said quickly. “And he talks to us.  He doesn’t suspect anyone yet and certainly not you.”


      “And our Evie?”


      Sighing, Sylvia shook her head yet again. “No sign. No clues. But they’re searching everywhere, and so are we. We’ll find her, alive and well.”


      “She won’t be well, will she, my poor little Evie,” Niles said, standing with some reluctance. “Locked up for all this time? And what they done to her, then? No bugger is gonna lock up a pretty girl just to look at her.”


      They both saw him to the door and asked Arthur to give him a lift home. The snow was heavier, and the wind whistled through the trees, blowing the snow crystals into bustling clouds. The pretty white cloak of hush that comes with the noiseless flight of the snow had now turned to a ferocious whine.


      As Niles drove off with Arthur, Harry turned to Sylvia, shutting the door quickly against the encroaching freeze. “We haven’t tried hard enough,” he said. “So much misery. So much despair. Even that poor little woman Iris.”


      “She brought it on herself,” said Lavender, head in the air as she passed them in the corridor, holding a pile of ironed table cloths.


      Sylvia ignored her. “Well, we went to the station and she wasn’t there. I’m hoping she found a friend or a relative. As for Evie, where do we look, my love? Every house from here to Cheltenham, and then every house in Cheltenham too. Not to mention moving on to Gloucester.”


      “Well, perhaps we should,” said Harry abruptly. “Morrison says he can’t, but that’s probably because of his budget. We don’t have a budget, and it doesn’t cost us a thing except a little petrol. Morrison probably thinks he’d offend half the county too, but we don’t care about that either. Or at least, I don’t.”


      “When have I ever worried about offending people?” Sylvia flopped down on the armchair in the smaller living room where the fire blazed without pause. “But it’s no point, is it? I mean, what do we ask? ‘Excuse me, have you got a young girl imprisoned in your cellar or attic?‘  Or just, ‘Can we search your house from top to bottom?”


      “But what Niles said is true, isn’t it,” muttered Harry. “That poor girl will be raped and beaten. How long now? Three weeks? Four?”


      “Five.”


      “So she probably is dead by now.”
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        * * *


      


      Under the white furry rug, Eve curled and hugged herself, trying not to cry. The shivering was more from cold than fear, but the insistent tears were for pain and utter hopeless misery. Master had suddenly turned more dangerous and Eve feared she might bleed to death, or he would purposefully kill her.


      She had been a fool and blamed herself. They had been talking. Placid, unconcerned and even, within the boundaries Master could cope with, friendly.


      “Tis a new house,” Master said. “I likes it better.”


      “Is it a house you own?” Eve had asked. She didn’t care and asked only to be attentive. In fact, she was watching the spider on the ceiling. It suspected ill will and had frozen, playing dead. Eve wished she could do the same. “Is it nice upstairs?”


      Master had scowled. “Why? I doesn’t see upstairs much. Wot’s it got to do with you? You won’t never see it.”


      She grunted. “I just wanted to know you were – comfortable. Happy.”


      He thought about this for some time. Finally he said, “None o’ your business.”


      She should have kept quiet then and knew it now. But instead, she had continued, saying, “You’re my good master. I want you to be happy. Number One looks after you, doesn’t he?”


      Then he had slapped her hard across the face, making her ears ring. She had shrunk back against the pillows, clamping her mouth shut. But it was too late. “Wot you know about Number One?” Master demanded.


      “Nothing.” Then she had an idea. Even at the time she knew it to be stupid, but could not resist the temptation. It could – just might – be a path to release. “I do know who he is,” she said softly. “I knew him when he offered me a lift in his car. Then he made me go to sleep and I woke up here. But I wouldn’t ever have got in the car if I hadn’t known and trusted him. I liked him. I thought he was a good man.”


      “He’s a mighty good man,” Master said between his teeth. “Say it. Go on. You says it now and loud.”


      Obedience, she hoped, would as usual keep her safe. She said that Number One was a mighty good man. She said it three times and lastly shouted the words again. Then she saw the expression in Master’s eyes, and she huddled, pulling the rug over her face. But he grabbed one of her hands, and held it between both of his own, taking one finger, he twisted it suddenly, and Eve heard the snap and felt the pain. She screamed. “Shut up,” shrieked Master, but he twisted the second finger, and it too snapped. Then he broke her third. Finally, her little finger snapped beneath his fierce twist. Every finger except her thumb was broken at its lower joint. Eve sobbed, choking. The pain shot through each finger and up her arm.


      “You says that name again,” Master roared into her eyes, his teeth nearly on her nose and his spittle mixing with her tears, “and I reckon I’ll cut one o’ yer fingers off altogether. One by one, maybe. Cut, cut, cut. I done that to Sharpton. Cheeky, she was, so I cuts all her fingers off one hand. Squealed and squealed, she did, and I liked that. I got a good knife for carving. Will use it on you if you says that name again. And if Number One hears, reckon he’s gonna kill you there and then.”


      He marched out and she realised immediately how idiotic she had been. Brainless. To admit knowing the man. She felt she deserved to die, and hoped simply that it would be quick. For a while, she had lost consciousness, her legs like water, toppling to the bed but still cradling her mangled fingers.


      She did not see Master again for two days, and that was a blessing although she grew bitterly hungry and thirst plagued her like a haunted nightmare: the endless hours of nothing, the restrictions on her movements and the difficulty of no toilet, little food and nothing to do until Master came, and then that was even worse. Indeed, when Master entered and the door slammed open, he snapped on the light. A bare bulb swung from the ceiling and its light lit the small room in all its dingy detail. But when Master left, so did the light. Darkness sank down each time the door clicked its lock, and she was forced once again to retreat into the hopelessness of night. Black as pitch and quiet as death. This could last for days. The broken fingers shot agonising pain up her arm, and as she found nothing to act as a sling, she walked constantly with one hand around the other.


      The bones knitted, but not prettily. She could hold nothing.


      It was death she considered. This  often seemed the only solution, especially when the gnawing cramps of bitter hunger made her curl and writhe, her throat rasping dry. She considered several possibilities and tearing up the blankets to plait for a noose was one. But no ceiling beams existed, and so there was nothing there to attach the hand made rope. Instead, she was held by the ankle with a metal chain strong enough for strangulation – if only she could keep pulling while choking and gasping for breath. But she could not.  That chain, and she practised this, could be wrapped around her neck.  But at each attempt, she would fall, and the chain would also fall slack.


      Between her desperate tears, Eve attempted something else.
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        * * *


      


      “One day Niles,” said Harry, “and the next day this.”


      “Who is it?”


      Sylvia was calling down from the top of the deep red carpeted staircase, replete with a balustrade of highly polished wood. Sylvia had often wondered if she could slide down it. She saw the top of Harry’s head coming from the front door along the passage to the living room. Behind him bobbed a crimson bonnet with a pom-pom. Then she realised who it was and ducked back into her own bedroom. “Bother,” she muttered to herself, “bloody Sullivan’s wife.”


      Downstairs Harry ordered tea and biscuits. David took the order and grinned hopefully. “We got more cake?” he asked.


      Harry shook his head. “To be honest, I’m getting a little tired of cake.”


      David looked disappointed but scampered off to the kitchen. He was wearing his ‘I’m being good” face. He reappeared balancing the tray of teapot, mugs, and the plate of biscuits. David put the tray down extremely carefully on the small table, grabbed a quick biscuit from the plate, and hurried off.  Sylvia came in briskly with a whisk of navy silk.


      “Joyce, how nice to see you again. We see you occasionally on the television. Has that helped in any way? Or better still, any news of your husband?”


      “My ex-husband.” Joyce flopped down, having shrugged off her snow speckled coat, and dropping it over the back of the sofa. “I’ve not seen him, thank the Lord,” she said. “But I’ve heard from him. It gave me the creeps.”


      “He phoned you? How? What number?”


      “No,”  Joyce spoke softly but fast. She was worried sick. “The bastard messaged me, You know, on Facebook. A sick message, though most people wouldn’t know what it meant.”


      “So tell us.” Sylvia poured the tea. Harry sat forwards, hands between his knees.


      Joyce looked reluctant, but took the tea and started to sip. “I’ve got the tablet in me bag. I’ll show you afterwards. It says look, here – ‘Baggy pants, I almost miss you. Must talk. Things of interest to tell you. Must meet.’ “


      “I’m amazed he found a way of contacting you,” Harry muttered.


      “It’s an old tablet,” Joyce admitted. “I got a new one, and a new phone and nothing Lionel can trace. But this old tablet – well it has photos I love and nice memories, so I kept it.”


      “Some of those interviews on TV were a bit traceable,” Sylvia told her. “Are you still doing that?”


      “No.” Joyce tapped her fingertips on the tablet screen, still flickering on her lap. “I always knew it was a bit naughty. But - ,” and she looked miserable, “I wanted to be me, you see. Not just a poor bedraggled little old lady who always did as she was told because she was frightened of her husband. I thought, well, a little notoriety might bring some money. I’m poor as a church mouse. Lionel never gave me more than a few pounds out of his wages. He hoarded it, and now it’s gone.”


      “Gone where?”


      But she had no idea. “I’m on social security and a free pizza every now and again from those coppers who share the safe house with me. I hate them being there. I hate not having my own home. I hate being frightened all the time, and poor, and miserable, and lonely. Being married to that pig was horrible, and I was so glad when he was arrested. But now – it’s almost as bad.”


      Both Harry and Sylvia stared at her. Mumbling, almost to himself, Harry said, “Bloody life. It’s so twisted. There’s Eve, and her poor mother and father, and the brother too. You, Joyce, and those girls in the past. Shit. I mean, I feel guilty being happy.”


      Sylvia turned to him. “You were miserable too, for years.” The night before they had talked for a long time through the sweaty steam of their bathroom. Sylvia had been in the bath, sitting clutching her sponge, bubbles popping on the water’s surface, soapy shampoo in her hair and drip dripping back down her face, over her partly submerged breasts and back into the water. Her knees popped out halfway down the bath, pink and sudsy.  Harry had sat on the edge of the bath, looking down at her, fully dressed. But his woolly jumper was wilting in the steam. They had talked for hours about themselves, about the mock-Tudor house and the vile discovery in the chimney, about Lionel Sullivan’s crimes, and about Eve Daish.


      Now Sylvia said, “Joyce, you should write a book. That other one, did you read it? I suppose you wouldn’t want to. About Lionel and the murders. By someone called Stoker. But he made a fortune. I could help you a little if you’d like, and so would Harry. But you could write such a deep, knowledgeable and plaintive book about your side and how everything happened. People read that sort of thing.”


      “None of us know what makes a killer kill,” Harry continued. “You know a bit more about that than anyone else.”


      “I don’t,” Joyce Sullivan said. “He never explained anything to me. He just hit me. If I cooked a dinner he didn’t like, he threw it at me. He beat me badly sometimes. Even early on when he said he loved me. It was control, I suppose. He told me what to wear and what to say. He told me where to go and made me stay at home almost all the time. Even when I didn’t see him for weeks, I felt I had to obey his last orders. He watched me from the windows of our house or even the corner of the street. If he saw me talk to anyone, he beat me when I got home. Even if someone asked me where the Post Office was, I had to put my head down, shut my mouth tight, and hurry away.”


      “I don’t blame you for trying to kill him.” Harry had been there. “I watched him go into paroxysms. You saved my life.”


      „So you believe it’s power.“ Sylvia was thinking aloud. „So the killers are the people who actually feel pathetic and weak inside and have to prove their value?“


      Joyce went suddenly quiet and looked at her thickly stockinged feet. “I hated him so much.” She had gone very pink and looked up again. “Please don’t tell the police,” she whispered. “They might put me in prison too. They might put me next to – him.”


      “That wouldn’t ever happen,” Sylvia told Joyce. “Men and women are strictly separated, but anyway, I think the police know, but they won’t make a declaration of it. They’ve let the information drop.  You’re safe, Joyce. Write that book. He must have been a nightmare.”


      “I still have nightmares about him. The things he made me do. The things he did to me.”


      “And whatever else you do,” said Sylvia quickly, “don’t go and meet him. Not even with the police hiding around the corner. Not worth the risk.” Sylvia had allowed her tea to go cold. She sipped it, missing the bite of heat that she loved, and decided to leave it.  “You weren’t thinking of meeting him, were you?”


      “I was.” Joyce tucked the tablet back in her large plastic handbag. “Maybe the only way to catch him, don’t you think? I’d tell the cops first. The police would be all over the place.”


      “And Lionel would know that, and have some horrible plan worked out to hurt you while he kept himself hidden. Don’t go. Don’t even reply.”


      “Alright.” Joyce sighed. She did not admit that she had already replied, and had already agreed to meet him. She had planned to go to the police immediately after speaking to Harry and Sylvia, but now she wondered whether she should avoid that too. All they might do is tell her off and call her a fool.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Eighteen
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      Morrison sat on the small graffitied table, one foot up on the adjacent chair, his elbow to his knee, while he regarded the team of men staring back at him within the briefing room. The walls were covered in photos, maps, and printed lists. One list began with Niles Daish. Another began with Lionel Sullivan. But the photos were all of the mock-Tudor house out on the other side of the village, and the bodies discovered in the chimney and beneath the bushes.


      But it was Nick Ostopolis who was talking. He addressed the homicide squad with faint apology. “My autopsy report went out some time ago, and you’ve all read it. There’s three files of semen, sharing exactly the same DNA, but with no connection to anyone on our files. Some samples were already contaminated – well, you know all about that, and we still have no suspect. But anyone, anyone at all, that any of you bring in for questioning, you must ask for a DNA sample, and if they refuse, then you ask if they mind being suspected of multiple and perverted homicide. Take the sample anyway. Order a cup of tea, and pass the cup carefully over to forensics. Permit smoking – that tip is thick with DNA. I can get a sample off a pinprick.”


      “True, sir?”


      “If there’s blood or skin, yes. Saliva – yes. Fingerprints, sweat, any bodily fluid, yes.”


      “We’ve found no more bodies, as you know,” Morrison added. “But no bastard who kills to that extent is going to stop unless he dies or gets seriously ill.”


      D.C. Whitehead bit his lip. “Well, Boss. That freak Sullivan stopped for some years when he first got married.”


      “Lord knows what he did to his poor wife to help stifle the urges.”


      “She’s in safekeeping, but he’s free.”


      “It’s not him we’re after, that’s someone else’s job, thank God. Not unless he starts killing again,” Morrison said. “Though if you run over him one day in a squad car, that might be good news.”


      “Or that creep Mark Howard. This place is getting to be a hotbed of crime.”


      D.C. Crabb spread both hands. “As well as the gangs starting down near the new estates,” He said. “You know, Boss, we’ll have murder there soon.”


      “Cheltenham’s still more respectable than some. Though I found a discarded syringe the other day.”


      Morrison tapped his knuckles on the table where he was sitting. “We’ll keep to the point, and if any of you come up with a sensible idea for a change, then let me know.”


      “Ask that Harry Joyce, he just falls over the answers,” D.C. Walsh grumbled.


      “I have. He’s searching for Eve Daish. Yes, yes, I know, but he’s a good man and no fool.” Morrison peered at Tommy Walsh. “We need all the help we can get. Harry Joyce and his wife are useful. No, no, they don’t earn any special treatment or inside knowledge, but they don’t do any harm either.”


      “One day they’ll get themselves killed,” said Cameron Whitehead.


      Morrison changed the subject. “As you know, I believe that Eve Daish has been taken by the man we’re looking for. But there’s no proof of that. Nor do we know how long this killer keeps his prisoners for. It might be a day or two of torture, or it might be months. Even years. I want the Torr banks searched for bodies again, and lonely roads with cars offering lifts to solitary girls. If our John has killed his latest victim already, he’ll be looking for another. That’s probably the only way we’re going to catch him. Every woman in Gloucestershire has been warned by television and press not to accept lifts from strangers. But he’ll still try. If the girl manages to get away, we’ll hear about it.”
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        * * *


      


      The following morning the snow had stopped, the sun woke up and peeped from the clouds. By midday the sky was bright, frosty and blue while the sun melted the rime on the fields. The school grounds were wet with melt, but the reflection of gold splattered the grass. Inside the larger schoolroom, Jackson put up his hand.


      “Yes, Jackson? You know the answer?”


      “Not really,” said D.I. Morrison’s son. “Maybe it was Shakespeare. He wrote almost everything, didn’t he? But I wanted to ask something else.”


      “Wrong, Jackson. Shakespeare did not write Harry Potter,” said Maurice Howard with faint irritation. “And what’s this other question you seem to think so important?”


      “Just wanted to know, Mr Howard. Have you got a brother that looks like you? I heard you did. Like a twin. Does that feel really strange? Like looking in the mirror or something?”


      Maurice sighed, hiding his irritation. “Yes, as it happens, I do,” he said. “And I very much enjoy being an identical twin.  But that has nothing whatsoever to do with this lesson, and you can sit down, Jackson, and concentrate on the subject.”


      “J.K. Rowling,” called out the small girl sitting in the front row, waving her hand madly in the air. “And that Shakespeare person wrote Hampster.”


      “Hamlet, Mia. You should know that. But J.K. Rowling is right. Now, has anybody in this class read any or all of the Harry Potter books?”


      A flurry of hands shot up. “I’ve seen all the films. Is that the same?”


      But the teacher was interrupted. The headmistress, looking serious as usual, marched in and spoke very quietly to Maurice Howard. He then turned to his class, frowning. “Sorry, but I have to disappear for a while. Turn your grammar books to page twenty one, and start a clean page in your exercise books. Work on lesson 10 until I come back. And quiet please. No disturbances, it’s important.”


      No room of ten-year-olds was going to behave like angels if unsupervised, but Maurice was more concerned with the arrival of two senior detectives in the headmistress’s office, asking to speak to Maurice Howard about his brother.  He never spoke to anyone about his brother. Most people did not know of Mark’s existence. But Jackson’s question a few moments earlier had made it clear that the local police force knew considerably more than they should.
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        * * *


      


      As Candy began to panic, Lionel sniggered. “You’re mine now, Sweetie-pops. What an apt name. Candy! I shall suck you dry.”


      “You let me go now,” the girl yelled back. “Or I’ll blind you with coloured pepper.” She clamped her hand over her coat pocket. Then as he lunged at her, she kicked out with one lean muscled leg and slammed her foot forwards into his ribs. He was winded but unhurt, and grabbed her.


      With the car doors now unlocked, and the small barn immediately in front of them, the black skids of the tyres across the wet grass pointed to the way they had come, Candy hoped someone would make use of that. But now she was being dragged from the car by her hair and one arm, and she screeched. Lionel had tufts of her hair between his fingers when he let her go, pushing open the barn’s small door. Candy grasped the spray can from her pocket, and flung up her arm as she pressed the firing pin. A burst of dark purple dye covered his face, stinging his eyes, and filling his mouth. In a rage of furious temper, he flung the girl into the little shed and locked the door behind him. He could hardly see, which doubled the raging anger he felt. He had already knocked the spray from the girl’s hand, and it now lay outside in the wet grass.


      Black hooked batwings threatened Lionel, Olga whispering of failure and his own absurdity. He grabbed Candy’s hair, tugging out great tufts of bleached fluff. She fell back on the straw piles, still furiously kicking and screaming as Lionel pressed down on her, ripping at her skirt, coat and jumper. As he grabbed her breasts and squeezed, each huge hand’s grip as hard as stone, Candy screamed like a banshee and scratched her fingernails over the purple haze across Lionel’s face.  Over the soft dip just below one eye, where her fingernail was ragged and broken by his attack, the flesh was deeply torn and bleeding. Candy spat. Purple dye mixed with blood and saliva. Lionel winced, staggering back. Once again he was blind. Scrambling out from straw, she stabbed the fingers of each hand into the watery and bloody eyes of the face looming over her. Twisting around, she tried to push open the door but found it locked. Lionel grabbed her from behind. He shoved her down but heaved her arms up behind her. She screamed as one arm broke and the other shoulder disconnected. Once again Lionel forced her onto the straw, now facing him, her arms useless, as he kept her firm with one enormous booted foot hard down onto her naked belly while he bent and bit her bruised nipple. His teeth were strong, and his jaw clamped over her flesh. With a twist, he ripped the left nipple from her body. Liquid fats and a flood of blood poured from her breast as Candy screamed and fainted.


      Lionel licked, swallowing her blood. “You’re going to die, bitch, but not yet.” He slapped her face until she opened her eyes, “I’ll be enjoying plenty of clever games first. I’ll have your other tit for dinner, then I’ll start on your arse. I’ll cut off your fingers and maybe your nose. I’ll finish you off tomorrow sometime, but I’ll be ripping you in streamers before that happens. So you do exactly as I say if you want to sleep tonight.”


      Unable to move, his foot grinding down into her stomach, Candy screamed and swore. The agony she felt swamped her. Her badly wounded breast and both arms injured, she knew herself dizzy and close to fainting again. But if she fainted, she knew she was lost. She mumbled, “Don’t press. Please. Not – foot – need to piss.”


      He smiled. “Stand up, spread your legs, and piss while I watch.” And he moved back.


      With both legs urgent and fast, Candy hurled herself backwards as she dug herself into the straw. She could only use one hand, and that sent urgent pains up into her neck, but she kept moving. The rough spikes of broken straw cut and scratched her, and when one short stork bit into the horrible wound on her breast, she had to scream, giving her position. But she kept moving deeper until she was entirely hidden beneath the great piles of cattle feed and rubbish, and her broken fingers touched the concrete floor below it all. Then, very carefully, she wriggled forwards and finally stayed very, very still.


      “Stupid cow,” Lionel yelled and kicked away the straw where she was disappearing. “You think you’ll get away down there? Not a hope, bitch. You suffocate yourself, tis your own fault. But I’ll catch you in less than a minute. I can dig faster and deeper.”


      It was true since his hands were vast. But instead, he used the spade, jabbing down sharply into the moving stalks. But below the dirt and straw spokes, she had crawled out behind him, and for one minute he hadn’t yet realised. And she had the key to the shed, having grabbed it from the man’s own pocket. Making too much noise as he roared and smashed with the spade, Lionel did not hear the small click as the key turned, and the door opened. But immediately he felt the icy gusts as the wind raged in, turned and lunged towards her. Now knee-deep in straw, his feet kicked free, but it took a moment. In that moment Candy slammed the door behind her and turned the key, locking him inside.


      Then she ran. She heard him hammering on the door and cursing her. She kept running.


      Following the slick black furrows the car tyres had left in the grass, she found her way to the road and even in desperate pain, she kept running. Adrenalin and terror gave her legs force. She barely noticed the backache, nor the splitting headache, nor even the ragged pain of her torn breast and both arms. She ran until she stopped and vomited at the side of the road. Then she walked on.


      The sounds from the little barn faded quickly. Candy was sure that the man would eventually break down the door. With hands and feet like a moose’s hooves, he could probably break down anything. But she took every turning, she dodged over low fences, and she aimed away from the shimmering sunset.


      With a sky blazing scarlet behind her, Candy walked through the night and was not interrupted. Able to cradle one hand in her other, she was still vulnerable to the teeth of the wind cutting deeper into her breast. She had no idea where she was going as the country lanes narrowed, twisted, and widened again. Heading east, she hoped to be aiming towards Oxford. If not, it didn’t matter. What she wanted was a police station, a hospital or a large shop where she might use the telephone, contacting both her sister and the essential 999.


      The sunset was replaced by the silver sliver of moon, and she kept walking until she tottered, unable to continue. There was a dry stone wall, topped with the craggy line of coping stones as was common in the area of the Cotswolds, and Candy began to climb over. With little grip in her hands, it took both time and scratches to straddle the wall, and then tumble to the other side. Here she was entirely unseen from the road, she was partially sheltered, and she curled, trying not to touch her injured breast. She wasn’t sure whether she slept or fell unconscious, but it was dawn when she woke.


      The farmer’s son found her. He gasped, pulled out his cell phone, and called emergency for both ambulance and police. Then he helped Candy up, and half lifted her, half carrying her towards the cottage a quarter mile away.
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      Morrison wasn’t there.


      “I thought we had an appointment,” said Sylvia. “When do you think Darcey will be back?”


      The man was tall, well dressed, middle-aged, and peered back at them from beneath very thick black eyebrows.  “Well, madam, since I am not D.I. Morrison’s secretary, I cannot tell you. Nor am I here to make appointments on his behalf.”


      “Oh.” Sylvia blinked. Most of Morrison’s squad knew her and were polite, even when they did not entirely approve of her involvement.


      Harry cut in. “Indeed, you can tell we’re much too old to be in the force.” He smiled carefully. “But we’re close friends with Darcey, and we’ve been able to give some small assistance in the past. But there’s no problem. We’ll phone him at home later.”


      The man stood frowning, eyes coldly expressionless, barring the way into the briefing room and the surrounding offices. This was the entrance where the lifts, three of them, rang their arrival bells, clanked open, closed again, and rumbled upwards. “Then I must inform you not to return here,” said the man. “Let me explain. I am DCI Cramble, and I am in charge here. You will leave now, contact Morrison privately if you wish, but do not return here. Good day.”


      He stood waiting until they turned and headed towards the main doors. Sylvia turned once and stood a moment. “We had information to pass to D.I. Morrison. But only to him. Since you seem entirely uninterested in any such matter, although you have no idea what we now have to indulge, I presume you are not involved with the case of the bodies discovered in the mock-Tudor house some weeks back?”


      A couple of Morrison’s team walked past and slowed, watching until the lift closed its doors and disappeared. The DCI glared at Sylvia. Hearing her, Harry walked back and stood beside her. Cramble said, “If you wish to address me at all, madam, you will use my title. However, I must inform you that I have no desire to hear the uncorroborated rumours brought by the public. Nor do I approve of members of the public gaining direct access to senior officers within this station, nor being included in police briefings. Any member of the homicide squad being found passing on private knowledge of crimes discovered or uncovered through secret or undercover will be facing disciplinary charges. These investigations are strictly private.” The senior detective looked down his nose at the two interfering old dears he saw before him, turned, said a sharp, “Good day,” and took the lift, which had just arrived, disappearing immediately into the upper echelons.


      Staring, Harry turned to Sylvia. “I don’t think he liked us. I do hope we haven’t got Darcey into trouble?”


      Sylvia grinned. “Have they shot him, do you think?”


      The voice behind them was faintly familiar. “It’s a new boss sent down from the Met. Gloucestershire is clearly becoming a region of murder and mayhem, so we need a little rigid control. Hence Boss Grumble-bum. Or, to be more correct, Chief Inspector Cooper Cramble. Not our favourite new arrival.”


