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FOREWORD


Literary theory says stories need conflict – old versus new, or one ideology against another, or whatever variation the storyteller chooses to offer. The most basic versions – and often the most satisfying – are good versus bad, and chaos versus order. Crime fiction offers both, in recognisable, human-sized doses. I have never seriously grappled with ideological convictions, or past versus future, but I have had my cars stolen and my houses burgled. And no perp was ever found or brought to justice. Like millions of others, I have lived with the buzz of frustration – never getting closure or satisfaction.


Crime fiction brings us both. You bet my car will be found! You bet the stuff from my house will be recovered! You bet the bad guy will be marched shame-faced into a prison cell! Justice is done. Closure is granted. The sense of consolation is huge.


The precipitating crimes in fiction are sometimes ordinary, sometimes vicious, sometimes even appalling and horrible. They make you wonder how twisted the authors must be. But here’s the strange thing – crime fiction authors are the nicest people you will ever meet. They’re kind, generous, funny, interesting and full of goodwill. I have spent countless delightful hours hanging out with my peers. Mostly that happens at genre conventions, where readers and writers gather for a weekend. Those conventions are organised by groups of fans and influencers – themselves delightful people.


One of the best such conventions has been CrimeFest, held every year in Bristol, England, under the aegis of Adrian Muller, Donna Moore and (before he retired) Myles Allfrey, all of whom deserve all of the adjectives in the previous paragraph. I have been many times, and always come away with my spirits lifted, and with new enthusiasm for my chosen trade – plus a little apprehension, given the tsunami of new talent chasing after me.


But nothing lasts for ever, and, sadly, May 2025 will see the last Bristol CrimeFest. To honour the occasion, readers and writers from around the world will gather for one last great weekend extravaganza. And to mark the occasion, those kind, generous writers have donated their talents to this anthology, designed to benefit the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB). People with poor or no sight love – and need – stories like anyone else, and the RNIB has long been a powerful force in bringing the two together. I have been a keen supporter for a long time, and can think of no better purpose for the characteristic willingness to help that all the contributors herein display. I hope you enjoy the stories – and I think you will – and I know you will agree the charitable impulse displayed is well aimed. Thank you for your support.


Lee Child


Cumbria


2025
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TWO DEATHS IN BRISTOL


Jeffery Deaver


‘Four hours to go, Robbie.’


‘About that, yes.’


‘You know you’ll be bored.’


‘Life is all about taking chances, now, isn’t it?’ DC Robert Foxworthy looked up from his immaculate desk, the top as grey as his suit and the thin stripes in his red and grey tie. Tall and forever a bit stooped over, he was jowly and had ears that protruded some, but short of adopting a Beatles haircut circa 1965, there was nothing to do about that. 


‘Dreadfully bored,’ DI Thomas Hayden-Smith, big and stanch and keen-eyed, tried again. 


The two were in Foxworthy’s cubicle in the Avon and Somerset territorial police complex on Valley Road in Portishead. It was a new facility, and large – forty acres or so. Perfectly fine. Foxworthy preferred the old stations, like Bridwell. 


Or Fishponds. 


The latter for obvious reasons, of course, given his Sunday afternoon passion. 


‘And what’s on the old pensioners agenda, Robbie? Mary have you painting nooks and painting crannies? What is a cranny anyway? Perhaps an irritable old woman who minds the children.’


‘I will not miss your humour, Tom.’


The man was, in effect, Foxworthy’s boss in CID, though he was ten years his junior. Interested only in policing the street, Foxworthy had not taken the normal trajectory: constable to detective constable to swapping a letter and becoming inspector, DI or DS, much less the netherworld of bureaucracy above, supervisor and the like. 


At fifty-five, Foxworthy had five years till mandatory retirement – though higher-ups could dawdle for a bit more time, but tended to be relegated to personnel and budgetary issues, and looking triumphantly stern as they made press announcements of arrests with a barricade of cocaine bricks before them like a wall of a grey-white castle. 


No thank you. 


Foxworthy might also have retired last year. 


After the Incident. 


The knife stab in the thigh was from the crazed young man raging against the dangers of immigrants and wielding a nasty ten-inch blade his mother had used just that morning to make her signature stew for supper.


Oblivious to the irony that it was he who was dangerous, and the festivalgoers he attacked were peace personified, he had touted his ‘superior-race’ status. First on the scene, DC Foxworthy had approached cautiously and defused the situation. 


Up until the point where he was rewarded for not siccing an ARV armed unit on the kid by a sloppy thrust of the mutton blade. At least Mr Aryan had been courteous, or incompetent, enough to miss vital nerves and vessels. 


Cliches are cliches for a reason and Foxworthy leaned into one of then – getting back on the horse. Following medical leave, he returned to doing what he had been doing for decades in Bristol: investigating major cases within CID. Part of his return, though, had nothing to do with overcoming ill ease and timidity about blades; it was about the fact that, as Hayden-Smith had teased, he did indeed have a fierce allergy to boredom. And one thing you could say about policing was that it never was dull.