      “They haven’t done away with Morrison?”


      “Oh, Lord no,” smiled Detective Constable Napper. “He’s still basically in charge. Grumble-bum just sits at the desk with mountains of paperwork and shouts at everybody.  But he’s the senior in charge of the Mark Howard money-laundering case. Not homicide at all. But after that blistering set down, I honestly don’t think you should go in to see Morrison this morning. Phone him up later. If you’ve got something important to tell him, perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me and I’ll pass it on.”


      “Not urgent.” Harry shook his head. “It can wait. Actually, it was more about Mark Howard than the murders. Somewhat ironic. So we’ll phone Morrison at home later. I bet he’s loving this new man sitting sneering over him.”


      “Not actually over him, thank goodness. Cramble is senior, but not homicide, so Morrison is still top man in his own area. I doubt Cramble has the brains for working in homicide.”


      “One small consolation,” Harry grinned.


      “We’re all so happy,” Napper said softly, “we’re thinking of having a party.”


      “Please invite us.” Sylvia and Harry left and bustled out into the bleak freeze. “Let’s go home,” said Sylvia. “I’m a bit fed up with pretending to be policemen. We can phone Morrison and Kate too, and have tea. And I want a hot, hot, hot shower to make my neck move again. It’s frozen dotards, and my shoulders are hunched, I need to relax. I’ve really never cared what other people think of me ever since I divorced years ago, but this Grumble-bum made me feel quite small and insignificant.”


      Harry squeezed her arm. “You may be hunched, dependant on contact lenses, and married to an idiot my dear. But insignificant – no. Certainly not.”


      “And the wrinkles?”


      “They match my own.”


      Morrison answered the phone himself. “You met my friendly superior,” he said as Harry muttered about their welcome. “But I certainly want whatever news you have for me, and for once, I have some for you.”


      Harry explained. “It’s Kate Howard, Teacher Maurice’s wife. We didn't think she knew anything secret before, but now we  believe she knows about Mark’s activities, and she’s been purposefully giving us clues about him. The C-U of his new house. When he’s arriving – and not left. And so on. Now she’s told us that Mark’s coming to visit them at home this coming Wednesday. Sorry to be a bit late with the news, but we came first thing this morning and got thrown out by your sweet boss. Can you set up surveillance or something?”


      “Exactly what I shall do, and I’m exceedingly grateful for the tip,” Morrison answered. “On the previous occasion, he changed his plans at the last moment, presumably guessing he’d been grassed.  But this time it might work. Any idea what time?”


      “No. But he’s supposed to be taking Maurice fishing, so presumably really early. Or overnight. But it could be the night before or the one after.”


      “We’ll set up a forty eight hour watch,” said Morrison. “Wednesday? Today is Friday. I’ll pass this on, but in the meantime, if you hear of any changes or any further details, clearly it’s important. Let me know anything and everything.”


      Harry promised. “And your news, Darcey?”


      “Ah, yes.” There was a pause. Then, “Your friend Lionel Sullivan has resurfaced. He managed to catch another girl, but she was too quick for him. After receiving some terrible wounds, she managed to escape. She was found and taken to a police station in a village over on the Oxfordshire border, and now she’s in hospital. Her condition is serious, but not life-threatening. So both horribly unfortunate, and yet extremely lucky. Sullivan has not yet been recaptured.”


      Unable to answer for some minutes. Eventually, Harry muttered, “Cheers, Darcey. Good luck for next Wednesday.”


      He told Sylvia. They both sat looking at each other in silence for quite some time. Eventually Harry woke himself up, crossed over to sit beside Sylvia and put both his arms hard around her, easing her head to his shoulder. She was crying tearlessly.  Whispering, she said, “I thought he was locked away for life. I thought no poor creature would ever be hurt by him ever again, not even his wretched wife.”


      “It’ll happen,” Harry growled. “Morrison isn’t a fool. Or at least, it’s not him – but whoever it is. The police can’t be idiots. They have to catch him quickly. Now.”


      “That poor girl will tell them where he is. They’ll be out in force already, in bulletproof vests or something.”


      They were. Immediately word reached the Cheltenham Station, a team of four detectives and four uniformed police drove to the village of Brabbington, and most remained there two hours speaking to the local police, while two of the detectives drove on to the large hospital nearby.


      “Miss Anna Libansky is unable to be questioned at the moment, detective,” the head nurse told DCI Latymer. “She’s in Surgery, and will be unconscious for some time, possibly several hours.”


      “I’ll wait,” Latymer said, nodding to his companion. “Get us some tea and sandwiches, Bobby. We’ll probably be here all night.”


      Candy awoke in the middle of the night with a bewilderment of both pain and numbness leaving her both dizzy and frightened. She felt trapped. She had been restrained, and so immediately looked around for the man who had grabbed her. The bed where she lay was comfortable, but since she was strapped in, clearly she was once again a prisoner. It was dark. She could see almost nothing, but far beyond the lurking black shadows, a tiny pink light flickered. She tried to scream but found that her jaw was wired. Wondering whether she had been horribly tortured, wires perhaps thrust through her mouth, she wrenched herself upwards, attempting escape.


      “Are you alright, dear?” murmured a soft feminine voice. “How do you feel? A little confused I expect.”


      Candy could not see anyone. “What?” She could barely speak. Even the one word was unclear.


      “You’re in hospital, my dear,” said the voice. “You’ve had surgery, and that has all been entirely successful. The doctor will come and see you in the morning. You should sleep now.”


      “Hospital? Safe?”


      “Oh, yes indeed,” murmured the nurse. “You’re in a private ward in Babington General Hospital, and just coming round from the anaesthetic after surgery. You’ll soon be feeling quite yourself again, my dear. A few days perhaps, and you’ll be well looked after.”


      She managed to say, “The man? Caught?”


      But the nurse shook her head. “I don’t know all the details, I’m afraid. But the police will be in to talk to you tomorrow, once you feel better. They won’t be permitted to bother you until you’ve had a chance to recover and have a good breakfast. Only a liquid breakfast I’m afraid until your jaw is mended. But I’m sure you’ll want to tell your story.”


      The nurse helped her sip some water, tucked her in comfortably, and quietly trotted from the room. The door was left open and there was another shuffle outside. A guard then, perhaps a constable, to stop – who? The monster she’d escaped or even the press. And Candy fell fast asleep.


      She woke late and found herself being addressed as Miss Libansky, a name she had avoided using for some time. Anna.


      “No. I’m Candy.”


      “As you wish,” said the doctor, a young cliché in his white coat and stethoscope necklace.” Now, how do you feel?”


      The usual procedures, the usual questions, a quick but careful examination. Then it was breakfast. She managed half a bowl of mashed something with yoghurt and a glass of orange juice. It was about fifteen minutes later that the police were admitted for a strict ten minutes and no more, and she was forced to remember everything she would yearn to forget in the years ahead.


      “He was big. All over. Tall and wide. Belly fat. Huge hands. Big face and big nose. Everything except his eyes. They were screwed up little slits.”


      DCI Latymer sat politely on the small chair at the side of the bed. “You’ve been a great help, Miss Libansky. Thank you. And if you remember anything else, please do let us know. Get in touch if you need any further help yourself.”


      “He was driving a BMW. Not the latest model, but a good car.”


      “That was a stolen vehicle, Miss Libansky. But it hasn’t been found yet.”


      “Sorry. But he drove for some time. I don’t know where we ended up. I only know it was a little shed, but the door locked. It was all hay and straw inside. Dirty and smelly. Outside was just fields and grassy weeds, except for the swivel tyre marks in the mud.”


      “Don’t worry, Miss Libansky. You’ve been most helpful. But as I said, should you remember anything else as you recover further, please do let us know. As you can tell, this man is highly dangerous and must be caught as soon as possible.”
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        * * *


      


      At some distance from the Babington Hospital, Maurice Howard was talking to a different police force concerning a very different matter.


      “We wish to know your twin brother’s address, sir,” said Superintendent Cramble. “This is important. Your brother, as you must surely know, is a dangerous international criminal. We intend taking him into custardy without delay. We know he came to this country from Dubai, and presumably, this would have included a visit to his only living family. Identical twins are known to be close, but I need information, and I shall hold you for obstructing the police in their duty if you refuse to answer, sir.”


      Sitting in the white painted minimalism of the interview room, Maurice Howard was lounging back on the small chair and had just finished his second cup of tea. But the detective who was being the nice one, and who had supplied tea, had now strode off and the chief had replaced him. Cramble was not playing nice. The teacher, tweed elbow to the stained plastic topped table between them, simply shook his head. “You can say whatever you like, sir. It doesn’t alter the truth. I have no idea what my brother’s business involves, but to the best of my knowledge, it involves nothing criminal whatsoever. Yes, he visited from Dubai, partially for business, but also to spend some time with me. We like to go fishing. Golf too, sometimes. My wife loves Mark’s visits, and she finds them comical since he looks exactly like me. I’ve seen him a couple of times, but not often, and I believe he’s renting a cottage in Scotland at present. I don’t have the address as I know he intends flying back to Dubai shortly. I don’t have a date for that. He may already have gone.” Maurice leaned forwards, checked his empty cup, sighed and leaned back again. “Incidentally,” he added, “my brother isn’t a volatile character at all. He’s calm and organised, like myself.”


      “I understand,” Cramble continued, “that you know a good deal more about your brother’s activities than you’re admitting, sir.” Now Cramble thumped both fists on the table and the cup shook. “Your brother belongs to an International ring of dangerous criminals. So don’t try to deny it.”


      Maurice shrugged. “Think what you like, constable. It’s of no consequence to me. I know my brother as an innocent and extremely likeable man. But he wouldn’t care a biscuit crumb for what you think of him. And frankly, sir, nor do I.”


      Cramble stood, “We are still being recorded, sir. And on the record, I must point out that you are being most uncooperative.”


      “Am I?” Maurice smiled. “If you say so, constable. Now, am I under arrest? I assume not. In which case, I officially object to having been purposefully brought here from the school where I work and questioned for long and boring hours when I should have been teaching. Now I shall leave, sir. This interview is over.”


      Spluttering, Cramble switched off the recorder. “And as you know full well, Mr Howard, I am not a police constable. I am Detective Chief Inspector Cramble, and I shall be seeing you again in the near future. You have my word on that.”


      It was later that day when Detective Sergeant Vine informed his own chief inspector of Cramble’s activities earlier in the afternoon. Morrison gazed in faint horror at his sergeant. “Someone passed the information I’d obtained to that blithering idiot? In other words, he was told that the elder brother was expected to visit the younger brother tomorrow morning?”


      “He was informed, sir. I informed him myself.”


      Morrison managed a passable re-enactment of a dangerous gas explosion. “So he knew he had a chance at catching an unsuspecting Mark Howard in the morning, and ruined it all by interviewing Maurice Howard today? Now they know they’re watched. They certainly won’t be having that meeting now. Is the man a raging lunatic or a simple nincompoop?”


      Vine lowered his voice. “I have a feeling that Cramble thought your information was either false, too easy perhaps, and that you’d been tricked, sir. Or perhaps even that the information was categorically untrue, and the trick came intentionally and from yourself, sir. Who knows? He’s not going to tell me. But he’s ruined what could have been a decent chance at a highly important arrest.”


      Morrison leaned back, temper blown. “He’s in charge of that whole range of accusations. It’s his bag o’tricks. If he makes a fool of himself, it’s something I won’t be complaining about. Perhaps the Met sent him over here to get rid of him on what they believed was a fool’s chase. Meanwhile, Vine, we’re getting no further forward on our own job. Sullivan’s well nigh caught. Howard could have been. And yet our own man is as far away as ever.”


      Vine hung his head. “It seems so, sir. But there’s no one giving up on it yet.” He noticed his boss’s red-rimmed glare. “Tea, boss? I’ll make some, then I can send in the team for a pep talk, including the juice on Cramble. It’ll cheer them up.”
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        * * *


      


      Olga was sitting on the sharp upturned edge of the spade, spreading her black thorned wings over the scattered straw. Her golden eyes dazzled, but they were deep black hooded, and her snout opened into a snarl.


      Lionel had been sobbing and did not look up to meet Olga’s fury. “I’m getting old,” he snivelled. “I know it. That time inside made me weak and my muscles have turned to grease. Don’t tell me I’m useless. I know it.”


      Olga’s wings spread further, blocking out the stream of light entering from the cracks in the wooden planks. All sunlight fled. The world closed in. The bat’s smile ripped through the darkness turning black to scarlet shadows, with a screech of red raw threat.


      Cowering down against the straw strewn ground, Lionel clamped both arms over his head and moaned, cringing and shivering. He felt trapped. His escape from prison had brought him neither success nor pleasure. Then happiness had leapt in again, with a girl in his car and a place to take her. But, though small, skinny, weak and stupid, she had proved stronger than he was. Not only had she escaped, but she had locked and bolted the barn door behind her. The key was now outside and he was inside, imprisoned with Olga once more. Her teeth had grown since her last encounter. She was waiting to suck all the happiness from him, drinking his strength and slurping at all his hopes. She crawled into his eyes and nostrils and throat, eating away all his power and the belief in himself which he had managed to build up. He knew himself an ugly child again, quivering as he saw his mother march into his room.


      And then he stood, legs shaking, and looked around, forcing his shoulders back, forcing his eyes wide, and forcing himself to breathe. Then he saw the dark bloody mess on the ground beside the straw. Lionel began to smile.


      One stride, and he clasped up the collapsed nipple and part of the girl’s breast he had ripped from her. His smile widened as he looked at the mess spreading across the palm of his hand, and he stuffed the whole bleeding lump into his mouth. Then he licked his hand. The familiar taste of blood delighted him and spelled achievement, success and the banishment of Olga. She faded quickly, and Lionel, sucking cheerfully, strode to the little barn’s door, and kicked twice. It was almost enough to shatter the cracked old wood. Two more furious kicks and he was free.


      Taking the car, he settled back, warm and satisfied, and drove south-east. On the outskirts of a small village, a large pond glittered with thick ice. Lionel drove across the pond’s frozen surface, climbed quickly from the car as the ice began to crack, hurried back to dry land, half sliding, and climbed the little bank as he watched the stolen BMW begin to sink into the water. Then he turned north-west and began to walk.


      He strode away from the winding lanes and the cottages, climbing into hill country where the gentle roll of rocky slopes, weed shortened grass and sheep droppings gradually melted into fast running streams and sudden dips into green valleys. Up higher puddles of snow still sat sheltered beneath stone and bush, while thorny scrub sat frost fingered and brittle.


      Still sucking on the lump of breast in his mouth, Lionel curled beneath one of the solitary trees – a short-bristled fur with a long abandoned crow’s nest high amongst its scarecrow leaves.


      He slept and he dreamed. A failure with one girl did not mean he would never find another, and another would surely come past one day. In the meantime, he was recognisable and needed a disguise. He grew no facial hair. Therefore a beard would be impossible, but in this weather it was logical enough to wear a hood, covering most of the head, also zipped up below the eyes. He was already adept at stealing and would soon find another car.


      But his dream was all about catching his wife. She was the great hope at present, and he knew exactly what he was going to do to her.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twenty
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      Ruby was dyeing her hair, dripping red ooze into the wash basin and staring into the mirror directly in front of her. What she saw disgusted her. The jowls of her cheeks sagged into her neck, dragging down each side of her mouth as though she was furious with everyone. But she was not angry. She pitied herself, stupid old woman, now regretting lost youth and remembering her handsome and famous husband. Not that he had ever been faithful to her. Not that he had ever sought her company. Not that he had loved her.


      Now, just as stupidly, she hated the wrinkles and the grey drooping skin, the lower eyelids flopping pink into her cheeks, the lips shrunk beyond the hope of wearing lipstick, and the hair grizzled greyish white, receding, and without any flicker of sheen.


      The mirror showed a woman twice the age that Ruby knew herself to be inside. Not inside as far as a failing bowel, a weak corked bladder, dried up joints and a miserably high blood pressure counted, but that magic place inside that neither mirrors nor doctors could discover. She was, she decided, really thirty-five years of age inside the bubbling brain she knew to be her real self. Peering at the mirror over the wash basin, she muttered, “Silly old lady. Who do you think you are? Go away and let the real Ruby slip back in.” Red dye dripped. That mixed with the tears.


      Ruby felt desperately sorry for herself, despised that self-pity, and pitied that too. Having stained the nice white towel she was using, Ruby threw it in the dirty linen shoot. She washed her own underwear. Everything else went down to the huge laundry, organised by Arthur, sometimes Lavender, and now frequently David. David liked washing things, though he frequently forgot which bin they had come from and tended to return pretty silk blouses to Derek instead of Yvonne.


      Sitting on the edge of the bath, Ruby once again burst into tears.


      It was David who heard her and knocked timidly on her door. She blew her nose on her nightdress and opened the door. “You was crying, miss. I hear you.”


      Ruby was embarrassed. “No, I wasn’t,” she said. Then, “Yes, I was. I was being silly. Take no notice, David dear. And don’t tell anyone else.”


      “Surely won’t, miss,” David said. He handed her a pile of large white handkerchiefs with the initial P embroidered in one corner of each. Ruby sighed.


      “These are Percival’s, David dear. Women don’t use these horrid things. Never mind, I’ll pass them on to him. Thanks very much, David.”


      He left and passed the word on to his father. “Tis Ruby, Dad. Crying all the time, she is. Reckon she’s done in.”


      “I’ll sort it, lad,” said Arthur. He went to Lavender first, and then to Sylvia.


      “I used to cry,” David told Sylvia. “I doesn’t remember why. Were I sad too?” Sylvia smiled and avoided the question. “But Miss Ruby ain’t got no reason neither,” David added. “Is a rich lady and got good friends, ain’t she?”


      “Dinner tonight,” Sylvia told Ruby. “We’re going to the Hobby Horse in Cheltenham. Our treat. Coming?”


      “That’s expensive,” Ruby frowned.


      “Good,” said Sylvia. “What’s the point inviting someone out for dinner and taking them to McDonalds?”


      The frown grew. “Why are you taking me out? It’s definitely not my birthday. Besides, I’m not having any more of those boring things. I’m already a hundred and fifty.”


      “In that case, you look remarkably good for your age.”


      “I don’t,” Ruby said, flipping down onto the couch in the smaller living room. “I look dreadful. I look like the old hag I am, and I feel rotten too. I ache in places I didn’t know I had. Rod used to say I was so pretty. Now I look like a smudge that no one bothered to wipe off.”


      “You’ve done your hair again,” Sylvia noted. “It looks wildly gorgeous. So why all the dismal old age stuff? I’m older than you. So are half the other residents here. And you’re one of the most popular. So cheer up and come out to dinner.”


      “Am I really one of the most popular?” She doubted it, but they were nice words. “And yes, I’ll come this evening. Very sweet of you.”


      “Just wanting the pleasure of your company.”


      “Have you - ,” wondered Ruby, “been talking to young David about me?”


      Harry, who hadn’t said a word to David, was standing next to Sylvia. “No, why?” he said with a shrug. “I haven’t spoken to the boy for days. Actually, I don’t think I’ve seen him since Sunday last. Why? He’s not ill, is he?”


      “Oh no.” Ruby smiled. “I just wondered. See you tonight.”


      It was just after midnight, Sylvia and Harry slept cuddled to each other, and Ruby slept in the small apartment next door when the surveillance team staked out the area. Most in cars, windows tinted, and others in flats nearby, keeping their watch from the windows, Cramble’s men were waiting for Mark Howard’s arrival at the house above the cake shop where his brother lived. “We’ll take this seriously,” the Detective Chief Inspector told his squad. “But I don’t expect success. Around midday, we’ll disband and quietly return to the station. I’m quite confident that this information has been pure trickery, but unfortunately, we can’t take a chance. However, I shall be extremely surprised should the man turn up.”


      “But it was DCI Morrison that gave us the word,” said DC Crabb. “And he’s not one to fall for tricks, nor pass on anything that might be untrue. He took that info dead serious.”


      “DCI Morrison is not infallible,” said Cramble. “And I most certainly intend to keep watch, just in case. I won’t miss such an opportunity. But come on, Crabb. Can you believe that the wife herself passed on this obvious clue, which she must have known would involve her brother-in-law’s arrest? No, of course not. As I shall inform Morrison later when the surveillance fails.”


      Crabb couldn’t resist continuing. “T’was talking to the younger twin that gave the leak,” he said between his teeth. “But after that, and all you said to the man yesterday, Howard ain’t gonna risk turning up today, is he? You told his brother how you know he’s in England, and how you know he must visit sometimes. That’s it, ain’t it, so now Mark Howard’s gone into hiding.”


      “Be careful what you say, Crabb,” Cramble told him, glaring. “You’re approaching insubordination.”


      “Sorry Boss.”


      They piled into the van and set off through the slush and down the main road to the small cake shop. It was a starless night and clouds covered everything down to the horizon. It was a good cover for the various men and women settling into their places to watch for the possible but unlikely arrival of Mark Howard at the home of Maurice Howard.


      But the cake shop did not open, no one left the small house, and no one arrived at the door. Nothing happened at all.


      Cold, disgruntled and bored, the team hurried back to the station by early afternoon, passed back their bullet-proof vests and a handful of Glock 17 weapons, and gathered in the canteen.


      In the house which both backed onto the small cake and tea shop, and topped it with two levels of bedrooms and bathrooms, Kate was baking wholemeal panne di casa, while Mark and Maurice talked quietly together in the cramped attic flat. They had watched, unseen behind dark one-way blinds, the arrival of the police, some in unmarked cars, others on foot, and had chuckled. When they left, both men had raised their glasses.


      “It should be champagne,” said Maurice.


      They were drinking light beer, unchilled, and lounged on the two daybeds stretched there in soft black cushions. “Just as well you warned me, Moz” Mark raised his glass again. “I have just a few days left, and wouldn’t appreciate spending them in gaol.”


      “It was plain enough,” Maurice said. His eyes remained cold until he looked at his brother. The warmth that had seemed hidden peeped out when the two men smiled at each other. “First I hear my fool of a wife telling those two dithering old folk from the Manor that you’re coming, and when. They may be virtually senile, but they’re friends with the police chief down the road. Morrison of homicide. No doubt they tell him everything.”


      “And then your cosy little brush with the other branch yesterday. Do you know, dear sir, that your twin brother is a criminal maniac? The greatest money launderer and drug importer in the whole pretty world?”


      “That’s more or less what was said.” Maurice yawned. “I gave Kate a slap, but she doesn’t understand so I can’t blame her too strongly. But now she’s got the point. She won’t pass on any private business again.”


      “I’m not much concerned,” Mark said, emptying his glass. Maurice offered more, but he shook his head. “No. I’ll sleep for a couple of hours since I won’t be sleeping much tonight. I’m off to the old house to sort the last details with Milton. Then I’m off to Scotland for the flight back home.”


      “I’ll come with you to see Milton.”


      “You’re welcome.” Mark stood, aiming for the quilted bed in one shadowed corner. “He’ll be glad to see you. I imagine I’ll leave around one o’clock. The house is less than two hours away. I’ll stay an hour, maybe more, then head off. It’s been a successful trip, Moz. You’ll find your bank account has more than doubled. But don’t let that damn wife of yours find out.”


      “She’s a token as you know, Mark. A sweet little primary school teacher needs a sweet little cake-baking wife. She’s a good stooge.”


      “As long as she keeps her stupid mouth shut.” Mark stripped off his trousers and light blue jumper, lying on the bed beneath the quilt. “Turn the light off, Moz. Go and sleep yourself if you intend coming with me tonight.”
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        * * *


      


      The door splintered as he punched against the lock, and a dog began to bark with furious deliberation. Inside the tiny shed the hens, heads beneath their wings were placidly asleep. The dog bounded from the open gate in the distance and raced towards him. Lionel jumped back inside the old car he had stolen and started the engine back into its droning buzz. This was clearly not the place he needed. Back on the road, he turned the car in the opposite direction and headed off west.
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        * * *


      


      Mark and Maurice Howard, mirror reflections of each other except for their clothes, arrived at the grand old house on the Welsh border, parked Mark’s mahogany Bentley in the open garage, and unlocked the back door, entering through the curtained shadows.


      “Three thirty,” Maurice said with a quick glance at his watch. “Milton’s probably asleep. I need a drink.”


      Mark pointed to a glass-fronted cabinet. “Help yourself and pour me a Talisker, if you will. If you want ice, there should be plenty. No ice for me though.”


      The house remained dark, and only one small table lamp was lit. The twins sat comfortably, sipping whisky and smiling. “Two days here, then,” Maurice said. “I’ve already phoned in sick.” He sunk his head into the soft rolled neck of his woollen jumper. “I’m tempted never to go back.”


      “There’s three million in your Swiss bank account, Moz. Why bother working?”


      “As a cover. You know that.” Maurice drained his glass. The Scotch swirled in rich golden tinged darkness, perfumed and mellow.


      “Come back to Dubai with me,” murmured Mark. “Leave the woman with the shop and some sort of untraceable allowance and come over to help me expand the business over there. You’d be a great help. A great partner.”


      Looking up, Maurice seemed surprised. “I arrange the importation over here. Who does that, if I leave. Kate wouldn’t do it.”


      “I wouldn’t trust her anyway. But we both know a couple of possibilities.” He rose slowly, wandered over to the cupboard of gleaming bottles behind glass. “Another?”


      “Not yet. I want to see Milton safe before I sleep.”


      Mark refilled his own glass and sat again, stretching out his legs. The small light from the dark wooden lamp lit only the underside of cheekbones, the flash of polished glass, the rise of a staircase across the other side of the room, and the golden frame of a painting over the empty fireplace. The heating had already chugged into sweet warmth. Outside there was the strange unreality of utter silence.


      “No. Forget about Milton.”


      “I never forget about Milton.”


      “He sleeps like some half-starved puppy on cold nights. I won’t interrupt him until well into the morning. In the meantime, you need to make a decision, Moz. We know the police have us on the list now. Fairly high on the list, I imagine. I can always keep one step in front, but it’s a damn nuisance running away all the time like some damned naughty child. I can afford to set you up as my partner in Dubai and have someone else run the English side. Sting Hanson, for instance.”


      “So you want me to give up the cover altogether? No more school, no more Kate. That’s all easy enough. But I won’t give up Milton.”


      The frown turned Mark’s face sinister. “Don’t insult me, Moz. Do you still know me so little? Milton’s never going to be overlooked. We’ll take him with us. I’ll arrange some special hostelry. He’ll feel safer and more comfortable in every damned way. It’s the perfect solution, Moz.”


      “Perhaps.” Maurice bit his lip. “And what about the girl?”


      “No problem at all,” Mark replied, draining his third glass of Scotch. “The obvious solution.”
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      “I’m making a list,” said Sylvia. “No. Actually, I’m making three lists.” She looked up, waving a note pad. “Forget everything I said. I have to make four lists.”


      “What you want for Christmas? What you don’t want for Christmas?”


      “Oh Harry, it’s still February.”


      “So it’s what I do wrong? What I do better? What I have to stop doing immediately?”


      “No. I’ll have to make that list afterwards,’ said Sylvia. “This is Finding Eve – Finding Lionel – Finding Mark Howard – and finding who murdered the bodies in the chimney.” She bit the end of her pen. “But I’m not getting very far. On the chimney murders I’ve written Rohypnol, but we haven’t been able to trace anyone buying it online. Then on the Mark Howard list, I’ve written visiting Kate and Maurice Howard today – and hopefully by this evening, something will have happened. Morrison won’t tell us immediately, but I think he will once it’s all successful.”


      “But,” Harry reminded her, “it’s that creep Cramble who came down from the Met to deal with the Howard affair. Morrison won’t know it all.” Harry paused, smiling. “Hopefully he’ll murder Cramble and stuff him up a chimney, and every single copper will cover up for him.”


      “That’s not funny, dear,” said Sylvia.


      They sat over the breakfast table, the  room in a total hush except for an occasional clank as Doreen collected the last of the used breakfast plates where certain of the residents declined to stack and return their used dishes to the trolley.


      “I thought it hilarious.”


      Sylvia continued to chew on the end of her pen. “Harry, my love, you’re weird. Anyway, we know Eve was picked up when she walked home from that party. It was almost certainly someone she knew, who lived in that vicinity. And if they live more or less nearby, then we could find them.”


      “Wildly optimistic, my love.”


      “I want to go back to that shed where that monster Lionel was,” said Sylvia suddenly. “I know it’s been dismantled and I know it’s been scoured and dug over and all that stuff. But it’s Lionel’s cave, isn’t it? Wasn’t it? Who knows?”


      “Who knows what, dearest?”


      “Or maybe his house. That’s empty now because Joyce is in a safe-house. We might find clues.”


      Harry shook his head. “The cops have examined every corner, you know they have.”


      “Alright.” Sylvia leaned back. “We have very few genuine clues. No evidence, in other words. But we don’t have to arrange any actual trials – so let’s just do what half the police do anyway. Wild conjecture. Guess then it works, or it doesn’t. Jump to stupid conclusions. Make our own decisions based on our own logic and experience.”


      “We don’t have any experience,” grinned Harry, “but never mind. We can’t leave all your lists totally empty. So start with the chimney killer. He’s totally crackers, but he’s quite handy with an acro-prop or something similar. So there may be two of them. Partners. Man and woman perhaps. That’s happened often enough before.”


      “Maurice and Kate Howard?” But Sylvia crossed out what she had written. “No, that’s silly. Neither of them are the type, and besides, the brother’s a money launderer in Kuwait or something. They can’t be everything. I imagine there are another thousand male-female partnerships out in cosy Gloucestershire.”


      “We have to chase a friend who would have been out on that same road when Eve was trekking home in the pouring rain. The old boyfriend certainly could be it. And she’d dumped him before, so he’d have a reason to kidnap and kill her. It’s a common enough motive.  They talk about the spurned woman, but the creepy male spurned can be far worse.”  She grinned. “I promise I’ll never spurn you, my love.”


      Harry wandered into the kitchen, made tea, and brought it back. Sylvia had managed to lengthen her list, but not by much. “I think we should go out for a brisk walk after the tea,” he told her. “Too much central heating and too much vain investigative failure.”


      Sylvia poured the tea and sipped. “Out into the snow, hail, hurricanes and tornadoes?”


      “Just windy drizzle.”


      “Sounds like a description of me and my indigestion.” She finished the tea, regarding her husband. “Alright, we go out in that horrible wintry slush, and we don’t invite Ruby since she seems depressed anyway. We visit the cake shop and buy her a cake, and invite her to chat after we come home. In the meantime, we visit Joyce’s old home. But I’ll let you off the forest and the place where the shed was since it’ll be mud up to our elbows. Then maybe we could drop in on Morrison before we go home, and see if they arrested Mark Howard.”


      “He might be at the cake shop. Perhaps we should avoid that.”


      “It would all be over by now,” Sylvia said. “If he was going there at all, he’d be really early to avoid being seen.”


      Gloves like polar bears, a scarf and an over-scarf, boots on top of thick woolly stockings, a hat like the crest of a cockatoo, and a coat thicker than a bishop’s robes. Within the navy and white drapery, Sylvia, nose and lips blue, trudged the alleys too narrow for the car. The Lexus was left parked in the village square.


      “Who thought of this mad idea?” Harry demanded, stamping his feet to bring back circulation into his freezing toes.


      “You did.”


      “I was an idiot. And you wanted to go into the forest and look for Sullivan’s shed, or whatever’s left of it. Let’s forget the whole thing and go back to the car.” Harry braced himself for refusal, but Sylvia weakened.


      “It’s too cold, Harry. We were both wrong. And anyway, Kate’s shop was closed and no one answered the side door, so either they’ve all gone away fishing, or they’re all in prison. An interesting question and answer.”


      “They couldn’t arrest Kate. But I suppose they could drag her in for questioning.”


      Which is when echoing, a voice called, “Oh, help. Come quickly. Police. Ambulance. Help.”


      Neither Sylvia nor Harry stopped to think. Turning at the same moment, they ran into the wind, Sylvia clutching her hat. It was when they hurried around the narrow corner, that a young woman clutched Harry’s sleeve. “Look, over there. I think she’s dead.”


      Harry bent over the bundle indicated, and Sylvia said, “Have you phoned the police? Ambulance?”


      The girl shook her head. “I was frightened. If she’s dead, I don’t want to be here. And I didn’t steal anything, honest.”


      Sylvia pulled her phone from her pocket. She dialled the three usual numbers. “Ambulance. Someone’s lying half frozen on the pavement. It’s an old woman I think.”


      Harry called, “It’s Iris.”


      The very small woman lay huddled on one side, her legs tucked up beneath her, the coat collar pulled over her cheeks, and her hands clutching at the top button. A tousled tangled of grey hair peeped from over the thin stained pink, her feet were neat in sensible black leather, but the warm grey stockings were laddered and splashed with rain. Having found a sheltered spot where a pillared doorway was covered by a stone awning, the woman had lain to sleep, or perhaps to die. In spite of those talking around and about her, she did not wake. With a screech of siren and tyres, the ambulance came as directed, and the paramedics made an instant diagnosis.


      “She needs life support.” They bundled the oblivious woman into the back of their machine. “Half starved, I’d say. Hypothermia and possibly worse. Does she carry identification?”


      “No handbag.”


      “Stolen?”


      “I doubt she’d have money,” Harry said. “Where will you take her? The local?”


      “Cheltenham General Hospital.”


      “We’ll follow along,” Sylvia said. “We know her very slightly. Iris Little. Not sure about relatives, nor address.”


      The young woman had gone. “I assume she was working the streets,” Sylvia said.


      “Who? Iris?”


      “No, silly. The young woman who found her. Come on, back to the car.”


      It was a long, chilly and dreary wait, sitting in a corridor of hush, sudden footsteps, the rattle of trolleys and eventually a nurse. “Mrs Little is awake, though we want her to sleep shortly. You can see her for just five minutes, and then we’d like to ask you some questions.”


      The bed was narrow, but Iris seemed to disappear within it. She wore a hospital gown, and two drips were attached, one to each arm. “Thank you so much,” she whispered. “Did you come looking for me?”


      Unwilling to admit it was pure coincidence, and besides, who believes in coincidence anyway, Harry said, “Of course. But now I imagine you’ll be very well looked after.” He paused, watching her, then asked, “Do you have a husband, Iris? Nephews or nieces? Anyone at all we should notify?”


      They sat beside the bed, two little plastic chairs pulled up, still covered in the glory of winter coverings, still shivering. Iris was barely awake and seemed unaware of the cold. She shook her head. “Freddy left more than five years ago. I lived with my son and his wife for a year, but it was the gambling they used as an excuse to throw me out. I never really got on with Portia. My brother was sick, poor dear, and went into a Care Home. There are a few nieces, but none of them want a silly old woman with a gambling addiction.”


      Sylvia’s answer was interrupted by the nurse. “Time up, I’m afraid.” She took the old woman’s pulse, patted her hand, and helped her lie down, pillows reduced and the blanket tucked around. She turned to Sylvia and Harry, who were both now standing. “If you’d come with me? Just a few basic questions, if you wouldn’t mind.”


      “We don’t mind,” nodded Sylvia, “but it’ll be a series of ‘I don’t knows’.’”
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        * * *


      


      Rochester Manor was brightly lit, smiling golden through the drizzled shadows. Sylvia pushed open the door, and the freeze turned to immediate warmth.


      Harry followed Sylvia upstairs to their bedroom where they sat to discuss the situation with Iris, and pull off all their outer clothes, then finally to come back downstairs and look for Ruby.


      “No cakes, I’m afraid,” grinned Sylvia, sweeping into the larger living room. Amy looked up and waved and said she had decided to give up cake since she had discovered they made her feel cold.


      Harry stared. “I don’t think that’s quite the same subject, Amy dear,” he told her. “It’s cold because it’s winter.”


      “It may be,” decided Amy, “but just lately I’ve been eating far more cakes than usual, and I’ve been feeling colder and colder. It’s just logical, isn’t it? All that three and three make eight sort of thing.”


      Percival peered over the top of his copy of The Lancet and patted her hand. “We’ll try large helpings of Beef Stroganoff  this evening, my dear. A well known medicinal cure for the cold within.”


      “Have you seen Ruby?”


      But they had not, It was Matthew who called across the room, “She’s still upstairs. Went to bed. Had the snivels.”


      Since Yvonne was practising her rather odd version of Gershwin’s Rhapsody on the old still out of tune piano, most of the living room crowd were either grumbling, listening quietly or laughing. Sylvia and Harry stayed a while, then Sylvia decided to go upstairs and make sure Ruby wasn’t seriously ill having caught the flu or the plague, while Harry read last week’s Sunday Times, its crumpled remains out on the long bench in the entrance corridor, the place where all mail, newspapers and magazines got dumped until picked up.


      Sylvia knocked on Ruby’s bedroom door and received no answer. She leaned forward to open the door herself as usual, but found it locked from the inside. This was most unusual, except at night. Ruby feared strangers wandering the passages at night, murderers and rapists who had found an open window downstairs. But this was five o’clock in the afternoon, and no storm hammered down the chimneys. Sylvia knocked again.


      A shuffle and a murmured but undecipherable answer kept Sylvia waiting, but nothing else happened for some time.


      “Bluebell, my love, are you alright?” Sylvia demanded through the keyhole.


      “No,” said the mumble within.


      “Do you want me to phone the doctor? Get you some tea? Or go away?” Sylvia asked.


      “No,” said the voice, presumably Ruby, and a crash echoed.


      “Have you fallen over? Get this damned door open,” roared Sylvia.


      Eventually, although slowly, the door creaked open, and an aged hand appeared near the floor. Sylvia peered down, then bent, her hand on Ruby’s. “Can’t – get up,” whispered the tentative voice behind the groping fingers.


      “Oh my God,” said Sylvia. Knowing that if she knelt, she’d never be able to get up again either, arthritic knees constantly disobedient, she bent lower, grasped Ruby beneath her arms, and attempted to hoist her up. But Ruby collapsed, and her weight was too much for Sylvia, back arched and almost bent double. She let Ruby sink back onto the carpet, marched to the top of the stairs, and yelled, “Harry. Lavender. Percival. Arthur. Or anyone at all.”


      No one heard, and only the plonk of the piano echoed back. So Sylvia pulled her phone out and phoned her husband. “Harry, I’m upstairs with Ruby. There’s something horribly wrong with her. Tell Percival. He might diagnose some terrible illness. And please come up and help.”


      Percival and Amy with Matthew and David followed Harry up the stairs and crowded around the doorway. Between them, they managed to carry Ruby to her own bed. Percival, in private, left alone in the bedroom, agreed to make a quick examination, and soon left Ruby sleeping as he trotted out to tell the others what he had diagnosed.


      “Depression,” Percival told Sylvia without further explanation.


      Voices low, they stood in the corridor outside Ruby’s apartment, worried and eager for explanation.


      Sylvia said, “Well, yes, I am. Depressed concerning Ruby. Is she really ill?”


      “Not in the slightest,” Percival told her. “Nor did I refer to your depression, Sylvia dear. I referred to the cause of Ruby’s dilemma. She has taken a very large number of mixed medications, possibly with a confused target of suicide, or at the least to attract sympathetic attention. I have no way of telling exactly what pills she has taken, and therefore I have telephoned for an ambulance already. She needs at the least a couple of days hospitalisation. She may need her stomach pumped.”


      “Bloody hell,” muttered Harry.


      “Shitting hell,” said Sylvia.


      “I don’t smell shit,” Amy said vaguely, looking around. “Who did? It wasn’t me, really it wasn’t. I’d have noticed.”


      Percival took his wife by her arm and shepherded her downstairs. “Definitely not you, Amy my dearest,” he told her. “Come and have a cup of tea.”


      Harry and Sylvia went to usher the paramedics from the ambulance to Ruby’s bedroom and stood shivering until they heard the siren.


      “Second time today,” sighed Harry.


      “They’ll probably end up in the same ward,” said Sylvia, her sigh even deeper. “We can visit them both at the same time. But what on earth was Ruby so depressed about? I feel horribly guilty because I didn’t realise it was so bad. And poor little Iris is homeless and friendless and half starved, but Ruby is wealthy with a hundred friends and a fantastic home. What did I miss?”


      “You can talk to her about it,” Harry told her, “when she comes round. And I’ll sit outside in the cold or go and talk to Iris. Ruby will want you on your own.”


      „Life,“ muttered Sylvia to herself, „can certainly be a tiresome business. Trying to make it blissful and just both for ourselves and for those in need along the way can end up such a hopeless attempt.“


      „Hope belongs in the box,“ mumbled Harry without explanation.
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      Five bodies had been found in a reasonably intact condition. Now they lay on the table in the large unheated chamber where Ostopolis continued working.


      The first corpse rescued from the chimney in the mock-Tudor house was the least decomposed and the least dismembered. She had offered up DNA on immediate examination and had then been identified as Phoebe Stein, a seventeen year old pupil at the local college, desperately missed by her large family who reported her missing within an hour of her disappearance when she did not return from school. The cause of death was unclear, but almost certainly strangulation.


      On the second table lay the burned remains of eighteen year old Vivien Riley who had run away from an abusive home many years ago, and taken to the streets. She had never been reported missing. Cause of death was once again strangulation.


      The third recovered victim had been identified as a twenty three year old prostitute named Samantha White. She had also been strangled.


      The fourth young woman had been suffocated with a plastic bag which had partially survived her burial higher up the chimney. Portia Lawrence had been a sixteen year old school girl reported missing nearly twelve years previously.


      At twenty four years of age, River Crane had been missing for thirteen years. She had worked in the village chemist for two years before disappearing. The cause of death was not clear as there were knife marks on her ribs, but other abuse could not be ruled out.


      Identified by the DNA found in three strands of hair caught on the bricks at the base of the chimney, Susan Grant had been nineteen when she went missing, having dropped out of university just two months earlier. No possible cause of death could be identified.


      Beatrice Dawn had left only ashes, and her DNA was not entirely positive. Cause of death unknown.


      In the gardens, two decomposed bodies had eventually been unearthed from beneath the bushes.  Here both Marley Webster and Sharon Bell had been discovered. Both had been twenty one at their disappearance, and both had clearly been strangled. They had each been reported missing fourteen years ago, firstly Sharon Bell, an apprentice hairdresser, and a few months later Marley had left home to report to Social Security as out of work. Neither were seen again until they were found buried beneath the lilac.


      Several of the remains also carried the DNA of someone else. The identity of this person remained unknown since the DNA did not fit anyone on file.


      Morrison phoned, and when Harry and Sylvia bustled into his office, he tapped the papers on his desk and smiled with smug satisfaction. “A small house over the other side of Gloucester recently resold. The new owners explored their strangely barricaded and locked wine cellar. Two corpses, mangled and dismembered, were discovered in a metal chest. Both have been identified. April Westwood and Lucy Skandermitch. Young women who both disappeared last year.”


      Harry was scribbling notes but looked up. “This is a killer who moves house every now and again, presumably when he thinks there’s a danger of getting caught. The last house seems to have been safer. Nine victims. Now another house with only two, but clearly he’s moved on again. But these new owners, do they know who lived there previously?”


      “The Real Estate Agency does, but it makes no sense,” Morrison told them. “An old man, retired doctor, rented out to holidaymakers who stayed a couple of weeks at most. He never managed to hobble downstairs to the cellar. Steep steps, I gather. I'm going there this afternoon. I can’t invite you along, though. Latest address and names still secret.”|


      With a faint frown of disappointment combined with interest, Sylvia said, “Well, clearly we haven’t the slightest talent at this investigation business, so we’d not be an asset anyway.”


      “You had some clear talent tracing Mark Howard,” Morrison sighed, spreading his hands, “but my new companion Cramble used neither brain nor experience, and missed him. But don’t quote me on that. Any more clues you pick up from your interesting friend Kate Howard, please do let me know.”


      They promised.


      “And Eve Daish?”


      Morrison shook his head. “I have every reason to suspect that the same killer has taken her, I’m afraid. Although at this stage there’s proof of nothing. She might have run away to London. Or Timbuktu. Although sadly I believe she’s trapped in this killer’s next cellar.”


      Harry, who had looked it up, said, “He used an acro-prop, didn’t he? The killer hoisting bodies up the chimney. Can’t you trace that?”


      “Believe me, we’ve tried,” Morrison said. “But it’s a common tool, and they sell in their thousands. The few leads that gave us have been well and truly walked over till rubbed out.”


      They left, despondent and asked Morrison to pass on their love to his wife, and to his dear friend Cramble. They then drove directly to the hospital.
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      Unable to risk selling the BMW, Lionel Sullivan abandoned the stolen car in a snowbound ditch halfway towards Stone Henge in Wiltshire, stole a battered blue Ford from outside a tenement flat, drove as far as he could south, abandoned the old banger and stole a nondescript Austin, turned in the opposite direction and drove back to Cheltenham. He had started wearing a pair of gardening gloves stolen from a tiny shop which had closed for the winter. The gloves were magnificently huge, but they were still a little small for him. Uncomfortable then, but that was irrelevant. They kept his fingerprints wrapped.


      Besides, he had only one aim. There was no longer the cheerful anticipation. No casual passing young woman, hopefully attractive, could be the future thrill. Once caught, no stranger would make his eyes sparkle and his groin tingle. He was now after one person only, and that was his bitch of a wife who had tried to poison him. She had planned for him to die alone and in prolonged agony from drinking a homemade killer which could eat him away from within, burning out his liver, chewing on his kidneys, and grinding at his heart. The bitch had to die, and he locked other thoughts from his rigid determination.


      He'd had help, since he hardly expected himself to be a geek in an office, but now he had a way to trace the damned woman. She had kept an old tablet, one he’d actually given her several years ago, because of the old photographs and audible romance books she’d collected. Presumably, the police had told her to chuck it, and now she had a new one, but the old one remained traceable.


      There was never a mirror, so he remained unaware of the purple stains still on the side of his face from his last unsuccessful adventure. But the hood covered most of his face in shade.


      It was a shop he’d never entered in his life before, but he could see what it sold.  “Someone’s stolen my little laptop thing,” Lionel had complained. “A tablet, and a good one. I bought it here six years ago when the damn things were new and expensive. It’s been nicked. So how do I trace it?”


      “You inform the police, sir. Their station’s just around the corner.”


      Lionel had sniffed. “Look, don’t report me or anything. But I can’t. Films and pictures, you know, the sort I shouldn’t have. I mean it’s not kids or anything disgusting, but I couldn’t risk the cops. They’d think I was a perv. I’d be so embarrassed. I swear it’s not anything too bad, but well, I admit, I couldn’t show the wife.”


      “Here.” Pushing over a small card with a name, an address and phone number, and a pattern of arrows following smaller arrows. “My brother Paul. He’s a fanatic on this sort of thing. He won’t be interested in the rubbish you’ve got on there, but he’ll trace anything, given time and clues.”


      Lionel had phoned the fanatical Paul, and now he was hidden, head down, in his small black Austin which was parked further down the road where Joyce Sullivan now lived. The car was not particularly comfortable, and after two days and two nights, Lionel was suffering from more aches and pains that he had in prison. But on the third morning, Joyce trotted out of the front door, slammed it firmly shut behind her, and began to walk up the street. By the time Lionel thought it safe to follow her, she had turned down a side street.


      He drove at first, keeping at a distance and taking two diversions. Eventually, as time slipped away and he realised that the blasted woman was intending a long walk off to some village somewhere, he parked the car and began to walk himself. Hands in gardening gloves, then stuffed in pockets, hooded coat enveloping the entire body in navy duffle, wellington boots thick in mud, Lionel appeared normal enough, like any other farm worker, on the larger end of the scale, trudging in the rain. It was a blustery sleet that closed off the horizon and made long walks illogical. Lionel wondered vaguely what his wife, now his ex-wife, was up to but he kept walking, head down. She’d never owned a car and couldn’t drive. Cursing, he reminded himself of the pleasure to come.


      Heading for open country, Joyce aimed for the short cut to Rochester Manor. It was still some distance away, but she was sick of being stuck inside and having put up with an abusive husband for many years, a little cold rain wasn’t going to spoil the visit. Nor was she concerned with a short cut across soaked countryside. Taking the long way was simple madness. She expected to be welcomed, given wine and probably cake, invited to stay for lunch and maybe even dinner because of the weather. Inevitably the plodding handyman would offer to drive her home after an interesting day of conversation and good company. Staying at home meant saying ‘Good morning’ to the police, and possibly ‘Thank you’ for a cup of undrinkable over-brewed tea. Then she’d sit in the badly heated living room for hours and hours and watch Escape to the Country. Well, she was already in the country and hoped to escape the endless monotony.


      Never having learned to drive, walking had become a lifetime habit. She was only a short distance across one soggy field when she heard the slosh of boots, looked around and saw him. The figure, even at a considerable distance, was a galloping black bear, and the threat was immediately obvious. Lionel was unmistakable.


      She had been untraceable and promised safety. It seemed impossible that the devil had discovered her. A threat without hope, and a nightmare without logic. Joyce almost choked with terror, but the adrenalin rush swirled into her head and she ran faster than she ever had in her life before. Her boots stuck in mud but she ripped them free as she swerved away from her original direction and raced towards the nearest hedge and burst through into the lower slope of the heavily treed horizon.


      The spikes on the pruned surface of the boundary hedge scratched at her, but she sped through its scrubby twigs and ran without slowing to the trees beyond. First down a slope, bringing greater energy, but then upwards, which she took on the diagonal to lessen the strain. The first trees sheltered her and Joyce disappeared into the shadows. Trying for greater silence, she turned, heading towards the forested copse which would eventually cut to the road. Yet she slipped, gulped as she fell back, and slid directly down and into the murk of the winter pond below. Then, both feet stuck in bog and the swirl of the muddied water around her knees, she held her breath and waited, staring back up at the ridge from which she had slipped. The marks of her shoes were horribly visible.


      Barely hurrying, Lionel appeared at the crest of the slope, looking down. He sniggered and stared. He was licking his lips.


      Now gasping for breath, Joyce could taste the fear. Acid bile rose up in her stomach and she was sure she’d be sick. But she did not dare stop and kept running. Splashing over the boggy pond and its trickle of stream, she climbed the bank and disappeared between the trees where they grew thicker and cast blacker, thicker shadows. The rain barely found a passage between the branches although few of the trees were evergreen, and only the occasional spruce fluttered its leaves. A bare-branched oak sprang from a trunk thick enough to hide her. Joyce wondered if she could climb it. She had never, even as a child, climbed a tree. But never before had she been chased by a killer who hated her.


      She wore trousers, a brand for women with more interest in comfort than style, so the waist was elasticated. She might, just might manage one leg up, then two, then hang on tight to whatever branch she could grasp. There wasn’t time to doubt herself.


      Peeping from the darkness into the grey sleet, Joyce tried to see where Lionel had reached, and if he knew where she was hiding. For some time there was no sound except the rush of the wind and rain. Yet there was another sound she heard, louder, and continuous, and that was the pounding of her heartbeat. It called for urgency. Still heaving for breath, she crouched, pulled off her boots, tied the laces and hung them around her neck, and very carefully started to climb. The oak tree, stubby and widely spreading, carried her upwards, holding the curl of her stockinged toes safe. Above her, black and bare against the white sky, the interwoven tracery of bare branches was tight knit and alien. Even the sleet made little entrance here. She slipped only once and clambered on upwards. One branch, high and solid, spread like an invitation amongst the others, and here she managed to straddle, clinging in fright to the main trunk, but almost invisible from below. Had it been spring, had the oak been a swirl of leaf, she could have crouched therefore long hours unseen, but being proud of her accomplishment did not think Lionel would look upwards. A middle-aged woman sitting in an oak tree. That clashed with her usual steady uninspired and orthodox obedience. He could not expect his plump and placid little wife, devoid of personality and lacking all agility, could ever climb a tree.


      She did not dare breathe deeply and did not move. He came through the copse, avoiding the road and pushing at the trees around him. His head bent downwards as he searched for footprints, his eyes shifting straight as he looked for a running shadow. He did not peer up. Joyce had hidden her footsteps with a scuffle of undergrowth and a clump of gorse. Lionel walked on. She could hear his grumble of madness.


      “Find her for me, bitch. You fly, black witch, so find her for me. If you sit on my shoulder with your rancid fur up my nose, I’ll kill myself and you with me.”


      Joyce shivered but did not fall.


      He was over the next slope and plodding a ditch when the branch cracked. She still did not fall, but Lionel had heard. He turned like a hound at bay, thanked Olga with a chuckle for having found the old hag, and bounded to the oak tree. Joyce clung desperately and stayed where she was. Lionel kicked at the tree. His boots were massive, and the tree shook. With both arms, he clasped the trunk, pulling with every inch of his strength. Pulling, pulling, grunting, puffing and pulling again, and very gradually the tree began to slope over. Too solid to break, the trunk  bent just a little, and finally Joyce fell.


      With a whoop of success, Lionel grabbed her. Joyce accepted death. “Get on with it,” she shouted at him. “But you’ll be caught. Enjoy me dying. I’ll shriek if you want. But the cops’ll shoot. We’ll die together, and then I’ll laugh.”


      It didn’t make a lot of sense, but he listened. Then his whole fist within the leather gardening glove slammed into her jaw. She slumped, not unconscious but unable to stand for one essential minute. In that minute Lionel shoved the point of a short knife into her shoulder.


      Aimed at her neck, her collapse sideways spoiled the strike. Even through the thick coat and clothes beneath, Joyce started to bleed. It first soaked from the cut outwards onto the woollen material and then poured. She felt no pain whatsoever, wrapped in warmth and drugged with adrenalin, Joyce twisted up with her other hand and shoved beneath the heavy coat up between Lionel’s legs. She punched first. She had neither the force nor the size of fist she’d suffered herself, but Lionel squeaked and staggered back. She clung and moved with him. Now her fingers grasped his testicles and squeezed with all the strength she could muster. The adrenalin doubled the power. Lionel howled.


      Joyce ran. The road wasn’t far, and she could hear engines. Not a busy road, but a car might find her. Like Olga, she flew.


      It was a stumble from mud to the grassy verge, and from verge to ditch, but Joyce staggered out into the middle of the narrow wet road. She saw the headlights blurred by sleet. The golden brilliance blinded her. In a confusion of horror and the sudden influx of violent pain, Joyce toppled and fainted.


      The driver thought he would hit her. She had been less than a small dark blur through the windblown rain, and he was on her before he saw her and swerved. The screech of his tyres on the wet and frozen road was the only sound Lionel heard. He sat in mud and began to cry. Only Olga listened to him and smiled.


      Her faint had nearly killed her, and her husband had nearly killed her, but Joyce twice escaped death. The car driver, with one dash from car to road, quickly phoned for both ambulance and police. Then he stayed with her, sitting and soaked, trying to balance his crazy heartbeat and his frantic breathing. The ambulance came first. Two sirens echoed amongst the trees.


      Joyce was taken to the same hospital, although not the same ward as Iris, Ruby and Candy, who had now also been separated. That early evening visiting hour, Harry and Sylvia went to see Ruby and intended a brief word with Iris. Instead, they ended up staying for some considerable time.
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      “Unexpected, if nothing else,” agreed Morrison as he apologised for bumping into Sylvia in the hospital corridor. Morrison had questioned Candy Libansky but as he was leaving a DC hurried in with the news concerning Joyce Sullivan. “No, it isn’t Lionel Sullivan I’ve been assigned as a case, but since the other business is somewhat of a stalemate, I was asked to follow up on the young woman who managed by her own courage and luck to escape imminent murder.”


      “I was here visiting my friend Ruby.” Sylvia pointed to the lift. “There’s a decent cafeteria downstairs. Do you want a coffee? I want to tell you about someone else. She’s Iris Little, and she needs help.”


      “The hospital,” said Harry in the background, “is overflowing with our friends and acquaintances.”


      “And you’ve caught Lionel?”


      “Not yet,” Morrison told her, agreeing to the coffee. “But there’s half the police force of Gloucestershire out looking for him with a fair knowledge of where he should be. I await the phone call.”


      “Iris,” said Sylvia, accepting the coffee which Harry had ordered, “is someone I really want to help. I met her in the casino. Yes, I know that sounds a bit odd, but I was there out of boredom, dragged along by – a friend. And Iris was there because she’s ill. I really mean ill. She’s a gambling addict, to extremes. She’s lost everything to the slot machines. It’s horrible and extremely sad. She was found unconscious and frozen and three quarter starved in the street.”


      “There’s quite a lot we need to discuss, it seems.” Morrison was looking unusually tired. “Peggy spends a good deal of her time overseeing and getting involved with Aged Care. No doubt she’s thinking of putting me in a home sometime soon. In the meantime, come over tomorrow evening if you’re free. You’d be welcome, and I might even be home too. Peggy and the two hundred kids will probably order in fish and chips.”


      “My favourite,” Harry hated fish and chips. “But I should go on a boring diet. So many people are running for their lives – I’d be lucky to outrun a hedgehog.”


      “Lavender is thinking of hiring guards,” Sylvia nodded, “for the manor. It might be a good idea, though I think Arthur would be as good a guard as anybody.”


      “We’ll come over at about seven,” Harry added, “if that sounds O.K.?”


      Morrison thought a moment. “I’ll ask Peggy to visit your old lady tomorrow afternoon while the kids are at school. One thirty? You could meet her there. But she’ll invite you for dinner anyway.”


      It was a natural decision to visit to the hospital the next morning, but it was Ruby they went to see first, expecting her discharge at about ten. Joyce Sullivan, however, was clearly the patient attracting the most attention. The press had heard the rumours, from a bored nurse perhaps. And although not admitted to visit, they shoved and pushed around the main doorway and were most definitely in the way of anyone whose visit was more valid. An elderly man in a wheelchair being pushed by a young woman in uniform was at first hurried inside as the media squash parted for them, yet were discovered to be from the local paper.


      “I’m afraid not,” said the doctor, tapping one neat black leather foot. “She’s under police guard at present. Only family members are permitted.”


      “She hasn’t got any, except the man who attacked her,” said Sylvia.


      “Nevertheless,” said the doctor, “rules are rules, and I’m very busy. I’m afraid you cannot go in to see Mrs Sullivan.”


      So they went in to see Ruby, who was almost ready to leave. They had brought her the clothes she now wore, but looked fragile. “Beautiful Bluebell, we have a mountain of cakes waiting at home.”


      And Ruby collapsed back onto the bed in tears. Grabbing a tissue, she wiped her eyes and sniffed. “I’ve been such a fool.”


      “Depression,” said Harry, “is a horrible thing. I got that way once, after – well, that doesn’t matter. No children, you know. And I was a slow learner. Recuperation, that’s what we all need sometimes. Not just cake. Holidays. Fun. Comedy at the cinema. Parties”.


      “Now don’t you go feeling ashamed or embarrassed or anything like that – it would be a quick road back into depression.” Sylvia grabbed her hand. “Everyone at the Manor admires you. Fame and fortune, my love, along with beauty and brains.”


      Harry blinked. “How do you fancy an African safari?”


      “Not alone,” sniffed Ruby.


      “No. With us.”


      Her eyes glittered both with tears and with growing excitement. “I’d love to.” The glitter dulled. “But you have to go alone. It’s a sort of honeymoon.”


      “No it isn’t, and we want you. We’re thinking of booking for September when all the school parties have gone back to their maths, and the backpackers are heading home.”


      “We could take you to the circus, and you can eat your next cake while twirling on the Merry-go-Round. That’ll put you off cake for years.”


      Ruby giggled, and that helped.


      Iris wasn’t laughing and appeared to be fast asleep. Having taken Ruby home and tucked her in bed with cake on the bedside table, Harry and Sylvia had returned to the hospital but had no intention of waking the woman, white-faced, who seemed to disappear beneath the bedclothes.


      “She’s badly dehydrated and seriously undernourished,” the nurse said, all of them standing outside in the corridor. “We’ll be keeping her here for at least another week. But in a day or two, I’m sure she’ll be delighted to have some company and see friendly smiling faces.”


      Peggy Morrison met them in the corridor and joined Sylvia and Harry for a coffee and somewhat unexciting lunch in the hospital cafeteria.


      Ruby’s welcome back at the manor was arranged for the day after her return, allowing her one more day to settle back and cheer up. She slept, ate, and slept through the night. The next day was her carefully arranged welcome home. The cheering up part didn’t take too much time. Two cakes, twenty two cuddles, and three glasses of wine finally did the trick.


      “It all seemed suddenly pointless,” she explained to Sylvia, her voice a little slurred. “You were so busy. I mean, you used to be my sister. I love Harry too, but you just love him. I wasn’t bluebell anymore. I was just in the way.”


      “My dearest and gorgeous Bluebell,” Sylvia said, “Although not my husband, you’re still very much my sister. Sometimes my daughter, since I probably had you when I was five.”


      “I’m not just blaming you,” insisted Ruby. “It was all this death and misery and that sad little Iris. Another flower. But very wilted. They call it the Black Death, don’t they?”


      “Winston Churchill had horrible depressions. He called them Black Dogs.”


      “Perhaps he was bipolar. I’m not. I just sometimes feel sorry for myself. That’s shocking, isn’t it? I miss Rod horribly, of course, even though I have to be honest with you Sylvikins and admit he wasn’t bothered about me at the end. But I still loved him. I know – pathetic. So I get all wound up and do stupid things. Maybe it was just a call for help and attention. I’m sorry. And I’ll never do it again.”


      “You’re drunk, Bluebell.” Sylvia hugged her again. “But you’re still gorgeous even when a little worse for wear.”


      She passed the cakes. But none of the cakes had come from the little café and bakery down the road owned and run by Kate Howard. The shop remained shut, no lights glimmered inside, neither from the shop nor from upstairs in the family apartment. The cakes came from the larger bakery in Cheltenham, but Sylvia and Harry now had to stretch their concern from Ruby to Iris, Joyce, and the disappearing Kate.


      “Tomorrow I’m reporting this to the revolting Inspector Cramble,” Harry told Sylvia. “It’s unnatural.”
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        * * *


      


      Lionel had stepped back from the road immediately on seeing the car headlights. Backing into the forested shadows, he watched as the car stopped and Joyce started talking. Turning, avoiding the crash and thud of broken twigs and branches, he ran back, bounding from slope to ditch and ditch to field. He did not claim his previous stolen car but strode on through mud, snow drifts and wooded slopes until he was too tired to continue. Heaving anger tired him quicker. The pain in his groin continued, and the throbbing was at first agonising, which weakened him. He cursed his divorced wife, then curled to sleep in a rustle of undergrowth, his hooded jacket over him and his thoughts fervently tracing all the tortures he would have liked to perform on his wife’s naked body. Yet after some moments, the wracking pain became a strange pleasure, and finally an ache of pleasant memory.


      Lionel slept badly, but at first light he was able to rise, brush off the leaf litter from his jeans and jacket, stamp his feet to encourage the circulation of his frozen blood, and managed to stumble on, guessing at direction. Three long and miserable days spent dragging his feet while Olga sneered at him and threatened him, he discovered another shed that seemed quite empty except for a scattering of dirty old straw and a hen’s nest which looked long abandoned. One egg remained. He was hungry, so Lionel broke it into his palm. But the rancid  black slime and pungent smell disgusted even him, and he wiped it off his hand on the grass outside.


      The shed was barely visible from the small country lane since it was on a downward slope leading into a valley of woodland. At some distance from the shed, and deeper into the valley was a large house, peaked roof and grand. Even the tip of its attic rooms were hidden from the road, but from the shed, it stood clear and impressive. At the back, a car was parked, but this did not seem like a car Lionel might consider stealing since it was sleek and expensive, a Bentley perhaps. Lionel was hoping for an old banger. He was hoping for other things too, but he had one immediate priority.


      Piling the scattered straw into a small heap, he called it bed, lay down and slept well for the first time in a week or more.


      He did not leave the new shed for the next two days. Fury and Olga’s threats kept him pacing, cursing and stamping although hunger plagued the calmer moments. Playing with the spikes of straw sharp enough to prick his arms and thighs cheered him and he stayed long hours on the cold ground, imagining and remembering. He re-lived the glorious obscenities of his past and slept increasingly well, with even his dreams turning to comfort instead of threat. Olga remained but he managed to push her into the darkest corner where she fluttered her batwings only rarely.


      Day by passing day, Lionel smiled more than cursed. Before arrest and imprisonment, his games had been more frequent, and young women in need of a friendly lift to wherever they wanted to go were more common. But now his face and appearance was known. He wondered whether freedom was in any way better than the more comfortable bed and occasional television, hot  tea and regular meals. Yet his dreams told him yes. Shouted at him. Freedom was free, and there was possibility floating over his head, as huge and as powerful as Olga.


      A fox trotted past that night, sniffing at the stench of the rotten egg outside the shed door, but did not eat the poison, and pattered on. Only its paw prints in the frost the next morning proved its clandestine ramblings. Owls called, soft half whispering hoots of curiosity after soundless flights. There were cockroaches scrabbling in the straw beneath Lionel’s bulk, but he did not wake.


      Light through the holes in the roof woke him at dawn. He ate the two cockroaches which still burrowed in the straw, and stretched. He knew he’d been inactive for too long, and intended to go out searching, both for food and for recreation.


      The house further down in the valley was also waking. The lights flicked on behind the ground floor windows, and a little later someone walked from the back door to the elegant car waiting on the granite paving outside. The car turned, took the driveway up the slope on the opposite edge, and disappeared along the road.
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        * * *


      


      Iris Little sat up in bed and smiled. Her sunken cheeks were pink, her eyes awake, and her hair was washed, wisping into small grey curls. “Oh, my dear Mrs Joyce, I believe you saved my miserable life,” she murmured, still smiling. “I have made such a ruin of my life. I don’t know why you bothered to save me, but I am truly most grateful.”


      “Sylvia,” she corrected. “Mrs Joyce sounds like a military governess or something. And Iris dear, you’re not your own victim. Of course we all do the silliest things sometimes. But I’m delighted to see you looking so much better.”


      “They’ve given me such lovely food.”


      “In a hospital? I’m amazed.”  She had brought unseasonable fruit and flowers since the first protected daffodils were in bloom.


      Since Ruby was no longer in hospital care, Harry had gone to see Joyce, and this time had been admitted. Although still under police guard, Joyce was ready to leave.


      Harry said, “You’re going back to a different safe house?”


      


      “They told me off because Lionel traced my iPad and now he knows the address. So my iPad had been kept in the police station, and my address has been changed. I haven’t seen the place yet, but it doesn’t sound fun. It’s a flat in a high-rise or something, all boxy and boring. I’ll just sit in front of the telly and go to sleep.”


      “I’ll come and visit if you want me. With Sylvia, of course. She’s more entertaining than I am. Actually, I’m surprised you can stand any men around you these days.”


      “This time they’ve promised me I can have two female cops on guard,” Joyce nodded. “And I’d love visits from you and Sylvia. I can show you my wedding photo.” She thought a moment. “No I can’t. That’s on the old iPad.”


      Harry thought he could live without seeing Lionel Sullivan’s wedding photo. “I don’t suppose,” he said thoughtfully and carefully, “a companion in the new safe house would make life any better?” He noticed the lift of her chin and the faint beginnings of a smile. “No, no,” he added. “Not me. Not that you’d want me, I’m sure. If Sylvia ever throws me out, I’ll ask. But no, I’m thinking of a rather frail old woman who fainted of starvation in the street, and she’s in the next room along the corridor. Older than you by some years, and not the brightest on the block. But she desperately needs looking after, and I’d guess that’s something you’d be extremely good at.”


      Having not the faintest idea whether she’d be any good at looking after a Guinea-pig let alone a gambling addicted old woman, Harry  shook his head, about to change his mind. Joyce, however, had already flung her arms around his neck. “Oh, Harry, what a magical idea. I should love that. Company, and a dear little old lady who needs my help.”


      “I have to tell you,” mumbled Harry attempting to escape her embrace, “that she’s a gambling addict. That’s why she’s homeless and penniless. You might have to lock her up. And talking of lock-ups, I’ll have to get someone’s permission first, I mean, do safe houses take in friends? I’ll see if Morrison can fix it.“


      This evidently appealed even more, and Joyce, although dropping the embrace, seemed ever more delighted. “I trained once as a counsellor. Well, that was when I left school. Hundreds of years ago now. But I remember a great deal, and I need a friend. A friend that needs me. I hate being the needy one, the pathetic one and the lonely one. Having someone worse than me would be perfect. I’ll love her. Lionel never permitted me to have friends, you know.” She flopped back down on the hospital bed. “I’ve not had a single friend since I was twenty three. Now, to be actually needed. What a wonderful thing to come out of the blue. Don’t let the police muck it up and don’t let  her say no.”


      “She’s Iris Little. I’ll tell her I have the perfect solution,” said Harry, getting up and approaching the door of the tiny private room.


      Joyce called after him. “And catch that bastard Lionel for me, throw him back into prison, and I shall be as happy – no happier – than ever before. And I promise to look after little Iris Little like a babysitter.”
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      “My goodness gracious me,” spluttered Iris, clutching the top of the sheet as though reassuring herself of the truth. “What a kind thought. But I must admit I’m not an easy lodger.”


      “Not a lodger,” Harry said, pulling up another small chair beside the bed. “A friend. Sharing. I’ve got official permission, so rent free while the police are protecting her.”


      Sylvia regarded her husband with slight amazement. “What an excellent idea. Did Joyce agree?”


      “Loves it,” Harry insisted.”And I phoned Morrison. He says he’ll do whatever’s necessary.”


      “Oh, and me, and me,” sighed Iris. “It’s such a miserable long time since I’ve had any friends at all. My own fault, as I know. But sad. I used to love my friends. I started a book club in the conservatory.”


      Trying to imagine whether her own slightly faded black tweed coat with the fake fur lining would fit Iris, Sylvia had to remind herself that while she was five foot eleven, Iris was about five foot maximum. The coat would swamp her, but anything would be better than the stained and threadbare pink polyester. Harry interrupted her thoughts. “You might not like each other. You might not wish to be friends.”


      “I will love her,” Iris whispered, almost timid. “Anyone who wants my friendship has it at once. I’ll love her, poor lady, and after such a difficult life. I read about Lionel Sullivan although I don’t remember it all. I’ll cook poor Joyce one of my best custard and ginger tarts. I used to love cooking, especially baking. But I’ve had no oven, nor anyone to bake for. But I won’t have forgotten.”


      “Strange,” smiled Sylvia. “We had another young friend who adored baking. She was a queen at producing cakes and opened her own little shop. But now she’s disappeared.”


      “I never started a shop,” Iris said, sitting forwards which pulled her hospital gown open at the back. “But I taught some of my neighbours. There was a girl next door, the eldest daughter of my friend Agnes Gilbert. Kate was the little girl. She was so pretty and so eager to learn. Then she moved away. I heard later from Agnes that she’d married one of triplets. Fancy having triplets. What a shock.”


      “I know a Kate who married one of twins,” nodded Sylvia. “Identical twins. Not that I’ve ever met the other one.”


      “Oh, I never met any of the triplets, this was much more of a tragedy.” Iris lowered her voice as though sad stories should not easily be overheard. “Agnes told me all about it after she got to know the family better. The mother, poor lady, she died giving birth. It was a horrible story.”


      “What happened to your friend Agnes?” asked Harry. “We could look her up if you’ve lost touch.”


      Blushing bright pink over the white, Iris looked away. “We were friends for years. But when I started gambling and my marriage split, and I lost my home – well, it was all so shameful. I could see it in her eyes. She disapproved. And I wasn’t myself, all I could think about was the great good luck waiting for me around the corner.  Then finally I couldn’t face Agnes at all. Then she moved, and that was that.”


      “What about the little girl Kate? If you taught her baking, she must have thought highly of you.”


      “Too long ago.” Iris shook her head. “She’ll be thirty-two or three by now. Such a pretty girl, big brown eyes, and shining brown curls. But I shall look forward to meeting Joyce. I’m terribly grateful.”


      They were interrupted by the white jacketed doctor with the stethoscope necklace, and Sylvia followed him from the room. While they spoke together briefly in the corridor, Harry, who was running out of chat, said, “Odd. Our Kate is about thirty or thirty-two with big brown eyes and brown curls. She loves cooking and makes glorious cakes, and she’s married to an identical twin. They could just about be the same person, especially if the triplet died in childhood.”


      Outside the doctor was saying, “I agree with such an ideal arrangement, Mrs Joyce and it’s an excellent idea. But Mrs Little will stay with us for another few days for tests and an MRI. She’s been in a very bad way, you know. I believe she was quite close to death. I presume she’s your aunt?”


      “Oh no,” Sylvia was surprised. Her thoughts had been wandering. “Oh, no. Just a friend. Well, not even a friend really. We met her, and she seemed in desperate need of help. So we helped. But then she disappeared again.”


      Doctor Barley murmured the correct words and strode off. Sylvia went back into the small white room. “Now you’re a lot better,” Sylvia told her, “they’re going to bring in a television. It will help pass long days since they want you to stay another week. But,” and she sat down again next to Harry, “I was thinking of something entirely different. This girl Kate you taught to bake. She’s probably the same Kate we know. Everything sounds the same except the third twin.”


      “I suggested the same,” chuckled Harry. “The twin who married our Kate is Maurice, and his twin is Mark.”


      Iris smiled wide. “Then it’s the same people. How nice. Yes indeed, Kate married Maurice, and then there was Mark, and the little triplet was – Milton.  I remember all those ‚m’s.“


      “And did the poor child die?”


      Iris leaned back with a sigh, still propped against the pillows and restricted by the drip. “I don’t know,” she said. “But he might have. I believe he was not quite normal. You see, it was terribly sad. The mother went into labour at home and didn’t have proper medical help. The first little boy was born. But the second wouldn’t come. Too big, or upside down. I’m not sure. I think Agnes said he was sideways, but they couldn’t get him out. They thought they’d have to do a Caesarean, but it was going to take ages to get her to hospital. Well, I don’t know all the details, but they called for the ambulance and then they managed to pull the second twin free. But they didn’t know there was a third one, you see, and it was only little, and it had been all squashed up by number two. Poor little creature was born all crumpled up and broken legs and fractures and a funny head. Of course, I never saw him, but Agnes was in tears when Kate told her the story.”


      “And the mother died?”


      “Yes, indeed,” said Iris, closing her eyes. “It must have been a terrible day, and so sad for the father. But I never knew him either. Evidently he went away and put the children with a foster family.”
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        * * *


      


      Nicholas Ostopolis stood silently at the end of the first narrow gurney and regarded the body. Following long study at university and further study during medical practice of many kinds, he had gradually become one of the top pathologists in the country. Homicide was not an unusual occurrence in any populated area, but he had never before seen anything like this. The work of examination and forensic diagnosis fascinated him, but the psychology behind such a situation disgusted him.


      To his right were three more trolleys, to his left two others. More lined the walls. This was the largest of the rooms at the Forensic Lab, and it was the last opportunity to compare and make the final study of the Chimney Killer’s work. Ostopolis was a short, slim man with intensive brown eyes and not a great deal of hair. Being on the bothersome end of middle age, he ran his lab as he saw fit, and rarely conformed to any system that involved more paperwork than he could get away with to hand over to his subordinates, but a large collection of notes clipped to a board rested at the foot of each table, headed with the identity of the body resting there. But the condition of the remains varied and most were sadly unrecognisable.


      Marley Webster lay naked, badly decomposed but with her dark hair and the left side of her face almost intact. She had been buried under a bush some years previously, and the ground there had remained dry. It was clear that she had been strangled and that was assumed to be the cause of death. Although there was also a brutal smash to the right side of her skull, which Ostopolis judged to have been antemortem. Her parents had both died in previous years, and her sister, now living in Scotland, had been informed.


      Sharon Bell had been discovered buried under the same bush. Her body was in a state of more advanced decomposition but had been identified by DNA.


      The remains removed from the chimney cavity in the principal room of the fake-Tudor building, had now also been identified. The most recent, Samantha Winston, had died of strangulation but her body showed signs of severe malnutrition, beatings, and the marks of other mistreatment. Her breast had been burned, her face had been scarred with the shape of a star carved into one cheek premortem. Wires had been inserted into her thighs, and several fingers were missing, the stumps closed with children’s Winnie-the-Poo plasters.


      Her grieving parents had identified her, and would never recover.


      Penelope Stent had died at age sixteen. Now she lay naked and bruised on the lab gurney. The signs of her misuse were less obvious, for her body was badly decomposed and subsequent fires lit in the grate below her unusual grave had singed her legs and de-fleshed her arms.


      Vivien Riley, identified by DNA, was no longer recognisable, but Roberta Laurence and River White had been wedged further up the chimney and were untouched by fire. Their naked bodies now lay side by side, decomposition having only partially disfigured their sleep. Their next of kin had come to identify each girl and had collapsed in misery, yet these two bodies had supplied the most information to Ostopolis, and he had discovered a vague affection for the sad little faces, and the knowledge they had brought him. The two girls most recently discovered in a totally different building had also been quickly identified. Beatrice Barrett and Joan Caveat had died within the past year, but were marked with numerous signs of energetic and vile torture. Beatrice had been twenty two but had looked younger, and had been seriously autistic. Joan was seventeen and worked at her father’s shoe store. He had committed suicide when she disappeared. Her mother now wept endlessly.


      Ostopolis recorded the cause of death as starvation for the tiny Beatrice. Joan had been strangled.


      On the last trolley at the far end of the silent room lay two small scatterings of what seemed to be ashes. But these had been carefully laid out, disclosing the teeth of two different girls, and the small remains of bones, and the shattered jaw bone from a battered skull. Paula Crabb had been twenty four years old when she disappeared when walking home from church. Joan Marshall had been eighteen and was hitchhiking up from Somerset to visit her grandmother in Cheltenham. They had both been identified by DNA from their teeth. Their families had long guessed they were dead.


      Many other girls had gone missing in the area over long years, but there had been other killers in the same area, some even more gruesome such as Fred and Rose West, and more recently Lionel Sullivan. Therefore the loss of a family member, after a year or so, was inevitably mourned, being acknowledged as probable murder. Eve Daish’s parents still hoped desperately that she was alive.


      Nicholas Ostopolis closed the door of the lab, sighed deeply, and plodded downstairs to the police canteen.
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        * * *


      


      “I remember it well. It was so exciting,” whispered Iris. “Just in the pub, you know, The George over the other side of Bourton. They had three fruit machines. That was the old days when you pulled a lever and everything jangled. I used to like that.”


      Sylvia nodded. “I doubt I’ve ever been in the George, but I know what you mean.”


      “I wasn’t very happily married. He was very controlling. I was a shy little thing, so I didn’t mind that, but I just wasn’t allowed to develop any personality. At least, that’s how I felt.” Iris was mumbling as if wishing to prove what she was saying. “But then at the George, while Greg was drinking heavily and laughing about some young girl at the bar, I put a coin in the one-armed bandit, and it went clank, clank, clatter with the most amazing sound of tumbling coins. I just stood there. Staring. I couldn’t believe it. Greg never gave me any money except the housekeeping, and I had to account for every penny of that. This seemed like another world.  I filled my hands with money. It felt like precious  gold. I was tingling all over. I squashed as much as I could in my handbag, but then Greg saw me and hurried over. He took all the rest, and he thought that was all there was, so he kept the little bits he’d seen in my hands,t and I secretly felt rich.”


      Sylvia nodded. When her much despised husband had died and left her a fortune, she had felt like that. It had been almost sexual. Her legs had tingled, and her eyes had misted over. She still remembered it. She hadn’t ever felt the same again until meeting Harry. “I understand,” Sylvia said. “How much did you get?”


      “A hundred and three pounds,” Iris breathed. “That was a fortune to me back then. I stayed awake all night and wondered if this was going to change my life. It did, of course, but not the way I had hoped. I was such a silly ninny. I thought – well, I thought silly things. I went out the next day and bought a new coat. I still wear it though it’s terribly old and out of fashion now. Greg never noticed. He never looked at me anyway.”


      “He was too busy spending his own sudden bonanza,” Sylvia pointed out.


      Iris nodded. “I was so happy for a week. Then one night, wearing my new coat and shoes, I went to a small casino up a lot of stairs in a back street a long bus ride from where I was living. It was terribly dark and so exciting. There was loud music and all those chinkling sounds of falling money. I put in fifteen pounds, which frightened me because it was so much. But the risk and the fear was even more exciting, so I went on with my knees shaking. This was all I had left from my first win. It was nearly all gone when the machine went crazy. Clankity clash, and down came the money into my hands. Not as much this time, but more than I’d spent. I remember it so clearly. Thirty pounds. I thought this was proof. I was going to win and win and end up rich. I kissed the machine. I saw a young man sniggering at me, but he was losing, and I was winning.”


      “And that started it?”


      “Oh yes. I kept creeping back to the same place. Then I discovered other places, even more exciting. Sometimes I won a little bit, and that always gave me hope. But then I started putting in some of the housekeeping money, and when I lost it all, then I couldn’t cook dinner. I had to borrow from Agnes next door. But then she said she couldn’t afford anymore and Greg found out.”


      “You didn’t try to stop?” Sylvia asked.


      “Oh yes, a hundred times.” Iris shrank back down under the stiffly laundered hospital sheets. “I swore to Greg and Agnes that I would never, ever gamble again. I swore it to myself too. Then I couldn’t help thinking – well, just one more time. I’d win big – and then I’d stop forever.”


      “I suppose,” said Sylvia softly, patting Iris’s white gowned shoulder, “you never won anything more.”


      “Sometimes a pound or two. Usually nothing. Eleven pounds once, but that just proved I was onto a new winning streak, and I went again the next night. I started going during the day so Greg wouldn’t see me, but then he went to the pub every night, and I sat and cried.” Iris was crying again now. “All my own fault. You see what a horrible fool I’ve been. Greg left. The next year he divorced me and chucked me out of the house. I asked if I could move in with Agnes and she was sweet and hugged me but said no, she was sorry, but only one night. So then I went to a B & B, but after two weeks I couldn’t pay my rent. I moved into another one, really dirty and tiny and I never bought any more food and just ate the morning breakfast. I started getting Social Security but then I got thrown out of the B&B and I had to start finding sheltered places to sleep. Recently, well, I got worse and worse. I didn’t mind the thought of dying – it seemed like a good escape. But now I’m so blessed, Sylvia dear. You’ve been an angel, you and Harry too, and now Joyce. She’s had a dreadful life. Me too, but mine was my own fault, and hers wasn’t.”


      “I don’t think yours was either,” Sylvia stood smiling down at the little frowning pink face on the pillows. “I think that sort of addiction is a drug just like heroin and after a miserable life, you can’t help chasing improvements.”


      “I don’t think I like the idea of taking heroin.”


      “No.” Sylvia grinned. “So you see, you were very intelligent. You didn’t take heroin when you could have. You just lost a little money.”


      “Kind words.” Iris sniffed. “But I’ve heard about all that denial stuff. I have to admit what I did.”


      “I have to go. Harry’s waiting for me.” Sylvia turned towards the door. “But I’ll be back on Friday. They say you can leave Friday, and I’ll bring Joyce with me to usher you home.”


      “You’ve told her?” whispered Iris. “I mean, that I was an addict. But not any more.”


      Sylvia nodded. “You can work out the future together. Remember, when Lionel Sullivan is back in prison, Joyce can return to her own home. Whether you go with her or not depends on many things, especially on whether you’ve gloriously squashed the  addiction. Other things too. You may not like her.”


      “She may not like me.”


      “But you’re both easy-going and you both want friends.”


      Harry was waiting in the car, parked in the pick-up bay outside the hospital. Sylvia flopped into the front passenger seat. “Thank all the angels and all the demons that I’ve never been an addict,” she mumbled to Harry’s ear as he leaned over to kiss her cheek. It was raining, and the water streamed down the windscreen, but the cold had softened. “Not for heroin or cocaine nor booze nor gambling. Not even exercise or sex.”


      “Shame about the sex.”


      Rochester Manor’s hundred windows ran with reflections in both glass and rainwater. Harry and Sylvia hurried inside, bringing a whistle of wind with them.


      “Oh, it’s you two at last,” said Lavender, trotting by with a tray of teapot and teacups. “Arthur was looking for you. Arthur, with David in tow.”


      Not an accustomed greeting. “They’ll find us,” said Harry. “We’ll be changing wet clothes first, and if none of that tea’s for us, can we have some later?”


      “Not too much later,” added Sylvia. “We’ll be down in five or ten minutes.”


      They were twelve minutes, and the tea was waiting for them. So were Arthur and David. Sylvia offered tea which Harry was pouring, but David said he’d sooner have a cream cake, although there weren’t any on offer.


      “That lady makes them,” David said. “The lady with the shop who married a teacher.”


      “But the shop’s closed,” remembered Sylvia. “At least it was last time I was there. Does anyone know if it’s reopened?”


      “It hasn’t,” said Arthur, looking morose. “And I asked, so I know the teacher went on long sick-leave. Both gone. I don’t know no more.”


      “Is that what you wanted to tell us?” asked Harry, bemused.


      David shook his head. “T’was me as wanted to tell you. See, I remembered. I got a good remembrance.”


      “We had this car-boot sale, see,” nodded Arthur. “I told you. I sold the white fluffy rug. Alpaca it was, really nice, but it had sort of silk in it too. I never took any notice of who bought anything, but David remembered. He reckoned it was the teacher’s wife. She didn’t have a shop back then, she was just a nice young lady with a nice young husband.”


      


      “The lady wanted the rug,” David said eagerly. “She paid me lots.”


      “And then I sold other stuff too, and one was an acro-prop,” Arthur continued. “It was good for holding stuff up, like straw bundles  when I was younger on the farm, but I didn’t need it no more, so I sold it at the same sale out on the roadside. I was talking to Lavender this morning, and she talked about acro-props and those nasty murders.”


      “Go on,” and then Harry held his breath.


      “It was the teacher as bought the acro-prop,” he said. “Maurice Howard was the name. That’s right, ain’t it, Dave lad?”


      “Yes, Dad,” David said through his smile. “See, I’s good at ever so many things right. I ain’t stoopid, is I?”


      “You’re bloody brilliant,” said Sylvia. “I’ll order some cakes from Cavendish House. But first of all, I have to phone Morrison. The police will be delighted to know about this.”


      “I didn’t do nuffing wrong,” said David suddenly, stepping back.


      “Nothing wrong,” said Arthur and Harry together.


      “Everything right,” said Sylvia, pulling her phone from her pocket and hurrying back up the stairs, Harry immediately behind.


      A brief phone call, but Morrison was most certainly interested. So was Sylvia. “ Her husband buys the acro-thing. Would Kate have guessed anything?” But Sylvia browned. “She knew, didn’t she? She knew everything. That’s why she’s been giving us hints for ages, and we’ve been too stupid to put them all together and guess what she’s been warning us about.”


      “No.” Harry was squeezing his own phone as though hoping for further guidance. “Kate;’s sweet. If she’d known about something that sick, she’d have found a way to tell the police. And the hints she gave us – well, they weren’t obvious, were they!”


      “They might have been,” sighed Sylvia,  “:if we’d been more intelligent.”


      “Kate’s not the type. And Maurice isn’t the type.”


      “Nor was Lionel when he was being a busy bus driver.”
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      His temper was a three year old toddler’s tantrum. Master screwed shut his eyes, stamped both feet over and over, fisted both hands and shook them up and down with infuriated frustration, and screamed, shouted, cried, screamed and shouted over and over again.


      Cowering in a corner, Eve sat naked, pushing herself back against the wall. Already she had one puffy bruised eye and a lip badly split, enough to bleed heavily. She licked the blood, tried to staunch it, and sucked it back.


      But it was the past she saw. Not daring to close her eyes, not risking the flame, the knife or the fist abruptly smashing into her face and body, Eve stared unblinking at Master. But she was remembering the cosy wallpaper of her bedroom back at home. Pink magnolia had woken her every morning. Her mother’s voice. “Evie, are you awake, love? The tea’s in the pot. It’s nearly eight o’clock.”


      Her thoughts almost touched the warmth of her quilt, soft and pillowed in its rosy pink cover. Her toes remembered the snuggled comfort of her flannelette sheets. Everything welcoming. Everything loving.


      And then the freezing crash as Master stamped and squealed, running in circles and swearing the same word over and over and over, his voice raised as though he had a microphone but could repeat only, “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Fists screwed into flying balls, he leapt, tottered, and tumbled to the ground at Eve’s feet. She pushed back harder against the badly plastered wall, but she knew escape was impossible. He would soon turn, acknowledging her, planning revenge.


      Now he was holding a pair of pliers, dragged from his pocket. “Well, bitch.” Now Master was snarling. “What bits does I take, eh? Swipe off them bits of titties? Or some o’ them lumpy bits between yer legs? What punishment does you want?”


      She whispered, “Please, oh please. I don’t even know what I’ve done. I never meant to be naughty. Please – why are you angry?”


      Master forced his head onto hers, his eyes scarlet rimmed and glaring into her tears. “You knows. I were coming – right good it were, oozing them seeds, when you made that stooped noise. Gulping. Put me right off. Tis your fault. Now I gets me own back.”


      “I didn’t mean it. I couldn’t help it. It’s my stomach, because I’m so hungry. Three days, Master, since I’ve eaten.” Eve watched the pliers waving before her, their bright points towards her breasts. She heard her mother’s voice so faintly in the back of her mind.


      “Tea’s ready, my love. Time to get up.”


      The door opened. Both Eve and Master lurched, turning to look. Another, deeper voice spoke clearly. “Milton, come here. Leave the girl where she is.”


      The pliers clattered to the floor, Master spun, his small twisted expression  turned from fury to delight, and he scampered towards the tall man entering, looking up at him with adoration. “Number One, you done come. Here I is. Now I’s proper happy.”


      In the open doorway stood a man Eve had never seen before. He looked so very much like Maurice Howard, Eve’s teacher in Primary School, who she remembered well, and who had invited her into his car one rainy night with an offer to give her a lift home. But she had not seen her home since then.


      Yet somehow this man was different. His eyes were colder. They led nowhere. Piercingly dark, they held menace but no other message. It was as if the spontaneity had been banished. The man did not look at Eve crouching naked against the wall.  He spoke only to Master. “Milton, I’m leaving. Maurice will look after you from now on. I’m sorry, but of necessity, I shall be gone a long time.”


      His eyes were piteous as Master said, “You doesn’t love me no more, brother?”


      The man knelt at once, one immaculate knee to the filthy blood-stained floor, and took Master’s little crumpled hand in his. “My dearest,” he said softly, and the menace left his eyes. “I shall always love you and always send you gifts. But I am at risk and have to fly home. Don’t worry. Maurice will look after you.”


      “Number Two.”


      “None of us, Milton, is lesser than any other. Remember, we are triplets. We are all equal, you to me, and Maurice to you. Now, come upstairs with me and we shall have a last feast.”


      Master trotted behind as the dark man led him by the hand. He was about to close the door behind him when Eve, terrified and desperate, called, “Food, I beg you. Or I shall die of starvation. Please, please, just a little food.”


      Impatient, the man turned, the cold menace returning. He eyed Eve’s wounded nakedness in silence for a moment, then said, “It is of no matter. You will die shortly one way or another. You now know who I am. Milton informed me some days ago that you remember that it was Maurice who abducted you. That was your death sentence. The execution will come before I leave. Realise this – you are simply Milton’s toy. You have no life or choices of your own and will live or die at my will. Be quiet now, and breathe while you can.”


      The door slammed behind them. Eve sat alone in the darkness as the light was switched off from outside. The shock blocked her misery. She stretched out her legs and exhaled. One second of panic was snuffed out like a candle, and she knew absolutely that death was preferable. She had escaped whatever horrible brutality Master intended moments before. Now, even if her death was prolonged and painful, it would be the end. The end would be a relief so enormous, she could not contemplate it. She closed her eyes and started to whisper her goodbyes.


      “I never ran away, Mum. I love you all ever so much. You and Dad and Niles. I wish I could die in my bed, but it might be easier for you if I’m here, far away, and you don’t have to watch. But I’m thinking of you. I’ll be kissing and hugging you all in my head. Night, night, sweet dreams.”
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      Morrison thanked them, eyes narrowed, looking at Sylvia and Harry over the top of his clasped fingers, his elbows to the desk. “This is somewhat startling news,” he said softly. “Are you sure?”


      “Of course we aren’t sure,” Harry said, leaning back in the chair. “I’m only repeating what we heard.”


      “It’s almost funny,” said Sylvia. Then shaking her head, she said, “Well, not really funny of course. It’s horrible. But we’ve been trying to make sense of three crimes. There’s Mark Howard and his money laundering. Trying to find him before he goes back to Dubai, though I suppose he’s already gone by now.”


      “And Eve Daish, the poor little girl who disappeared,” said Harry. “We’ve talked to her whole distraught family. And that seemed the most important mystery to solve.”


      “And my own personal case,” Morrison said, chin still resting on his clasped hands. “The murder of nine young women by the man they’ve called the Chimney Killer. And now, according to this new information, it seems that all these crimes might be connected. Even connected by the same person.”


      “Well, you always said Eve Daish might well have fallen victim to the Chimney Killer.”


      Morrison nodded. “However, Maurice Howard, even as the identical twin to an international criminal, always seemed to be a man of normal intelligence with a normal fondness for young children. He’s never been accused of molesting children and has an excellent reputation as a teacher.  It’s hard to imagine him as a demented serial killer.”


      “I expect,” Sylvia smiled, “most serial killers don’t advertise the fact. The books I’ve read usually say they’re all normal and pleasant. Like Bundy and so on.”


      “You read the wrong books,” Morrison told her, leaning back and unclasping his hands. “Remember Lionel Sullivan. A pleasant chap, would you say?”


      “Which is the other unsolved case at the moment,” sighed Harry. “But at least we know he’s not involved with the Howards. He’s just still on the run.”


      “Even Kate and her teacher have disappeared now,” Sylvia said. “But they can’t know that we know. They can’t possibly know about funny little Iris once living next door to a friend of a friend -----.”


      “Or Arthur’s car boot sale.”


      “Kate told us ages ago,” said Sylvia suddenly, “that she’d visited that old Tudor fake. Was she giving clues right back then?”


      “She has more recently,” Harry interrupted, “specially about the eldest twin. Coming here, going there. Did she want him arrested? I don’t doubt it, not if he’s the killer too.”


      “Her husband might be the killer.”


      “Or the handicapped triplet.”


      “I have every intention of looking into this more deeply,” Morrison once again leaned forwards over the desk. “Birth certificates, and general identity. Don’t worry. We’ll know soon enough, even if Mark Howard is already back in Dubai.”


      “I just hope he hasn’t done anything horrible to Kate,” murmured Sylvia.


      The official registration of the birth and appropriate certificates for the Howard triplets began a series of explorations and investigations in which Sylvia and Harry played little part officially, but some part privately.


      On the twenty-third of October, 1984, Sara Howard gave birth to triplets, born one month early and subsequently premature and sickly. Two of the triplets were identical twins, whereas the third triplet and the last born was fraternal. The birth had been traumatic, and during the first two hours, no medically qualified person had been present. The fraternal twin’s birth had been unnaturally delayed, and this last baby was born malformed and with a suspected brain injury.


      The first, named Mark Ivor Howard, entered the world at five minutes past three in the morning. The second baby, later named Maurice Isan Howard, was not born until two hours and eight minutes later. The last of the triplets was finally delivered by cesarean section. Milton Illitz Howard almost died but was immediately removed to a ventilator, and survived. Sara Howard, however, did not survive and died from a massive haemorrhage within the hour. Subsequently, the father felt that his infant sons were to blame. He was also painfully aware that he had very little probability of looking after triplets successfully on his own, especially since one needed special care and might soon die. He handed all three over for adoption. They were put into foster care and for some years remained with the same family. They were well treated and grew extremely close, with special affection for Milton, the small handicapped brother. When the foster father died of cancer and the mother became ill, the children were separated and sent to other homes. Milton was kept in a special state-run home for the disabled. He was manically unhappy having lost his beloved brothers, and the treatment he endured was poor at best. Mark, the eldest, stayed first in a home where he was beaten and sexually abused.  Maurice was sent to four different families in quick succession. Once old enough, the triplets reunited. They spent a great deal of time discovering each other, but they did not bother to trace their father.


      Iris and Joyce, now living in adjacent bedrooms, stared at Sylvia in amazement.


      “Agnes’s friend. And those same little triplets?”  Iris quavered.


      “And nothing to do with my Lionel for once,” Joyce snorted. “Makes a nice change.”


      “There’s too many dreadful, cruel people out there,” Iris said with a sniff. “Murder and mayhem. I thought I was wicked, but at least I didn’t ever kill anyone.”


      “I nearly tried to kill my disgusting husband,” Joyce muttered. “And now I wish I had.”


      Sylvia said, “Well, I wish we could find Lionel, but most of all I wish we could find Kate and those murderous twins.”
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      The new hiding place, his safe haven, kept Lionel warm and although the old straw and the collapsed hay bale smelled of rank mould and dead beetles, he considered himself lucky to have discovered such a place, utterly isolated and completely private. Unused and abandoned for many years, the little shed gave him occasional glimpses of the grand house in the valley but was not close enough for interference. Those in the grand house, it seemed, had no more desire to know him than he had to know them.


      Lionel was amused, sometimes, to see the grand car and the grandly dressed men arriving at the grand house, none of them aware that they were being watched. He was watching the two tall, dark men climb from their dark car when he noticed something else. A young woman was walking up the lane on the opposite side away from both the grand house and his own small hidden shed. With a stumble of absolute delighted surprise, he ran out into the sunless freeze and waded up the slope to the laneway. The last of the snow had melted some days previously, but icy patches remained like treacherous stepping-stones between the tufting grass and sprigs of daisies, impatient to see the sun.


      There was no sun. The sky was granite. With a shout as he slipped to one knee, Lionel hailed the young woman trotting towards the far corner where the lane led to a distant village. She wore exercise lycra, and as she ran, Lionel watched the muscles flex in her legs and the movement of her buttocks.


      “Hey, can you wait one minute?”


      She looked around. “Not really. I’m in a hurry.”


      “You must be exhausted.”


      “Not at all. What do you want?”


      Lionel stopped, and bent, hands to his knees. Puffing, out of breath, he said, “My little Tumpkins. My puppy. I live in that house down there,” and he pointed to the grand roof of the building below, “but the puppy ran off and my phone’s not working. The wires got snapped in the snow and there’s no reception. I can’t run anymore. Could you see a little black puppy from where you are?”


      She looked, looked again, and shook her head. “I expect he’ll run home.”


      “I only got him from the Rescue Kennels yesterday. He won’t know the way.”


      The woman eyed him slowly. “So you want me to help you find your dog? I seem to have heard that line before, and the warning that goes with it.”


      “What, me?” Lionel stepped back. “I’m so sorry. Does that sound suspicious? Well, don’t worry, I’ll just carry on looking alone.” He began to stumble away, then turned. “Can you whistle? You know, that really high-pitched whistle that some people can do, and it echoes for miles.”


      The woman frowned. “No. I can’t. And you remind me of someone. Have I met you before?”


      “Ah yes, perhaps.” Lionel smiled, success dawning. “A party maybe. Or the local library. I do socialise a bit.”


      “I only go to the parties at the Gym.”


      He sniggered. “I’m not fit at all, I’m afraid. Which is why I can’t find Tumpkins.” Lionel’s smile grew. “He’ll be long gone now if I don’t hurry. Are you sure you couldn’t help? All I can offer is a cup of tea, but I’m sure my puppy would be so happy.”


      He stretched out his hand. It was a mistake. The woman backed off. “I know who you remind me of. That Sullivan person. That huge hand – escaped from prison.” She gulped, blinked, and turned. “And your face,” she grunted. “Purple spray. Purple over your nose – and more.  That’s a – a warning. Someone knew you.” Then she ran. Much faster than the previous jogging, her lycra clad legs disappeared up the lane and were gone. Lionel, not having eaten for two days and now horribly hungry, and  after climbing the steep slope from shed to road, had no energy to chase after. He stood and swore with calculated variety. Then slowly he slid and scrambled back down to his shed.


      What he would have done to the woman had she accompanied him, continued to dribble through his mind.  He thought of the jagged clumps of sharp ended straw he could force inside her. He thought of the rip of lycra, and how he could use the strip once between her legs, to gag her tightly, and bind her wrists behind her. Her hair, curled beneath a hood, had been bleach-blond and long. He imagined gripping it near her scalp and tugging it out, handful by handful as she shrieked into her gag.


      But there was only Olga, and another failure. Since his escape, which he counted as a vast and important achievement, he had not been able to discover any moment of lavish delight except during his own day-dreams.


      On the way back down the slope, it had started to rain again. At least it wasn’t snow, Lionel had thought, plodding over the icy patches. But he had slipped anyway, for now, the rocks and pebble trails were also slippery, and once again Lionel had landed on his knees. He had cursed so loudly that, like the whistle he could not do, the sound had echoed.


      Pushing up from his bruised knees, Lionel found that he was being watched. It was at a considerable distance, but at the same moment, the tall, dark man from the grand house had walked from his back door to where the car was parked. Abruptly, even from so far, Lionel had felt the piercing stare of black eyes, colder than the ice at his feet.


      He had thumped away any threats in prison and could do so again. But knowing himself seen, he was troubled. Bending low into the open doorway of the shed, he ducked completely out of sight. He was fairly sure that no one could have seen where he went. The man would know there was a trespasser on his land but could not know that the trespasser was hiding there. Lionel slumped onto the hay and swore first at the unknown woman who had escaped him, then at the dark man and finally at Olga, whom he saw approaching, dressed in shadow.
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      “It’s cuddles more than sex,” Sylvia murmured, almost swallowing his shoulder.


      “I have to admit,” Harry muttered, “I like both. But not equally.”


      “But when you’re away, it’s your arms I miss, and your hands and the smell of you all cuddly and warm, and it’s like wanting to come home.”


      “I remind you of a fireplace?” He was smiling into the top of her hair.


      “True. With welcoming light and flames dancing so I want to sit closer. Actually, the light goes on when you come into the room.”


      His hand slipped to the crease beneath her breast. “You say gorgeous things, my love.” With no desire to change the subject, his hand moved again, sliding across her breast, his other hand tight at the small of her back. “I feel the same things. Which I never did with poor little Audrey.” Through the soft silver hair, he found her forehead and kissed her. “A wasted youth, but I’m making up for it now.”


      But Sylvia changed the subject anyway. Pulling away slightly, she watched Harry’s eyes spelling sex, and said softly, “Aren’t we supposed to be at Morrison’s in about fifteen minutes? We’ll be late.”


      Harry groaned and rolled aside, swinging his legs to the rug. “And there was me starting to feel young again. Now I’m reminded of the arthritic hip and the pain in my neck and the frozen left shoulder and the stiff back.”


      “I have all that and more,” Sylvia told him. “Let’s see who wins on the self-pity scale. And now I have to brush all the knots out of my hair and find my contact lenses.”


      “We’ll be late anyway.” Harry stood, both hands to his back. “And Morrison won’t mind. Nor will Peggy. Their house is always in chaos.”


      “It just looks that way,” Sylvia nodded. “But it’s organised chaos.And I want to know where we’re up to with that fluffy rug and the saffron-prop.”


      “It’s an acro-prop.”


      “I don’t care if it’s a Ring of Mordor. I just want to talk to Morrison about where we’re up to.”


      Over the dinner table, Darcey Morrison carved the roast pork and snapped the crackling into eight large steaming pieces. He gave the largest to Harry. “Where I know it’ll be appreciated.”


      Dempsey, the eldest child, watched the food bypass his own plate. “Hardly fair.”


      “He’s a Pooky-Muncher,” complained Atticus. The two youngest, Jackson and Primrose, had already been put to bed.


      “I shall remember that name, and use it to start a new FaceBook page,” Harry told Atticus, then turned to Morrison. “Are we close? Very, very close? What about the acro-prop?”


      “Sadly it can’t be traced,’ Morrison said, passing the plates. “Nor can the rug. But the description fits the threads found in two separate cases. We’ve tried to question the teacher’s wife.”


      “But Kate’s still missing?” asked Sylvia.


      “And the teacher’s gone too. Says he’s not well,” Atticusrelated, acting the detective.


      Peggy suddenly remembered he was still there. “Atticus, it’s half an hour since you finished your dinner. Haven’t I already told you to go upstairs, read the end of that book whatever it was, and go to bed.”


      “Bannister’s Muster, book four.” He pushed back his chair with a sulky expression.


      “Read till the end of the chapter,” his mother frowned, “and then bed. No eavesdropping at the top of the stairs. You wouldn’t understand anyway. And that goes for you too, Dempsy. You know you can’t be here when your father talks business.”


      With faint grumbles drifting into the perfumed air, the boys disappeared. Harry crunched his pork crackling.”


      “The evidence is circumstantial, but their disappearance brings more suspicion. Maurice Howard certainly isn’t in hospital, and the headmaster admitted he’d spoken of ill health simply because the man had gone missing without excuse. The cake shop’s closed as you know, and whether Mark Howard is still in the country, we have no idea. There’s no other address listed for any of them except the house behind the cake shop, and it’s empty. No bank withdrawals or credit card transactions have been made by any of the three Howards, and the daughter Mia is also absent from school without explanation. Eve Daish, of course, has not been found either.”


      “So all that exciting information, and it hasn’t really helped at all?”


      “It’s helped a great deal,” Morrison said. He heaped a large cut of meat and roast potato onto his fork but rested it on the plate without eating. “What I need,” he said, “is something – anything – that might lead to an address. Mark Howard was already Number One on the Wanted list and his photo plasters almost every wall in every police station. But we had no information connecting him to murder, multiple or otherwise, until you brought us the link between him, his family, and that infamous white fur rug. The acro-prop is merely circumstantial, but it adds logic.”


      “Does your forensic lab,” asked Sylvia tentatively, “say anything about marks from a machine? Bodies forced into tight places, for instance?”


      He smiled. Talking to those who had no idea of police procedures was always slightly challenging. “Yes,” he said, “to some small extent. But remember these bodies are in a terrible state of decomposition, and fires have been lit below. For the moment, we don’t have enough on Maurice or Kate Howard to arrest them, but we certainly do on the money laundering and enough on the other two to pull them in for questioning.”


      “But you questioned Arthur Simms and his son,” Sylvia pointed out. “Did you get anything else important from them?”


      “The son kept saying his father was a good man.”


      Harry smiled. “He’s autistic. He used to say the opposite. I suppose he was nervous of being in a police station.”


      “But the father was helpful.  Answered everything. Then had no more information to give.”


      “And the third triplet?” Sylvia was intrigued. “Do you believe that story?”


      “The difficulty,” said Morrison, “is knowing whether the third son survived. Oh yes, I believe it alright, and there are three male infants born within the one day to the same mother according to the birth certificates. Mark. That’s our money launderer. Maurice. The teacher. And Milton. Who may or may not have died with his mother.” Morrison finally stuffed his fork into his mouth and leaned back, chewing.


      “And which one is the murderer?” Sylvia had finished eating and was leaning forward, but knew she’d be unlikely to get a straight answer.


      “Humph,” Morrison said somewhat predictably. “It could be any one of them. But is the youngest living? Was the eldest even in this country when the crimes were committed? Does that leave the middle son as the most likely suspect? Circumstantial as yet – so none of us know.” Morrison was still chewing, his morose expression of disappointment paling into the pleasure of food when the phone rang in his pocket. He mumbled an apology, grabbed the phone, pushed back his chair and disappeared into the passageway outside the dining room. Peggy refilled Harry’s glass and waved the bottle towards Sylvia.


      “No thanks,” Sylvia said. “And Harry shouldn’t have anymore either. He’s got to drive home.” Harry obediently pushed his glass away. “I presume that was work?” Sylvia asked Peggy.


      “Oh yes,” Peggy sipped at her own refilled glass, “He only ever answers the work phone. He turns the home number off when we have visitors. And,” she began to collect the empty plates, “it must have been important for them to have called him at this hour.”


      It was only a few moments before Morrison marched back in.  “I have to be going, I’m afraid,” he said, eyeing his half-full plate with reluctance. “Some woman just phoned the station. Says some lump of a stranger tried to get her into his clutches. Her words. The D.C. assumes this was the Chimney Killer, but by the woman’s description, it sounds more like Lionel Sullivan.” He had already grabbed his mackintosh and car keys from the chair beside the front door. “Not my case, as you know. But I’m interested, and there’s no other senior in the station at this time of night. The last victim, still in hospital, sprayed the man’s face with special dye. Now this new sighting mentions a purple stain. Most convincing, I’d say.”


      “I suppose it would be pointless me asking if I could come along?” asked Harry, half standing.”


      “Ludicrously pointless,” said the detective. “I shouldn’t even be going myself. But it’s Inspector Ellis’s case, and she’s a friend of mine. She’ll be grateful since I happen to know she’s on a blind date.”


      “Hopefully not with Lionel Sullivan,” smiled Sylvia.


      Peggy smiled too. “Rita’s a friend. And she can be a bit daft in her private life. But not that daft.”


      Darcey Morrison turned once as he shrugged on his coat. “No actual address. But a sighting’s still important. The best for some time.”


      From the top of the stairs, a young boy’s voice called down, “It’s Father Christmas who climbs up chimneys. Perhaps it was him. If he brings a stocking, but the others are naughty.”


      “That’s Primrose,” Peggy sighed. “I’ll see to her.”


      “Then we’d best be going,” Sylvia said, waving to everyone and  thanking the empty space for a fascinating evening.”


      Back at the manor, the usual roaring fires brought the ease of homely comfort, but Ruby was waiting for their news, and they had very little to give. During a long evening of boredom in spite of a Cumberbatch film on television, Ruby had concocted a hot spiced punch, and served this in tumblers, ladled from a glass bowl.


      “I should have added fireworks.”


      They sipped. It was too hot and spicy to gulp. “It’s delicious,” said Harry. Although it wasn’t. Too much pepper and not enough ginger.


      “I talked some more to Arthur,” said Ruby, “and David too. David may have problems, but he’s really not stupid. He said he was at his father’s side when the couple drove up and stopped at their sale. She really liked the rug and said it felt like Alpaca, although David said it was Ally Spak. And she was really friendly and chatted to him about her husband being a teacher. But then she saw the acro-prop leaning against the fence, and she just called across to her husband, and he said they’d better take that too. Then Arthur had smiled and asked why they needed it. And she’d changed and had gone all frosty and said that it wasn’t for her, it was for someone else, and they bought it and just left. Then it was the teacher who picked it up and carried it away.”


      “My dearest Bluebell,” Sylvia said, putting down the glass of punch, “I find that extremely interesting. It means that Kate knew all about everything from the start. She wasn’t ever innocent. She knew. And perhaps she even helped. So maybe it was her husband after all, and she loved him enough to help a sick murderer.”


      “Possibly,” Harry added, “that’s why he likes kids and became a teacher.”


      “But he teaches eight, nine, ten year olds. He kills seventeen, eighteen, nineteen year olds.”
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        * * *


      


      Milton crouched on the rug and stared up at his brother. “I’s happy wiv my lady,” he said, with the hint of a sulk. “I likes her better than the last one. Why can’t I keeps her?”


      “Because in spite of the drug, she remembers too much. Now she knows who Maurice is,” Mark said. “We cannot keep anyone alive who knows our identities.” He smiled down at Milton, a rare softness filling the empty black tunnels with warmth. “You must know that by now, my dearest brother. You never use our names when you speak to your ladies, do you?” Milton nodded. “And you know I’ll always do whatever you want, my little one. And I shall find you another lady after I take this one away.”


      “You’s gonna kill my Evie?”


      Mark sat again at the dining table where the remainder of their meal was strewn, Mark’s plate almost untouched, and Milton’s a spilt chaos of fish scraps and half-chewed chips. Another plate neatly scraped clean, its knife and fork side by side across the empty china, sat at the other side.


      Leaning back in his chair, Mark leaned out and stroked Milton’s knotted black twists of hair. “Listen, my sweet,” he said softly, “for many years I’ve brought you back girls to play with. Then if you play too hard, I get rid of the bodies and find you another girl. Sometimes when you dislike them, or get bored or irritated by their habits, then I remove them and dispose of them for you. I’ve always done exactly as you ask. Sadly, you don’t get a lot of freedom, and I apologise for that. But I take you out when I can, and you had a nice holiday in the Scottish Highlands last year. You were able to run and hide, and we all played games together even though I admit it was a little chilly.”


      Nodding eagerly, Milton remembered his holiday. “And I didn’t have no lady but there was Kate, and I doesn’t see her much. But she were there, and it were nice. Can we do it again?”


      “One day. Yes indeed. But you must allow me to take this girl away and find you another lady.”


      Milton stared down at his bare toes and wriggled them, half delighted but half unswayed. “She got nice titties and I likes biting on them.”


      “Most females have similar proportions.” Mark watched his brother’s sigh of acceptance and leaned forwards again. “Have you eaten enough, little one? Do you want cake?”


      “I wanna give some of what’s left to my lady,” Milton looked up. “I don’t reckon she’s ate fer four or five days.” His small twisted legs shaking, Milton scrambled up. “I gotta take her sommint. Then yeah, I wants cake.”


      “It might,” Mark considered, “be easier to let the bitch die of starvation. Take her nothing. I shall fetch the cake.”


      “She might like cake an’all.”


      “The cake,” said Mark, “is only for you, my dearest.” He stood but was interrupted by the door smashing open, and the hurried entrance of Maurice, who strode to the table and sank immediately to one of the chairs.


      “Damned nuisance,” he said. “I thought she’d make life easier. But not at all. Damnation, I’ve warned her often enough.”


      “What have you done with her?” Mark asked.


      Maurice said, “Gave her a good hiding and locked her in the attic. I’ve fed her, and she got a good share. I gave her a plastic fork and no knife, but she even tried to stick the bloody fork in me. It broke, so I told her to eat with her fingers.”


      “You wanna get rid o’ your lady too?” asked Milton. “But I likes Kate. And Number One, he wants to get rid o’ my lady an’all, but I likes my Evie too.”


      “You don’t understand,” Maurice told him.


      “And you gotta bub,” Milton persisted. “Kate, she done told me once. She done had a bub, and I remembers all about it, ‘cos she called it Mia. You can’t put Mia’s mum in a hole.”


      The brothers looked silently at each other. “You’ve never met Mia,” Maurice said eventually. “You know nothing about her, and she’s not a baby anymore. While we all went to Scotland on holiday, Mia was on a different holiday with her Kindergarten. She’s in boarding school now, over in Switzerland. She won’t be hurt, whether or not her mother survives.”


      Milton thought a moment. “Can I plays wiv Mia then?” he asked.Maurice looked away, disgust twisting his mouth.


      Mark smiled at Milton and said, “She’s not the playing kind, my dear. She can’t ever be your lady, and I doubt you’ll ever meet her. Switzerland is a long way away. Nor will she ever be permitted to know the secrets of our lives.”


      “I could have anovver holiday.”


      “No,” Maurice spoke loudly.


      “Kate then.”


      “No.” Maurice banged his fist on the table and Milton looked startled.


      “You ain’t angry wiv me, is you?”


      Mark patted his hand. “My dearest boy, we are family. Neither of us are ever angry with you, and never will be. But Kate has been a bad girl and you must have good girls to play with. We have been through many long troubles together, and perhaps this is another of them. But, as you know, we are more intelligent than the police, or the fools in authority. We will look after you forever and ever, and you’ll never be alone again.” He turned to Maurice, who was sitting stiff-backed. “Don’t trouble our baby brother, my dear. We shall work it all out over the next two days before I leave.” Voice lowered, he added, I thought you’d fixed Kate years ago. You swore she had no options.“


      „For years, yes. I was a kid’s teacher and a good one. Domestic bliss, wife, daughter, and only a teacher’s salary. Because I’d threatened Kate so often, she knew the words off by heart. She’d lose Mia forever, and if she attempted to spill the truth a second time, I’d kill her. And she knew it was the simple truth.“


      „Have I kept you so poor?“


      “Well, I certainly hope there’s more money?” Maurice asked, “in case we have to make a quick escape and kill the girl off first?”


      Mark was laughing. “Money? My dear Moss, there’s a small fortune in the account. You have access. Take whatever you want. As soon as I’m back in Dubai, there’ll be more coming in.” He paused, then said, “But there’s something else. Earlier this morning when I went out to the car, I noticed movement. You know there’s a small shed higher up the valley halfway to the road. We can’t see the shed from the house, but I had parked the car further along the drive, and I saw the shed door open, and someone standing there before going in.”


      “Let them steal the straw,” Maurice snorted. “Who cares?”


      “But he saw me.”


      “Shit.” Maurice was glaring now. “So Milton’s bitch knows who I am, and now some total stranger has seen you. There’s photos of you in every police station, you know. You could be caught.”


      “I was too far away to be recognised.” Mark shook his head. “But I might go up there tomorrow and take a look. In the meantime, I believe we should all move anyway. Get rid of Kate, and I’ll get rid of Milly’s plaything. Then we make a swift drive up to Yorkshire and stay in the cottage there until my flight leaves.”


      “Can’t I take my lady?” asked Milton once more.


      Shaking his head, Mark smiled but said, “No. I’m sorry but no. I intend getting rid of her this evening. Oh well, perhaps I’ll leave it until tomorrow morning. I will probably just strangle the bitch as usual, or do you want me to do something interesting while you watch? Or just do it quickly while you have breakfast? But you can have the rest of today with her and do whatever you like.”


      “Maybe just cuddles if she’s gotta go.”


      Maurice laughed. “Whatever you want, my boy,” he said. “Whatever you feel like.”
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      It was many years since Iris had talked about herself, and many years since Joyce had spoken much at all. Ruby had always chatted and had friends to chat to, but usually she preferred to speak about her husband.


      “He sounds boring,” Joyce decided. “And never at home. Now my husband was rarely at home either, but thank the lord. He was a pig. No – more – a monster.”


      “Rod was nice,” sighed Ruby. “When he was there, that is.” She thought a moment. “Well, actually a lot of the time he wasn’t nice at all. He made lots of money. That was nice. But he handed over the cheques while he was telling me about all the affairs he’d been having, and how he really didn’t love me anymore, and he’d be away for the next year.”


      “My husband,” said Iris softly, “was just utterly forgettable. I’m not sure I can even be bothered remembering his name.”


      Ruby nodded into her wine glass. “Sylvia admitted a couple of things to me yesterday,” she said. “I mean, her first marriage was ages ago, and I never knew her back then, but she’s told me a few things. It was a total failure. Anyway, he obligingly died before the divorce went through, so she ended up with money. The same handy trick my own husband managed. Not that we were ever getting divorced. I just sat alone and put up with everything. He came home when he got sick.”


      “You were saying about Sylvia. Isn’t it working with Harry?” Joyce was curled on the small sofa. “If she doesn’t want him, I’d be delighted to take him off her hands.”


      “No, no,” Ruby giggled. “It was her first husband that didn’t work. And then he died anyway. But she says she lived alone for years and years getting old, and never realised she was lonely or depressed until she met Harry. She told me he walked in and the lights went on. Then she realised how fed up she’d been for all those years before.”


      “Do your policemen listen to our conversations?” wondered Iris.


      “They’re welcome,” Joyce said. “Especially if they’re lonely and miserable too. I wasn’t lonely with Lionel. I started hating him after the first two years. He used to punch me and knock me over. He liked to throw buckets of ice cold water over me. He liked whacking me in the stomach and then locking me out of the house in my nightie. Oh, there was lots more. I was so terribly pleased when he stayed away.”


      “You said you tried to kill him once?”


      “I wish I’d succeeded.”


      Iris shivered. “I just kept thinking something good had to happen soon. I was so sad about life, but then I won some money and it was such fun. For the very first time in my life, I felt I was worth something. And I wanted that feeling again. But I never got it quite the same. I just felt smaller and more and more worthless. I just had to prove it to myself that I was important in this world after all. I got that gambling addiction so quickly. One day I was normal. Two weeks later I was lost.”


      “I put money in one of those machine things once,” Ruby admitted. “But I never got a penny back, so I never did it again. It was boring.”


      “I tried weed once. It made me sick.” Joyce giggled. “I should have studied poison a bit better.”


      “Hush. Police in the front room,” Iris reminded her. Her flesh now fitted her skin instead of the skin ganging in pale sacks. She bounced when she walked. She had her own bedroom, snuggled up with a hot water bottle, and saved her social security for the day when she would have to leave the safe house and start paying rent somewhere.


      “I’m selling up,” Joyce assured her. “I can’t ever face that house again with all its hideous memories. I’ll get a bit of cash, though it’s a pokey little dump. But then I shall buy something nicer for you and me together, and I can get a titchy mortgage and write a best seller about Lionel and pay off the mortgage and live happily ever after.”


      “There’s that lovely big house where they found all the bodies,” Ruby reminded them. “Mock Tudor and a hundred bedrooms, not to mention a secret cellar. Under the circumstances, they’ll have to sell that off cheap. I happen to know who owned it,” she smiled, remembering Stella and Benjamin, and their disgust at the outcome of their generosity regarding the house they bought their son. “Or perhaps they’ll sell it as the house of horrors and double the price.”


      Joyce pulled a face. “I wouldn’t want it anyway. No shit, not after being married to Lionel.”


      “The police haven’t finished with it yet, have they?”  Iris remembered newspaper photos of the house still swathed in blue and white plastic ribbons, with men swarming the place in their white plastic suits.


      “They’ll probably knock it down once they’ve finished,” sighed Ruby. “They’ve knocked half of the walls down already.”


      “Make it into a museum,” suggested Iris.


      “I’ll tell Stella,” said Ruby. “But she’ll just say – Yuk – and sell it off for tuppence.”
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      Some expressions had changed. Master had changed. Eve thought she knew why.


      “You’re unhappy, master,” she told him. Curled on the bed with the alpaca rug around her shoulders and the blanket wrapped beneath her arms, keeping warm while hiding her nakedness, she watched Master as he paced, one leg wobbling, his hands fisted at his side.


      “Not happy,” Master agreed.


      “It’s because I know who you are and I know who your brothers are,” nodded Eve. “I know I shouldn’t have told you. But I trusted you. You’re not going to – kill me, are you? Because I know too much?”


      “Don’t know nuffin’,” said Master suddenly, turning around. “You doesn’t know how Number One does stuff. A great man, he is, I loves him. The best of all. But he don’t like you no more.”


      “So you won’t kill me. But your brother will?”


      “Number One ain’t me brovver,” Milton insisted. “Twins, we is. So’s Number Two. Me – I’s Number Three.”


      Eve was not sure about this. She knew Maurice Howard the teacher, and she had seen the man who resembled him so closely. They were clearly identical twins. This small and crooked man was quite unlike the others. “How nice for you,” she said, lost in contemplation. The elder man, dark-haired, tall, and frozen eyed would no doubt be ruthless in killing her. But she felt unafraid. The torture that Master enjoyed so relentlessly and without the slightest understanding of pain had now reduced her to agonising starvation, and her body not simply sagged fleshless but was burned in long strips, cut in endless patterns, and was punctured with wire and metal spokes. The rape was usually vicious, while Master became more inventive and increasingly demanding.  Eve knew herself to be floating on the precipice of death and would invite it, depending on how it was delivered.


      Her fleshless body quivered. Pain and terror had constructed her only awareness, and she knew nothing else. Hope had long since been quashed from her thoughts. She had now discovered that fear could be worse even than horrific pain. The nightmare narrowed the walls of her room. The bucket of shit stank, but that stink was one of the few things that attached her to life.


      She asked, “Master, how will he do it?”


      “What?”


      She explained. “Your brother, I mean Number One, he intends killing me, doesn’t he? Will he be quick and clean? Perhaps I should say, will he just shoot me? Or cut my throat? Do you know what he usually does?”


      “Dunno.” Master sat on the floor and contemplated with some enthusiasm. “I never watched every time. Number One says he’ll do it all special if I likes. I can watch. Not sure what that’d be. Reckon sommint like pulling off skin. Wiv one o’ my ladies who was naughty, he hanged her upside down and let me fiddle afore he poked the gun up her arse and shot her.”


      Heaving, trying not to vomit, Eve whispered, “I haven’t been naughty. Please, please don’t do things like that to me.”


      “Wot does you want then?” asked Master with some curiosity.


      “A quick shot. In the head. In the mouth.” Eve had never before been asked to choose the manner of her own death, but she had considered it several times while in captivity with Milton.


      “Then does you just goes off and play wiv someone else?” Master wondered.


      “Life after death?” It was another question she had not expected. “I don’t know. We’ll all find out one day.”


      Master shook his head. “Not me, not Number One. Reckon not Number Two neither. Shame ‘bout you but Number One says tis important.” Master sighed, scrambled up, and came to Eve’s side. “So we ain’t got much time. Now, quick. On yer back and open,” he commanded, pointing.


      Eve whispered, “I am so dreadfully hungry, Master. Is there any chance of a little food? Anything at all? Just a crust perhaps?”


      “I got cake, but Number One says not fer you,” Master explained. “So tis time fer last games.”


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      “Mr and Mrs Daish, my dear. On the front step. Shall I let them in or will you go out?”


      Sylvia smiled at Lavender. “Oh, let them in at once, poor things. And make tea, if you wouldn’t mind. Not cake. Too frivolous. Perhaps some biscuits?”


      The ice-cold Cotswold weather was beginning to thaw and a pale flicker of sunlight was squeezing between the clouds. It brought no warmth, but the sprinkled light through the first flush of apple buds was like the year’s first smile. Harry was out in the car, driving the forests and hills. Convinced that both Lionel in some hidden corner, and the Howard twins in some old secret cottage, could be discovered if he drove every lane and highway in three counties, Harry had made friends with his Sat Nav and was exploring the south west of England.


      Sometimes Sylvia accompanied him. The shy appearance of sunshine helped her decisions. But usually she preferred the comfort of friends, blazing fires and cheerfully answered calls for tea.


      Lavender brought Andy and Belinda Daish into the smaller living-room where Sylvia was waiting, and then bustled off to put the kettle on. “We heard something important,” said Mr Daish. “This morning, on the early news. They said something about  another woman being taken.”


      Belinda was already in tears. “If the monster wants another girl already, does that mean our Evie must be – already – gone?”


      “Oh dear, not in the least,” said Sylvia in a rush and a gulp. “Actually. They don’t even think it’s the same man. They think it’s Lionel Sullivan who tried to grab some other wretched girl. You know, the brute who escaped from prison. They still can’t be sure of anything.”


      “So that ghastly creature doesn’t have our Evie?” said Mrs Daish, begging for it not to be true.


      “No,” Sylvia assured her. “He was still in prison back then. I honestly think Eve is still probably alive.’ She paused, looking back into the untrusting and desperate faces of Belinda and her husband. “I’m terribly sorry,” she went on at last, “but Harry and I, we’re honestly trying to help. We manage little bits of ideas here and there, but we’re not official. I mean, we don’t even know what the police do half the time. We made friends with the chief inspector or at least one of them, but most of the time we don’t know what he’s doing either. There’s a briefing room and the forensic lab with a pathologist, and there’s the front desk. The only place we’ve been in is that and Darcey’s office. And I promise, if they’d found Eve they’d have told you at once. She’s still – missing.”


      Andy Daish had not yet sat down. He stood in front of the fire with his hands clasped behind his back. Sylvia was surprised he hadn’t scorched himself by now. “And no one knows yet why the murderer shoved his women up the chimney?”


      “Oh dear.” Sylvia hoped the tea would arrive. “I think that was just to hide the bodies. They were using a cellar in part of an old abandoned house. No one lived there, but they didn’t own it. So they hid what they could in the best place.”


      “They?” asked Mr Daish after a suspicious blink.


      Sylvia realised that she had said the wrong thing. “There’s a faint suspicion,” she said carefully, “that the killers are two brothers. But no one’s positive. There’s no proof. And the brothers can’t be found.”


      “Who are they?” asked Belinda with a quivering hope.


      “Umm. I don’t know.”


      “So how did the telly know about this new woman,” Andy demanded, ‘if the police don’t know anything at all?”


      Luckily, the tea came. Lavender sat down, handed round the biscuits, poured the tea from the pot, and asked sympathetically about the Daish family’s situation.


      “I don’t sleep. I may never sleep again,” Belinda said.


      “Dear Sylvia and Harry are very good at finding out things,” said Lavender, trotting back to the open door. “They’ll find your daughter, Mrs Daish. Never worry.”


      Sylvia ignored this unhelpful remark. She sipped her tea. “A young woman was approached by someone out in the countryside, and she suspected he was a rapist, so she ran away. She phoned the police and Morrison decided it sounded like Lionel Sullivan.” Sylvia took another sip of tea and burned her tongue. “The girl must have contacted the TV journalists too.”


      Andy was disappointed. “So there’s no real news.? Just media? Typical.”


      “Lionel Sullivan doesn‘t have Eve, Mr Daish. That’s so important and so hopeful.”  Sylvia exhaled, desperate for something reassuring to say. Instead, she could only think of nonsense. ‘Your daughter’s alright. I feel it in my bones’. Well – she’s probably thinking of you right now. The police are on to it, Mrs Daish. Patience is a virtue. Life’s a horrible turd of misfortunes, Mr Daish, you just have to trust to luck and the cops.’ No, losing your beloved daughter deserved better than any of that cliched rubbish. Sylvia said, “There have been quite a few clues, but not enough yet to arrest the right man. If they do, then Eve could be home in days.” She paused, then risked saying,  Was Eve ever taught at Primary School by Maurice Howard, do you remember? Would she have accepted a lift from him if it was offered late at night?”


      What? Really? Mr Howard? Our Evie liked him. Yes, she’d get in his car without any worries. What are you telling us?”


      “But these brothers?” Belinda interrupted him. “Do you know their names? Is one of them Maurice Howard? Are they both sick? I mean psychopaths? That’s what murderers are, isn’t it?”


      “One is certainly a psychopath,” said Sylvia. “Or at least I guess so. But I’ve never met him, and I’m certainly not a psychiatrist. I’m not sure what murderers suffer from. As for the other, I think he’s normal. But what the hell is normal, anyway? Are any of us normal? I don’t think I’m crazy, but I’m not really sure about anything else.”
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      “You must be crazy, to be in love with me,” Harry told her later.


      “It’s you who must be crazed, combing the country for sheds.”


      “I found a hundred.”


      Amy, who was sitting beside Percival on the old mustard velvet couch, smiled, catching the end of the conversation. “Did you find mine?”


      “You once had – a shed?” Harry asked politely.


      Any nodded eagerly. “I was born around here, you know. My parents owned a nice house on the Welsh border. Quite grand, it was. We had three sheds. I made one into a playhouse.”


      “No. That wasn’t the direction I explored today, I’m afraid,” Harry apologised. “Perhaps tomorrow. But we’re looking for Mark Howard in particular.”


      Amy turned the nod into a shake. “Not at all,” she murmured. “The bus driver did it, you know.”


      Her husband peered over the top of his glasses and snapped shut the copy of The Lancet which he had been reading. “This is another case, my dear. The crimes committed by the coach driver were all some years ago, and the killer went to prison.”


      “Nonsense, Ben, my dear,” said Amy, reverting to the smiling nod. “He escaped. You should read the proper newspapers instead of all that medicine stuff. And he lives in sheds. He may have found mine. I used to play mummies and daddies, and I had three dolls, all baby girls in pink. He’d like that.”


      “No doubt, my dear.” And Percival returned to The Lancet.


      “I never had a little brother,” Amy continued, though speaking to her cream merino lap. “I kept telling my parents that I wanted one, but they didn’t oblige. So I played mummies without daddies.” Then she looked up and dangled two fingers at Percival over the top of his newspaper. “Until my Percy came along of course.”


      Percival wasn’t listening. “Happy families, my dear,” he said and rustled the paper.


      “I had a little boy cousin,” Amy continued, now speaking to the crackle of the flames in the huge fireplace. “Until he started Kindergarten, we used to play together. Once it was so hot, he took all his clothes off. I was only three or four, and I was shocked. What’s that? I demanded, pointing. He was quite surprised. ‘My dingle, of course’, he said. ‘What’s your dingle like?’ I felt quite confused. Had my mother missed out dingles when I was born? I said, shamefaced, ‘I don’t have a dingle?’ This upset him even more. He couldn’t tell which one of us was weird. ‘So how do you do wee wees?’ he asked with a yelp. ‘Easy. I sit on the loo and it just happens,’ I insisted. I asked my mother about dingles afterwards, and she stopped my cousin coming to play, which was a shame. But people were more proper in those days.” She pushed her hand beneath the open pages and patted Percival’s knee. “But my Percy has a nice dingle, and he taught me all about it.”


      “Yes, that’s right dear,” murmured Percival without paying the slightest attention.


      Ruby was giggling, and said, “It was my father who taught me the truth of dingles.”


      Sylvia looked up, mouth snapping open abruptly. “Now that could mean several different things – maybe good – maybe not so good. You certainly never told me that before.”


      “You never asked,” Ruby sighed. “I’ll tell you more another day.”


      Sylvia’s mouth remained open with several words unsaid, but it was Lavender rushing in who stopped any further discussion. “Sylvia and Harry,” she squeaked, “it’s your gambling lady. Iris isn’t it. She’s terribly worried.”


      “She’s seen something,” said Sylvia, hoisting up her skirts, rising with difficulty from the low velvet couch, and hurried out into the hall.


      “Or done something,” said Harry, running after.


      Iris, wearing a smart new navy trench coat, stood dripping rain onto the carpet, her hair in pale streams over her small head. She had walked all the way to Rochester Manor from the safe house on the other side of Cheltenham and looked both utterly exhausted and utterly distraught. “My lovely new friend,” she quavered, “Joyce, my dearest, dearest new friend Joyce.”


      “She’s sick?”


      “She’s gone,” Iris wailed. “It was yesterday. She wanted to go to the cinema. It was a funny fellow film. You know, Tom someone.”


      “Never mind, what happened?” Harry asked, desperately impatient.


      “I don’t know,” Iris frowned. “I never went to see the film. You see, I haven’t touched one of those bandit machines since hospital, and I didn’t want the temptation. The cinema is right next door to the little casino. So Joyce went off on her own. I went off to bed.”


      


      “She never came home?” guessed Sylvia.


      “That’s right.” Now Iris was in tears. “I slept, but in the middle of the night I felt quite sick, so I got up to make myself cornflakes. I poked my head into Joyce’s room to see if she wanted some. But she wasn’t there and the bed was all neat and tidy.”


      “What time?”


      “I’ve no idea,” Iris admitted. “So I went back to bed. But then I got up this morning at the usual time. Eight. She’s usually up before me, but this time she wasn’t. I took her in a cup of tea but she still wasn’t there, and the bed was still all nice and proper. But no one stays out all night at the cinema. It wasn’t even a long film.”


      At the front desk of the police station, DC Darcey Morrison and DCI Cooper Cramble were stood together by the open doorway leading back to the staircase. The Desk Sergeant seemed amused. Neither appeared remotely interested. What they were arguing about was not immediately obvious but having hovered for some moments at the bottom of the stairs, Harry finally muttered an apologetic, “Excuse me.”


      Cramble turned, furious. “This is police business, sir, and is not the subject for public curiosity. Kindly report to the front desk.”


      Harry shook his head, setting off more flying raindrops. “Too important, inspector.” He turned to Morrison. “It’s urgent, Darcey, or I wouldn’t be so rude.”


      Sylvia, who was even more impatient, broke in. “It’s Joyce Sullivan, Lionel’s wife. She’s supposed to be at the safe house to avoid the obvious danger, but she keeps slipping out. Lionel spoke of revenge, well, you know all about that. Well, Joyce has disappeared.”


      “Lionel Sullivan,” said Cramble with exaggerated patience, “is D.I. Ellis’s case. I suggest you speak to her.”


      Harry shook his head. “All these cases have come together,” he objected. “The Howards and the Sullivans and Eve Daish and all the murders. It’s the same business now, isn’t it?”


      “We know it is,” Sylvia said from Harry’s side.


      “Exactly what we’ve been arguing about,” smiled Morrison. “Or should I say, amicably discussing rather than arguing? And I certainly maintain that the cases are intertwined. When was Joyce Sullivan last seen?”


      “This can have nothing to do with Mark Howard and the business of international money laundering,” Cramble said with a mild explosion of saliva, and turned, marching up the creaking wooden stairs.


      Sylvia answered Morrison. “Yesterday evening at five.”


      Morrison sighed. “I have a team searching for the Howards from the toes of Wiltshire and Somerset all the way up to the horns of Oxfordshire and Worcestershire. There are six teams from the other counties in the search with us, and I’ve added Maurice Howard’s wife Kate and Lionel Sullivan to the search.  I doubt Sullivan is working in friendly combination with the Howards, and I imagine they’d all despise each other. But there’s a link, and that I’m sure of. Now if Mrs Sullivan is missing, then it’s getting more serious.”


      “How many dead already? I think it’s already pretty serious.”


      Morrison smiled at Sylvia. “The so-called chimney killings number eleven, including four found buried so far, but they stretch back over years. Eve Daish may be number twelve, and that’s on-going. Yet we’ve no proof that she’s been taken by the same killer. Not Lionel, but possibly one of the Howards. Yes, serious indeed. And now Joyce Sullivan?”


      “Looks like it?”


      “Damnation. But how could the wretched man have bumped into her? Not at the cinema, surely.” Morrison said, “Come with me.” Harry and Sylvia scuttled after as Morrison marched out into the car park at the back of the station and ordered his car. As it was brought around, he wandered off and began to talk fast into his mobile phone.


      Harry and Sylvia scrambled into the back of the Range Rover.  A middle-aged and straight-backed woman with vibrant short rusty red hair climbed into the front passenger seat. She looked around and grinned. “I’m Rita. I know who you both are. Delighted to meet you. I’m on the case of your great friend Lionel Sullivan.”


      “You’re DI Rita Ellis?” Harry asked, and she nodded as Morrison appeared and shoved himself into the drivers’ seat, cursed, and started the engine.


      “We have one day,” he called over the sound of the engine, “to solve the lot. Before blethering Crab-apple Cooper goes running to the met to complain about our bungling.”


      “A day will do,” Rita said. She turned back to Sylvia and Harry. “Do you mind if I smoke?” They didn’t, and Rita produced a flaring lighter, lighting something that looked and smelled more like an elongated dung beetle than a cigarette. She blew plumes of smoke and leaned back, relaxed. “Turkish and cheap,” she said absently. “But I promise I paid the duty tax.”


      The rain angled against the windscreen, but the torrents slid to splatter and from splatter to a drifting and half-hearted mist. The countryside stretched at 240 degrees, rich green pocketed by fronded grasses, then flattening into scrub and bare stone, sandy rock and hard earth too solid for roots. The trees dusted the horizon, half disappearing into the sodden mist. Dead whitening trunks lay bent and broken after the blistering winds of past months, and the distant hills stood dark and indistinct behind the barrier of trees.


      It was a huge sky, lowering in shades of grey up to a blackening roof, but with sudden creases of vivid silver.


      “Might brighten up this evening or tomorrow,” Harry decided. Then, more relevant, “Where the hell are we going, anyway?”


      Morrison swallowed Rita’s puffing smoke and coughed. “Borders of Wales. Or at least, in that direction. I have an idea and want to test it. Combines Sullivan from the word of his last victim who managed to get away, and some of the rumours regarding the Howards. If we find nothing, then dammit, we’ll stop at a pub for lunch. But I have an itch, and I never itch for nothing.”


      „I don’t want to give ideas where none are actually true,“ muttered Harry, „but talking of itches, it’s Joyce. Maybe she didn’t go to the cinema. She goes for long walks and doesn’t tell anyone because she knows they’ll tell her off. And perhaps she still has that old tablet thing. After living with him for years, she’s probably not as scared of Sullivan as she should be.“


      „After last time when he nearly killed her?“ Rita demanded.


      „She’s not the brightest cherry on the tree,“ nodded Sylvia, „or she wouldn’t have married him in the first place.“ She didn’t mention that she had often thought the same of herself.
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        * * *


      


      “Do dyings hurt?” Milton asked.


      “Some do. Some don’t,” said Maurice.


      “You’s a teacher. Ortta know.”


      “I haven’t died yet,” Maurice explained. “Without experience, it’s hard to know many things.”


      “Then kill me,” said Milton, “and I can tells ya.”


      “It doesn’t work like that,” Maurice told him.


      Milton sat on Eve’s bed, and Eve was crouching in the corner beside the pissing bucket. “Well, lest you knows,” Milton objected, “it ain’t a nice fing to do. It might be a hurting one. So you can’t kill my lady.”


      Maurice laughed. “Look at the girl. She’s bleeding from both nostrils. I can’t be bothered counting the scars. Hundreds, I imagine. She’s virtually bald in patches, with raw red abrasions beneath. One eye is blackened and puffy. Her lips are split and black with bloody spots. Her groin and arse are pitted. What have you done? Shoved your  knifepoint over and over into her buttocks?”


      “Twas a screwdriver.”


      “You’ve carved signs and words into her flesh. Not that she has any flesh.” Maurice sniggered. “And you’re worried about hurting her if Mark wants to get rid of her?”


      “I just plays games,” Milton said, getting worried. “Number One, he don’t play nice games like me. He wants killings.”


      “Yes, yes. He leaves you alone for days, so you get bored and play games.”


      Milton nodded, pleased to have got his point across. “Yeh. Just games. And my lady plays wiv me. ‘Tis good fun.”


      Eve said nothing and closed her eyes.


      “Mark has to kill the girl. She knows too much. He’ll get you another one. Or I will. I won’t leave you all alone, don’t worry. This bitch is well nigh finished anyway. There’s hardly a scrap left of her to piss on.”


      “She makes me angry sometimes,” Milton admitted. “But mostly she does good. Number One, he don’t like her. But I likes her. Sometimes she done tells me stories.”


      “Bed-time stories?”


      “Yeh. ‘Bout wizards and orcs in caves  and kids in a place called Lashtang.”


      “If you’d ever bothered to learn to read,” Maurice said, “I could bring you the books to read to yourself. I read them to my kids at school. Your new bitch can read them to you perhaps.”


      Hiding beneath the alpaca rug, Eve closed her eyes. Dreaming of home, she had made herself sick. She was so hungry, she was dizzy and could think of nothing but her mother and her previous life. Clouds spun up around her head, too high to smell their perfumes, but somehow she knew it was melting cheese, fresh parsley and toast dripping butter. She dreamed she heard the kettle whistle. She dreamed she smelled the scrambled eggs and the crackle of the bacon in the frying pan. She dreamed of Niles banging on her bedroom door to wake her for strawberries and ice-cream. She could see the juice seeping out of the strawberries. She saw a glass of chilled wine waiting beside her plate, and her mother calling her darling and asking her if she wanted a second helping.


      Her eyes snapped open. Maurice was saying, “Go and do what you want with the bitch, Milly dear. Have a last game. As soon as Mark comes back, the bitch is going.”


      “What’ll he do?”


      “Oh, it’s hardly important. Break her neck, I suppose, or slit it. You can watch, or not, whatever you like. He’ll be back soon.”


      Milton asked, “Wot’s Number One doing? He’s bin gone long times.”


      “He saw something over at the hay shed,’ Maurice said without interest. Probably one of the sheep, but he’s gone to check. It’s slightly up the hill so he can’t drive, but I doubt he’ll be long. He’s armed, just in case.”


      The sheep were grazing across the lowlands, heads bent to the ground, ignoring the rain and mist. Mark Howard strode the bracken encrusted stone, shook the half-frozen mud from his boots, and approached the small shed on the higher ground towards the hillocks’ edge where the long pitted lane ran grey and narrow towards Wales in one direction, and Gloucestershire in the other.


      A helicopter flew low overhead. Buffeted by wind, it was maintaining its flight but not its height, and soon spun upwards in a drone of failing temper. Once out of sight, Mark strode on. He did not know if the helicopter had been looking for him, but it was a possibility he could not ignore. Only one more day to go, and he’d be heading to Scotland and a private flight to Dubai.


      Time enough for a quick examination of the outbuildings, then back to the main house and Milton’s plaything. Definitely the right moment for elimination. It would take half an hour, perhaps, to break the girl’s neck and bury her somewhere amongst the sheep droppings. Then hugs for Milton and a quick embrace for Maurice. Orders concerning Milton and Kate. Then off, and back home out of harm’s way.


      Dubai was a scorching swelter of flaming heat, interspersed with shivering nights in the desert, so the bitter wind and the chill of the rain did not bother him. His home was an air-conditioned and central heated haven of utter luxury, women when he wished, and audiences with every man of business and glamour. A switch into the challenges of English was always an initial pleasure, but a boring problem after a few weeks. He’d be glad to leave. But he’d miss Milton and Maurice.


      The small shed showed no signs of the habitation he’d suspected. The little door hung crooked, as though the wind, or someone’s fist, had caught it. The wooden slats were mossy and the rain had swamped the little two-step lane leading from it to the direction of the house. Mark stopped, squinting through rain and wind. There was no sound and no movement. He had, now he was sure, been mistaken by the passing stranger. Just someone rounding up their sheep, or a drifter looking for a night’s sleep sheltered by straw and roof.  He stood a moment before turning. But as quickly as he turned, he turned back.


      Something dark had moved behind the little building. A tree grew there, a sycamore or something like it, large but still bare-branched. It stood tall a little way behind, partly shaded in the crook of the low hills.


      But from one of the thicker branches something was swinging in the wind, a shape that Mark did not immediately recognise, but too large for a bird or a forgotten parcel of someone’s washing.


      And then abruptly Mark recognised what it was.
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      Both Harry and Sylvia stared out of their windows, either side, hoping for some miraculous discovery. In the front of the car, Morrison and Rita Ellis were speaking quietly together. Driving too fast for the narrow winding lanes, and the cold, wet weather, the car swerved as it sped, but met almost no oncoming traffic. A tractor moved aside and almost into the ditch as Morrison sped on, passing what little farm machinery chugged their daily routines.


      Neither Sylvia nor Harry had much idea where they were, nor where they were going, but they accepted Morrison’s unquestioning determination.


      Rita looked over her shoulder. “Do you know this area?”


      Harry shook his head. “No. Wales?”


      “The Welsh Marches,” Morrison said.


      “Marshes?” Harry had never heard of any in the area, but Sylvia interrupted.


      “No, marching – Marches. The old name for the borderlands. A little this side, a little that side.”


      “And now we slip over into South Wales,” Rita said. “It was a young woman a few days back who reported being enticed by a man who resembled Sullivan. She described the area, although she couldn’t put a name to it. A large house stood deep in the little valley, with a shed halfway up the slope. A few trees behind the shed and around the house, but mostly the hillside was barren with both house and shed unseen from the road. A vague description but we traced it down, and that’s where we are, more or less. Another DCI, who shall remain nameless, doesn’t share our conviction that this is a place to search. He’s taken a huge team into Wiltshire.”


      “The old house was bought up years ago by a company named Brothers Inc., and then got sold on to Sanderson and co. Neither company is registered in any place, and no business activity can be traced.” Morrison stared ahead, not looking over his shoulder, but Rita’s attention was fixed on the rolling hills to her left. “There was no clear indication whether that young woman was about to be attacked or not,” Morrison continued, “but she described a man who greatly resembled Lionel Sullivan. We believe this is where the meeting took place.”


      Harry, sitting behind the driving seat, stared unblinking to his right. Sylvia’s contact lenses were making her eyes water.


      Then Rita shouted. “Stop. Look over there. No, down, you can only just see something. To your left. I need to get out for a better look,” and she scrambled from the car, hurrying over the little ditch to the long uneven ridge of the crest. She looked down.
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        * * *


      


      Standing very still at the open shed door, Mark Howard raised his gun. Nothing gruesome had ever worried him, but he was accustomed to unpleasant results coming from his own work, or from an enemy attempting to frighten – or to warn him. He was never frightened but accepted warnings by increasing his own armed and well prepared forces. This seemed like neither warning nor personal attack, and he had no idea who the woman was.


      The body hung upside down from the huge branch of the sycamore tree, her arms and limp fingers trailing just above the churned mud below. Not young, not glamorous, her face was not improved by make-up, and she looked perhaps middle-aged, although the strain on her facial muscles disguised her expression. Her mouth hung open, her hair, mousey and permed, floated down in the wind.


      She wore a cream woollen jumper, splashed with blood spatter, and it had flopped to beneath her chin, showing the well fastened bra beneath. But from the waist down she was naked, and the one leg not roped to the branch above, dangled, knee bent outwards, exposing her and causing the body to swing over in the icy winds.


      Mark stood staring for longer than he would normally have risked at something so unexpected and with such confused surprise. The sweeping tangle of sleeves and shirt beneath had at first disguised the object, but now he recognised that someone in this placid country area apart from himself was committing ruthless and cruel murder. The crash from behind was the surprise that awoke him into action.


      A heavy but inaccurate blow, the spade slammed over the side of his head and right ear, ripping a shallow cut into his cheekbone. Mark whirled around, his Springfield XDM aimed, trigger pulled back, and immediately released. The bullet exploded but shot over his attacker’s head. The large man had automatically ducked. Now he grabbed Mark’s wrist, twisted it against the bone, and broke it. He dropped the gun. Without the slightest reaction to his broken wrist, Mark whirled, brought his knee up hard between the back of his assailant’s legs, and moved back as he groaned, cursed, and turned.


      Through the fine silver drizzle, Mark Howard and Lionel Sullivan faced each other. Lionel was panting. Mark appeared entirely unperturbed, but his glance took in carefully the position of his gun lying close to the shed door. Lionel, spluttering said, “You met my wife?” nodding to the dead body swinging above.


      Mark did not bother to answer. He did not cradle his broken wrist,and as though unable to feel pain, he left it dangling at his side. His other hand moved carefully around to his back. The Smith and Wesson 40C was snapped into place beneath his waistband, and the small closed knife blade was in his back trouser pocket. Lionel was unarmed, but he lunged. The strength of his hands was unexpected. It appeared that the swell of his arms and body swallowed the other, tall and slim, which disappeared beneath him. But the explosion of the gun hurtled Lionel backwards.


      Twisting and ignoring the blood and the wound in his side, Lionel landed on his knees and swung one arm around Mark’s neck. Again the gun fired. Lionel swore and clamped tighter to the neck squeezed within his upper and forearm, his hands clasped over his ear, and tightening. Mark gulped, face swollen, and bit the man’s forearm clamped around his neck and chin. Strong teeth, strong jaw, and Mark’s tongue tasted filth as  Lionel bellowed and kicked.


      Both men pulled away, were winded and hesitated, staring open-mouthed and white-faced. From near strangulation, Mark was weakened and finally the pain from his broken wrist began to scream at him. His cold, expressionless stare was now flushed into fury, shock and pain. Lionel was wounded by a bullet in his right side. This had entered his hip, but once again flesh suffocated pain. Two of his ribs had cracked. Another shot had entered his shoulder but the flabby fat absorbed the pain momentarily, and the bullet had spun within the loose bodily lard and had flown out again near the shoulder bone. He bent over, the dark blood oozing down his shirt. Mark unhitched his knife, grasped it unseen in his unbroken hand, swept that arm up and the blade somersaulted like a circus act, thudding into Lionel’s nose. Blood sprang and splashed. The knife fell back to the ground. Mark grabbed it up, and his gun which lay close to it. But as he bent, Lionel leapt onto his back, pounding with both fists until Mark fell flat, both knife and gun trapped beneath him, and his broken wrist in violent agony, now cracking again.


      The rain fell gleeful, ever stronger until it pounded and although they could not see the gash of lightning, they heard the crashing rumble of the thunder. Mark still made no sound. Lionel now lying on top and grappling for a chokehold, was bellowing and cursing. Mark wriggled, managing to point the knife into the other man’s hand. It sliced deep, cutting through the joint of the thumb. Lionel screamed and fisted the back of Mark’s head a dozen times until he lay still.


      Snap, snap, Mark’s broken wrist bent backwards. Lionel’s broken ribs dug out into the flesh of his chest and he doubled over. Mark straightened and found the trigger of his Smith and Wesson, pulled it, and rocked backwards. Still out of breath from the near strangulation and in a welter of pain, his first shot skimmed Lionel’s thigh. The second shot slammed into Lionel’s hip near both belly and groin, and he tumbled back, lying still.


      The wind whistled. The upside-down body in the tree thumped as it swung against the trunk. There was no other noise except Mark’s faint wheezing. He waited, unable to know whether the other man was dead. Finally, watching intently, he crawled towards the body lying part prone and curled into the stony scrub. Then Mark managed to stand, balancing himself with his one good arm and leaned towards the vast lump. It did not twitch, nor rise and fall as if breathing. There was no grunt, no whimper, nor rattle of dying breath. Mark could not see where his bullet had struck, but he presumed it had caused immediate annihilation. He poked, kicking faintly, at the lump’s arse and it did not react.


      With a sigh of relief, Mark turned away, and walked to the shed door, peering quickly inside in case other bodies lay there. He saw nothing but strewn hay and the broken stalks of old straw.


      Then something immense struck him bodily from behind and Mark was flung on his face into the shed and onto the rubbish left in the hay and straw. The immovable weight on top of him once again left him breathless and gasping. Then the massive arm, the deep bite mark still visible, came slipping from the back around Mark’s neck, and great jointed fingers fastened against his larynx. The fingers were iron. Lionel’s other elbow smashed into the back of Mark’s neck, and between it and the hand at the front, life was crushed into smaller and smaller avenues. The freeze of his dark contemptuous eyes glazed into shallow ponds. The blackening ponds dried up. The mouth sank open between limp expressionless lips, and the eyes bulged inhuman and utterly blank.


      Lionel was laughing as Mark died. Strangled, and then spinal cord broken, the elegant body stretched prostrate, expensive black Saville Row trousers were slimed in the sudden urine of death. Three brown bovine faces, chewing vigorously, eyes fixed in curiosity, gazed from the lower field.


      Pocketing the two guns and the knife, grabbing the wallet from the hidden holder within Mark’s linen shirt and giving the body a final kick. The thrill of power, the kill, and the freedom brought joy, and the joy brought energy. Lionel began to run down the slope towards the house. He had no idea if others lived there, but within the wallet had been car keys, and above all else, he now needed a car. The polished Bentley was still parked at the back. Lionel opened the front door, climbed into the driver’s seat, and drove off without looking behind.


      Invincibility spun into his head like fire. The pain of his injuries and wounds made him dizzy, but with living delight and not with the misery of agony he knew he had inflicted on the dead man. The concreted drive led both up to the country lane and down into the valley where a wider road sank into distant shadows. Lionel headed down. He left a distinct trail of blood drips, splatters and footprints behind him, but this stopped at the house, replaced by the wet earth on the tyres. This pointed the way Lionel had driven but faded before the road was reached.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      “Look. There,” yelled Rita. Everyone stared and Morrison stopped the car on the grassy weed greedy side of the ditch. Both Harry and Rita scrambled out, and began to half run, half slip down the hillside towards the vile thing they had seen.


      “Wait,” Morrison commanded Sylvia, and drove on a few meters to where the drive towards the house was a smooth winding grey. He stopped halfway down, then bumped the Range Rover over the short distance to the shed. He raced to the sycamore tree and Sylvia followed. Rita and Harry were just halfway down the slope.


      Joyce Sullivan’s body showed no signs of the torture nor of the dismemberment that her husband had so greedily practised on others. Whether from respect or from lack of arousal was unclear, but he had removed her trousers and underpants, which hardly manifested respect. She had been hung upside down from a heavy branch, a triple looped rope slung over the branch and then attached to one ankle. It appeared that she had been strangled, but her throat had also been partially cut, and blood had poured down over her face and hair to puddle on the muddy grass below.


      “The body’s cold,” Morrison said, “and no longer in rigor. I believe she died some time ago, but the freezing weather makes calculations difficult.”


      “But this one,” called Rita, “is still warm. Only recently dead.”


      “What?” Morrison whirled around.


      Harry and Rita knelt beside Mark Howard’s corpse lay face down in the first sprouting snowdrops.


      Sylvia remained standing. “That one,” she pointed to the body swinging with the whistle of the wind, “is poor Joyce Sullivan. And this one,” she pointed to the ground, “is not Maurice Howard, so he must be the twin. It’s Mark Howard, the money launderer and maybe the chimney killer.”


      “Be careful not to contaminate the scene.” Morrison sighed. “I need to get to that house as quickly as possible,” and he began to run back to the car. Harry raced after him. Sylvia stayed with Rita, looking down.


      “Odd to meet someone for the first time when they’re dead.”


      “Murder’s always odd,” said Rita, standing and moving back. “I’ve never understood why killers kill. Lust? Mental illness? Anger? But the rest of us have such a deep instinct against outright cruelty. They say everyone’s capable of murder under certain circumstances, but I don’t agree.”


      “Self-defence perhaps?”


      “Then it wouldn’t be murder.”


      The SUV reached the back of the house, rushing with a screech of rubber to the side of the grand building in the valley. The back door was wide open, slamming backwards and forwards in the wind. At first, apart from the back door, it seemed the house was empty and quiet. Then Morrison and Harry heard a yell from upstairs. Morrison ran up the back staircase, and Harry ran into the main rooms, gazing around for clues. There still seemed nothing.


      Uncarpeted, steep and extremely narrow, the stairs to the attic rooms were alive with echoes, and Morrison’s footsteps resounded both upwards and to the cellar. Harry lost himself in the luxury of the great old house and found nothing else.


      Arriving at the locked door of the attic, Morrison had followed the calls coming from one small room tucked in the eves. With a determined shoulder, Morrison shoved in the door’s small cracked planks and bent his head beneath the roof beams.


      “Oh, thank the Lord,” whispered Kate, running into his arms.


      Morrison backed off, but he recognised her. “Mrs Howard? Where’s your husband, ma’am?”


      Kate burst into tears. “Stone dead, I hope,” she mumbled through the sobs.


      Looking considerably surprised, Morrison asked, “Were you locked in here, Mrs Howard? Who did this?”


      “He did,” she wept. “Bloody Maurice. I might have expected Mark, but not my own husband. Mia’s father, for goodness sake. And I’ve put up with all his sneaking around for years. I tried to make friends with Milly. I tried and tried everything.”


      Realising that the woman was clearly under considerable stress, Morrison pulled out his phone, looked at Kate, and nodded. “Rita? Is everything alright? Good. Get over to the house, and bring Sylvia with you. Then get some more of the team out here, report the two killings and call in the forensic squad. I also need an ambulance as soon as possible. Maurice Howard’s young wife is in considerable distress, having been forcibly locked up by her husband. Hurry. I need backup. But first, the ambulance.”


      He held out a hand and Kate clasped and held on tight as he helped her up, and then downstairs step by step. Harry was standing at the bottom. “No sign of anyone else. The house is lived in, and very comfy at that. But no one’s here.”


      Kate stared at him. “Yes there is,” she said. “Maurice may have run off, but Milton wouldn’t. And the girl couldn’t.”


      “Shit.”


      “Bloody hell. Where?”


      Kate staggered to the cupboard under the staircase and pushed it open. It swung inwards, and another unlit precipice of steps led downwards. At the bottom was a small but comfortable room, which was empty apart from its furniture. A large well tucked bed stretched across one wall and a cushioned sofa against the other. In the centre was a round table and three dining chairs. A large trio of teddy bears sat meekly on the sofa, and several colouring books and packs of pencils lay on the table. A chest of drawers stood beside the unlocked door. The floor was covered in thick warm carpet, and a toy train wound its way along the edges.


      Another door stood opposite where they had entered. Morrison turned the handle, but the door was locked. Then he heard the sounds from within. Someone was crying with guttural sniffs and gulps of misery. Thumping or stamping on the floor was now continuous. But someone else called, “Go away and leave us alone. If you want me dead, you’ll have to restrain Master first.”


      It was a female voice, hoarse, and cracking in the middle. Morrison kicked at the door. “Police,” he roared.


      Silence echoed from the other side of the door. Then the female voice whispered, “Truly? Real police? Then in God’s name, help me.”
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      Morrison kicked at the door again, but it didn’t open. He turned to Kate who stood shaking, still sobbing. “Where’s the key?”


      She didn’t know. He began to rummage around the room, searching in the places he knew were often used for easy secrecy. He found a pair of keys on a fluffy bunny rabbit key ring snuggled beneath the pillow on the bed. He tested the first one, which didn’t fit. He tried the second, and the locked door slammed open.


      The smell hit him first. It was an average sized room, but there were neither windows nor other doors, and the bare floorboards were unpleasantly stained with what appeared to be blood, faeces and other things less obvious. A narrow bed on wonky wooden legs was also badly stained. The mattress was thin foam which was wrapped in a filthy sheet. Fallen from the top to the floor were two dirty coverless pillows, a thin sepia blanket, and a white alpaca wool rug, which Morrison immediately recognised.


      Two stools, one toppled over, were in the centre of the room and a large bucket overflowing with a stench of long collected urine stood back against one wall, where a large crack in the floorboards had clearly been widened for use. The broken edges were thickly grimed, and the whole area stank beyond description. Nearby was a small metal bowl, much like a dog’s bowl, which appeared to hold fairly clean water.


      Before Morrison in the middle of the room were two people, both in appalling condition. A young woman held out her hands. Completely naked, she was unbelievably thin so that her bones sprang from every joint, and she appeared like a walking skeleton, Every part of her fleshless body was marked, grazed, cut and scarred. Her breasts had shrunk flat against her chest, the nipples both caught into tight metal clips. Her eyes were bruised, her lips split, and her hair had been partially removed in clumps, leaving a bleeding scalp. Two of her fingers were missing, and the stumps were uneven and red raw. Her nose had been broken, and holes in both cheeks gaped wide.


      Morrison mumbled, “Eve Daish?” and the young woman nodded. She pulled at the blanket and wrapped it around herself. Morrison pulled himself back into decent understanding, quickly shrugged out of his warm jacket and wrapped it around her. She managed to wriggle her arms into place, although the jacket’s sleeves came down over her hands. Morrison zipped it up for her, and it came to her knees. She sighed with such utter gratitude, that Morrison realised this was the first blissful occasion that she had been warm in a very long time.


      The man sat on the floor, rocking backwards and forwards, still crying. Snot rolled from his nostrils to his open mouth, and he licked it off either with his tongue or wiped his nose and mouth with the back of his hand. He was, Morrison realised, badly misshapen, but had learned since his miserable youth to walk, talk, and manage many other things.


      “Milton Howard?” Morrison asked. “You, Maurice and Mark were triplets?”


      Milton sniffed again and looked through the blur of tears. “Yeh. Me. Master. Milton, that is. And this be my lady. But ‘tis all gone wrong. I were happy afore and I ain’t no more. Number One says he’s gonna wallop my lady. Number Two done gone.”


      “Your brother,” Morrison assured him, “no longer has that intention. You are both quite safe.” He paused, unsure. Then said, “My name is – Darcey. I’m going to look after both of you. You both need hospital treatment immediately. The ambulance is on its way. We must go upstairs to the front door. Come with me. Can you both walk?”


      “I ain’t allowed outside,” Milton spluttered.


      “You are now,” said Morrison, and led the way. He held the open door wide, saying, “Welcome to the first room of freedom.”


      Eve stared around. She had never seen Milton’s underground room so clearly before, nor the stairs. For the first time, she was able to understand how he lived. Compared to her own months of misery, this was comfortable. Yet it was still horribly restricted.


      Milton struggled up the narrow stairs, holding frantically to the balustrade. His legs wobbled, finding no balance and unable to stretch. As Morrison looked back and down, Rita pushed past, extending one helpful arm. Milton grabbed hold. “Anovver good lady,” he told himself as she held him steady and then hoisted. Morrison shook his head and moved out of the way.


      When they arrived at the ground floor, Eve hardly believed the sumptuous furnishings and extravagant comfort that had been over her head all the time she had lived in terror and squalor. Milton was still in tears and clung to Rita. her hand to Milton’s elbow and her other hand to his hand. She asked, “Mark was your brother?”


      Milton’s short twisted legs failed him, and he had to stop for breath. He smiled at Rita. “You’s a cop? I reckons yous a nice lady cop.  I’s Milton. Yeh, Number One be my best brovver.”


      The ambulances were waiting, sirens blaring, paramedics rushing into the house. “What’s the urgency? Who needs help first?”


      They saw Eve as she stared back at the running, shouting chaos. Her knees went to jelly, and she realised with utter relief, that she no longer had to keep alert and prepare for the worst. At the moment of acceptance as she surrendered the fervour of terror, she relaxed, her shoulders slumped, her knees seemed to melt and she fainted and collapsed on the wide red carpet. Two policewomen knelt beside her, but the para-medics moved between, lifting her to the cradle of the stretcher between them, then quickly into the ambulance. Its siren once more sprang into life, and with a roar of engines, it zoomed from the short drive and up to the road, while another bumped downwards towards the house.


      Rita still held to Milton, who was looking wildly around. “Where be Number One?”


      “We want you to accompany us,” Rita said, holding tightly to his arm. “You’ll be lovely and warm in a hospital bed, and all your family can visit. Your lady is going to hospital too. She’s not very well.”


      Milton nodded. “She ain’t ate much. Tis a bit my fault. I wanna say sorry.”


      “You can afterwards. You’ll be in the same hospital.”


      “The same bed?”


      He was bustled away, helped up the steps into the back of the ambulance. Two policemen followed him in and sat close. The second siren shrieked its warning. Three teams of police were searching the house. “Keep out of the cellar,” Morrison called. “That’s the principal crime scene.”


      Chief Cooper Cramble glared at Morrison. “My men need immediate access to that cellar, Inspector Morrison.”


      “Your business is Mark Howard,” Morrison shook his head, standing at the top of the steps leading down to the cellar. He was nursing his own glare. “Mark Howard lies outside the shed up there, and there’s a team of your men and two ambulances.”


      “The whereabouts of Maurice Howard also comes under my jurisdiction,” Cramble insisted.


      “Go find him then,” Morrison said. “He’s runoff. Now here’s the third ambulance. This will be taking Kate Howard to hospital. I’m sure you’ll be able to question her by tomorrow morning, though not before, I expect.” Cramble stomped into the driveway outside the house, and Morrison spoke briefly to Kate. “Your husband has absconded,” he told her. “I should inform you now that your brother-in-law Mark Howard, is deceased. Murdered. We believe by Lionel Sullivan since the murder of Sullivan’s wife appears to have happened in the same place and at a similar time. But naturally, Sullivan is no longer around. Absconded. Two dead,” he was now talking softly and more to himself, “two on the run, and three in hospital. A poor result, but a result at last.”


      Rita joined Morrison at the doorway. “There’s plenty of evidence inside,” she told him. “Principally regarding the elder brother and the money laundering. As for any other bodies, that will take longer to uncover.”


      “The chimney?”


      “Not so far. Poor little Eve Daish may have been the first one in this building. I’ve sent three of my people to the parents’ house in two cars, and they’ll escort the family to the hospital. But I doubt they’ll be able to see her. She’ll need no end of transfusions and tests. Besides, once they do see the poor little thing, they’ll be so horrified they’ll need help and some sort of treatment themselves.”


      “And what do we know of Sullivan?”


      “Nothing,” she said, shrugging. “Because of Joyce Sullivan’s death, and the way she was found, we’re assuming he was the killer. So did he kill Mark Howard as well? But why? We haven’t any proof of anything yet, but the hay shed has a fair bit of stuff we can test for prints and DNA. Meanwhile, the bodies are still there, and the forensic team have arrived. There are tyre marks leading away, but then they disappear.”


      “The story hasn’t finished yet.”


      Harry and Sylvia now sat together on a high backed sofa in the expansive living room. Sylvia’s navy woollen coat merged into the navy woollen sofa covering and its cushions. The police, a flight of dark uniforms, dark suits and flapping white plastic whirled around them, taking no notice of the two wistful pensioners, recognised or otherwise.


      “I need a holiday,” Sylvia said under her breath. “Perhaps permanently.”


      “Lionel’s still free,” Harry agreed. “He got poor Joyce in the end. He might try for us next.”


      “Did you see Eve?”


      “Only under the blanket on the hospital stretcher.”


      “She was unbelievable. And we didn’t help this time. I think we only got in the way.”


      Abruptly Morrison leaned over the back of the navy sofa. “Untrue,” he said, almost cheerfully. “You came up with no end of clues. You helped several times, and those made this possible.”


      He had moved away. Sylvia mumbled, “He’s just being kind.”


      “Nice to think someone’s capable of being kind.” Harry exhaled as though drowning. “You saw Joyce. Yes, she’d been taking risks, leaving the house. But no one deserves something like that.”


      Squashed together, they stayed still, hoping not to be chucked out. They listened to the information shared, and the answers to Morrison’s questions. “Blood spatter leads to the back of this house from the shed. Car tyres in the mud take off down the hill to the main road. Who knows what car was originally parked out here?”


      The clamour of detectives gathered, each having conducted his own efficient search of the building. Walsh held an iPhone, not his own, having found this on a bedside table. Crabb appeared down another staircase, shaking his head.


      Napper and Tammy moved to Morrison’s side. Someone looked up, saying, “Howard’s car? Would have been luxury.”


      “Scarlet Delorean with a helicopter landing pad on the roof.”


      “No. Subtle. Obscure. Nothing ostentatious.”


      “Dark then. Black. Navy.”


      “Every second car is white or silver these days.”


      


      “Mrs Kate Howard will surely know the make and colour of her brother-in-law’s car. That’s what Sullivan must be driving now. So what is Maurice Howard driving? A teacher’s car – nondescript?“


      “Has anyone any news of the activity by the shed? Bodies still there?”


      “It’s all closed off. And the public haven’t noticed what’s going on yet. No press, no media. But the pathologist has arrived and he’s busy already.”


      “Osteopolist?”


      “And three assistants,  all in their best white plastic.”


      But by the time of Mark Howard’s funeral, which was attended by none of his family nor business partners, public interest had descended into the labyrinth, and the press came. Milton remained in hospital and was as yet unaware that his eldest brother had been killed. Maurice was hunted all over England and Scotland but remained undiscovered. It was fairly soon, however, that Mark and Maurice’s joint British bank account was emptied and closed.


      It was almost a full month later that a new account, in M. Howard’s name, was opened in Dubai. The man who had opened it, however, remained undercover and the local authorities did not wish to discuss the matter.


      Eve Daish, surrounded day and night by her mother, father, brother, and sometimes friends, remained in hospital in a private ward, refused to see any representative of the media, but spoke regularly to Detective Inspector Morrison, Detective Inspector Rita Ellis, and on one occasion Sylvia and Harry Joyce. Apart from the severe malnutrition, Eve was found to be suffering from numerous injuries and infections. She underwent a hysterectomy, a kidney transplant, disappeared into plaster casts for several bone fractures and breakages and was booked in for future plastic surgery. She had been near death but recovered quicker than had been expected. Milton asked to see his lady and was refused. He was assured that she needed ongoing treatment but was no longer in danger. She did not, however, agree to see him under any circumstances.


      “I can’t. I won’t.”


      The principal doctor in the psychiatric wing where Milton was housed, had also been visiting Eve. “You seem unaware, Mr Howard,” he explained gently, “that you hurt your lady very badly and subjected her to what we would call torture. She was starved, raped, and woefully mistreated against her will.”


      For a moment Milton seemed puzzled. “T’was all games. She done games too. I done games I wanted, and she gotta do wot I says, but that’s fair. I were Master. Number One told me I were Master. But I likes my lady, and I wants her back.”


      “No one, in this world,” said Mr Paxivall, sitting on the side of the bed as Milton reached for a comforting hand, “belongs to any other person, Mr Howard. We must all be free to do as we wish without harming or controlling anyone else. What you did was often cruel.”


      Nodding, Milton agreed. “I likes it,” he said simply. “Makes me feel like I ain’t just a little monster. I heard kids call that when I were a kid too. Number One, he says no, I’s a Master, so I does wot I likes. And that’s wot I likes.”


      “Torture?”


      “Yeh. Wot’s wrong wiv that?”


      “Mr Howard, you are on the list for an important operation on both your legs. Metal joints will be inserted, and the end result will make you both taller, and straighter. After a period of convalescence and prolonged physiotherapy, you will find that you can walk far easier, climb stairs, and generally feel considerably better. You will also receive treatment for the distortion in your neck and jaw muscles, and the re-shaping of your nose. You will look quite different in time and you will never be called a monster by anyone ever again. But in return, you must never, ever attempt to become a master, nor hurt another living person.”


      Although having understood little of this, Milton smiled, enjoying meeting other people apart from his various weeping ladies, and his two brothers. Mr Paxivall made him feel he was deserving of attention. He also approved of his doctor’s name. “That’s a birdy, ain’t it?”


      „I don’t think so,” said the psychiatrist. “You may know a Paxivall bird, but I am no expert.  First, I’m afraid, there will be a trial. You will see your lady again, but you will not be permitted to touch her. She is angry with you for you badly hurting her.”


      “Tell her I’s sorry. Honest. I really is. I’s sorry she done angry with me.”


      “That’s not quite the same as being sorry that you hurt her, but I shall pass on your apology.”


      “I ain’t sorry I done wot I done,” Milton gulped, “cos it were fantabulous. I done loved it. She were the best. And I weren’t gonna let Number One kill her off.”


      “No doubt,” sighed Mr Paxivall, “that will stand in your favour when the trial commences. In the meantime, you’ll be coming to live in a large home some distance from here. The Langham Mental Facility, which I’m sure you will find comfortable. I shall arrange for someone to give you lessons in reading, writing, and speaking properly, which will continue until the trial, or until the hospital surgery is arranged, whatever comes first.”


      “I doesn’t like lessons,” Milton sulked.


      “You’ll like these,” decided the psychiatrist. “They come with chocolate bars. And plenty of them. Lego games are used as examples in mathematics. You will enjoy that too. And just be thankful that the death penalty no longer exists in this country.”


      “Reckon I’s gonna call you Mister Birdie,“ Milton said.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-One


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Harry, Sylvia, Ruby and Iris attended Joyce’s funeral, which Sylvia had paid for.  Morrison and Peggy also attended, and so did Rita Ellis. Detective Inspector Cooper Cramble did not attend. He was visiting his boss at the Met, to where he had returned, with a request to be sent on full duty to Dubai for a fortnight. His boss contacted Morrison for a brief report, received in return a long and detailed description of Cramble’s work and behaviour, and immediately the request for a visit to Dubai was declined.


      The sky over the cemetery grounds hung heavy in layers of deep grey but down closer to the horizon behind the trees it was silver, with a shadowy gleam that promised spring. There were snowdrops sprouting across the ancient graves, and a tiny clump of daisies were pushing up in the grassy bank around the funeral parlour.


      The press, now in huge numbers, had been asked to stay away and were clustered like daisies themselves outside the fence.


      The cremation service was not prolonged. A small wooden box of ashes was handed to Sylvia.


      Morrison heard her. “I’d like a word, Mrs Joyce if you and Harry wouldn’t mind. I won’t keep you a moment.”


      They stood outside, peering past the dark grey and into the silver. “Most of our investigations have so far turned out as I expected,” Morrison told them. “Without a doubt, Joyce Sullivan was murdered by her husband some hours before Mark Howard, who was also a victim of Lionel Sullivan, though not such a sympathetic one. We’re aware that Mr Sullivan attempted to poison her husband, but we silently and diplomatically accepted that as attempted self-defence.”


      “He got her in the end.” Harry sighed.


      “An additional unpleasant fact,” Morrison continued, “is that a piece of female underwear was discovered hidden on the corpse.”


      Sylvia and Harry stared back at him. “You mean her knickers?”


      “What? Down her throat?”


      “Not exactly,” said Morrison, lowering his voice. They were on the other side of the funeral parlour and could not be overheard, but Morrison was careful. “Yes, very brief female underpants, but not her own. The mixed DNA showed they had belonged to a young woman, a young prostitute who was found murdered by an unknown hand many years ago. Her DNA was mixed with Sullivan’s dried semen. Barely discernible after nearly twenty five years, but still sufficient for testing.”


      Sylvia turned away. “Someone else’s knickers, thick with your husband’s semen, stuffed down your throat at death. And showing he’d kept those trophies all that time. Hidden somewhere. He must have gone back to some old hiding place.”


      “Not discovered down her throat, I’m afraid,’ Morrison said. “Forced between her legs. Found once she was on the autopsy table. And I agree, it’s clear he has some special place for keeping souvenirs. I damn well wish we could find it.”


      “So he’s killed more times than we knew of. And probably Milton and Mark Howard have too. Oh, bloody hell,” muttered Harry, “two serial killers in the same place at the same time. But at least one killed the other.”


      “There are other interesting indications,” Morrison added with a half smile, “all of which to be kept private for the time being. For instance, according to blood spatter leaving the crime scene, and bullet casings found nearby, we believe Sullivan was shot while struggling with Mark Howard. We don’t know where he’d now be wounded, and clearly, there wasn’t a lethal shot, but one bullet at least must have entered the body, probably more. Howard’s gun is now missing, presumed taken by Sullivan. He never used a firearm before. Now he probably has one.”


      “He could be staggering into a hospital somewhere, and about to die.”


      Sylvia frowned. “I doubt it. That monster could swallow a handful of bullets and still keep going. At least we know where Milton Howard is. No chance of escape.”


      Morrison began to walk away but continued speaking. “Milton will go to trial,  be found guilty, and returned to the psychiatric hospital where he’ll stay for the rest of his life. There are vast sums of money in his name in a trust fund, so he’ll be given private medical treatment, but that won’t drastically improve his brain. The financial gains of crime are always confiscated, but since most of that double-dealing and laundering was undertaken abroad, some of the funds cannot be proved to have come from illegal activity. It seems that Maurice Howard has now taken over Mark’s business, but a large amount of Mark Howard’s money has disappeared and we assume this was immediately stolen by Lionel Sullivan after the murder and before we were able to trace the deposits. The corpse was found without either wallet or cash, and presumably, this was open to theft. Howard’s car, a Bentley according to Maurice’s wife, is also now missing. Lionel Sullivan will be harder to find as he drives a luxury car and keeps a vast amount of money safe in a bank under some false name.”


      “We have to talk to Kate.”


      “She’s been talking to us,” Morrison said. “She says Maurice had a silver Audi, and he disappeared in that. She wants to go back to the cake shop she was running, sell the house where she lived with her husband, and just live above the shop with her daughter in cramped comfort. I assume she’ll be hounded by the media. You’ll find her there if you want her. Peggy and I would love to see you soon too, come over to dinner Friday evening.”


      “And we have to make some sort of arrangement for Iris. An old people’s home, or Rochester Manor with us, or buy her a little apartment.”


      “Generous. I can sort out a place of care.”


      “I think it has to be extra nice or she’ll be back at the casino.”


      “She could live with Kate. Babysit the child. Help with the cooking. Enlarge the café business.” Harry scratched his ear lobe. “After all, it was Iris, wasn’t it, that taught Kate to cook as a little girl?”


      “We’ll talk Friday.” He was walking away once more, when he turned, frowning as though he had just changed his mind about saying something. “Just thought perhaps you should know that the young woman, little more than a girl really, whose DNA was on those underpants, she was Linda Driskell, daughter of a back-street prostitute, and was put to work the streets herself at age fourteen.” He sighed. “Her biological father was Lionel Sullivan. I’m not sure whether he knew. I don’t know whether she knew.”


      “Oh shit,” mumbled Harry.


      “So now we have another avenue to check,” Morrison mumbled, partially to his shoes. “The dead girl’s mother. Secondly, are there other children by the same father?”


      Sylvia gulped. “Would it matter anymore?”


      Morrison raised one greying eyebrow. “A cold case, perhaps, but a relevant one. If Sullivan knows – and one thing makes me think he does – then it’s an essential investigation, not simply a cold case.”


      It was afterwards that Sylvia said, “I’m booking a holiday. As far away as I can. Africa. There’s a place there, a cheetah sanctuary and you can stay, and help feed babies, and help with conservation. Touring. Wildlife of every kind. And help animals and people instead of hearing about murder and sick behaviour.”


      They stood outside their own car, waiting for Iris and Ruby, both of whom were now speaking to the avid journalists at the fence.


      Harry grinned. “I’m most certainly coming on that holiday. Sounds brilliant. Book it for any time they’ll let us in. Cuddling cheetahs sounds like fantastic therapy.”


      “I sort of invited Ruby after her – you know,  attempted suicide. But however miserable she must have been, others have had it far worse.” Sylvia leaned against the Lexus bonnet. “I can’t stop thinking about Joyce and how she felt when Lionel finally got her. I keep wondering if he did revolting things to her before he killed her. She must have practically died just seeing him as he grabbed her.”


      “And then tragic little Eve.” Harry opened the driver’s door and climbed in. He leaned back but opened the window. “How long has it been? Ages. She suffered more than I can possibly imagine. And her parents too. Her family’s delightful, thank goodness. But it won’t be enough to stop her remembering.”


      “Nightmares for life. Which is why I want to escape. Cowardice, of course, but common sense too.” Sylvia shook her head, pulled her scarf tighter, and climbed into the passenger seat beside Harry. “And now the whole thing about this long lost daughter. Long dead daughter, I should say. And did Sullivan know who he was killing?”


      “But it might not have been rape since she was on the game. Maybe he had no idea who she was, just paid for a quick job, then left.”


      “With her knickers? But I suppose we can’t even be sure it was him who killed her. Yet using her clothes like that certainly indicates something – linking his daughter to his wife. But of course, poor Joyce wasn’t the mother.”


      “So who was?”


      “It might be on record. It’s an unsolved murder. A cold case.”


      “So many questions. Did Lionel know? Did the girl know? Was it murder by someone else? Or was it the nastiest answer, which is that Lionel Sullivan knowingly raped and murdered his own daughter, and hid her knickers away in some safe place even while he was in prison?”


      Slowly, as if the possibilities were overshadowed by the unpleasant probability, both Sylvia and Harry sighed and changed the subject.


      “And do we go to Milton’s trial?”


      “We don’t know Eve, but we know the parents. We’ll see first whether they want us.”


      Iris and Ruby were trotting up the bush wrapped pathway towards the car park. “Thank goodness. Let’s get back to those roaring fires.”


      “And bed. And booking that holiday.”


      “But secretly dreaming about damned Lionel Sullivan, what he did to his daughter, and whether he still intends coming after us.”


      It was two days later when they saw Paul Stoker’s interview on television. Stella called them over. “Probably rubbish, but possibly interesting. He was the fellow who wrote that trashy little bestseller about Lionel Sullivan and mentioned both of you.”


      Sylvia squashed into the space beside Harry since half the manor residents were watching the programme.


      The interviewer was enjoying the revelations, and Stoker, wearing an ear-splitting smile, was evidently enjoying it too.


      “Of course,” Stoker said in answer to one question, “we’re told that Sullivan murdered his wife. But she wasn’t legally married to him since he’s still married to his first wife.”


      “We’re heard something of such a rumour,” the BBC reporter murmured doubtfully. “Something of a cold case murder, now supposed to have been committed by Sullivan.”


      “That’s the rumour.” Stoker smiled. “But not the actual truth. He was married young to a whore by the name of Claire, but walked out on her after a few years. She brought up their two daughters alone and put the elder girl on the streets as little more than a child. Eventually, the girl traced her father. Sullivan went back to see his wife. They murdered the daughter between them.”


      The interviewer shook his head. “Do we have proof of such a monstrous act? Why would they do such a thing?”


      “No proof,” Stoker said as every resident of Rochester Manor held their breath. “Not yet. But I happen to know it’s the truth, and I happen to know why.”


      “But you must know, Mr Stoker,” the interviewer leaned forwards, “this puts you in great danger from Lionel Sullivan himself. He may believe you know too much. I assume you’ve talked to the police?”


      “Naturally.” Paul Stoker kept grinning. “And the police have offered protection. As you know, I was once thought to be the guilty party myself. Well now, they owe me protection, don’t they!”


      “But if you claim witness protection,” decided the interviewer, “you can’t appear on television, Mr Stoker.”


      “I’m not afraid of that silly old weasel,” Stoker proclaimed. “And I’m writing another book. I know the secrets, and I know the truth. I’m calling it ‘The dark truth behind the Sullivan Lies.’ The publishers are screaming out for it. So don’t forget. Buy it and find out what really happened. You’ll be surprised, I promise. And Sullivan won’t be catching me. Not in a month of climbing up chimneys.”
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      Apologies for the cliff hanger. However, you don’t have to wait long to find out. Get Daisychains to find the answers.


      


      And do remember that when a reader leaves a review, an Author Angel gets their wings!
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