But now was the time to leave, he was convinced. The aches – leg and otherwise – were part of it. But more, Foxworthy and Mary wanted to travel (to wherever fish streams waited to be fished and pastoral landscapes waited to be painted). Bill and his wife had moved back to Somerset, with Robert, Foxworthy’s grandson, and dinners and outings awaited. Foxworthy had an ancient Austin Healy he was repairing and was long overdue for its resurrection. 


And then there was his Team.


The DC was among the fiercest of the fierce followers of Bristol City, which had been described in the past, by friend and foe, as a bit of a yo-yo: promotion and relegation, promotion and relegation. 


Foxworthy cared not. He exalted in sitting in the stands at Ashton Gate and shouting and waving the colours – red and white, the hues of the flag of St George himself, no less! He liked the tidal wave roar of the crowd, the elegance of the lads’ footwork, the fact that the most famous half-centre in all English football played for City. Billy Wedlock, a hall-of-famer, who was not from Spain or Italy or Korea or Brazil. Bristol born and bred, when not on the pitch, he lived and worked in a pub near the stadium.


Being on call so much, Foxworthy had missed far too many games. 


That was about to change. 


In four hours. 


Well, now three hours and fifty-two minutes. 


‘The boys give you a proper send-off?’ big Hayden-Smith asked, examining a framed citation in the box Foxworthy was filing with mementoes. He’d received it for saving a life. Or for something else. He wasn’t sure. He had a lot of them. 


The DI was wearing a white shirt, starched to perfection. By coincidence, he too wore a tie similarly coloured to Foxworthy’s, though with the width of the red and grey stripes reversed. 


Foxworthy smiled. ‘Went to the Mare. Rollicking time it was.’


Pints, some toasts, cheesy chips and soggy calamari, a recycled speech by Supervisor McDaniels, some sad karaoke, but then karaoke was always sad, in Foxworthy’s view. The boss had presented him not with a gold watch but an Amazon gift card. 


Far more appreciated, as a new fishing reel had been beckoning. 


Hayden-Smith had not been in attendance. He was leading the Lanham task force, whose existence was the reason Foxworthy’s party had not been well attended. Fine with him. Over the years, bedtime had been creeping closer and closer with each night, like a determined if confused mealworm. 


‘Seriously. I joke. I deflect. But I do wish you’d stay just a bit longer. There’s something about you. You find things, Robbie. No one knows quite how you do it.’


‘Your mobile gone missing, Tom? I’ll ring it if you want.’


‘Ha.’


He nodded at the large white envelope on the desk, the retirement packet from Human Resources and the forms that sat atop it. ‘You haven’t signed anything yet, I notice.’


‘It’s ten past seven, Tom. Noon is my official stop time. And I was just turning to the paperwork now.’ And, to prove his determination and sincerity, withdrew from his breast pocket the gold pen he used to jot notes in his interviews with suspects and witnesses.


‘Ah, well. All right. So be it. But then do a lad a favour? We’re knee-deep with Lanham…’ 


‘Any luck, Tom?’


The DI scoffed. ‘I’ve got a dozen constables on the street canvassing. No sign of him. And in the Surveillance Room, ten pairs of eyes—’


‘Twenty eyes total.’


Another laugh, but a grim one. ‘Scanning the screens. Not a trace of the bastard.’


Bristol did not have nearly the number of CCTVs of, say, London, where the joke was that every woman who gave birth was presented with a Metropolitan Police security camera for the baby on the way out of hospital. But there were enough eyes in the sky – pole mounted and a few drone – to sweep for villains. 


In this instance, the subject of the hunt was one Peter Lanham. 


The squat, gruff, compact mob boss from Nottingham had escaped from an MI5 and Nottinghamshire police operation. The list of offenses was impressive. He had violated the Criminal Law Act, the Organised Crime Group provisions of the Serious Crime Act, the Proceeds of Crime Act, the Misuse of Drugs Act, the Firearms Act and the Modern Slavery Act. 


Oh, and the little matter of murder and kidnapping as well. 


An informant had suggested he’d come west, to escape from the country, and Avon and Somerset was considered a possible egress point. 


‘You want me to join the hunt and watch TV in my last four hours of service?’


‘I wouldn’t do that to you, would I, now? No, there’s an incident needs looking into. An unfortunate accident, it seems.’


Foxworthy was frowning. ‘I always wondered why that particular adjective gets limpeted on to “accident”? How many fortunate accidents have we seen?’ 


‘I, for one, shall miss your levity, Robbie.’


But then that lightness between them, fragile at best, vapoured away. 


A body. 


A life had become a non-life. 


And for whatever reason that had occurred, it was now Foxworthy’s mission to determine why, see if a danger still existed, take care of the many arrangements that such an occurrence required. The paperwork alone was daunting.


There was another mission, too: to tell the survivors of the loss and be as comforting as he could.


After all, a death, he had always felt, was like a precious gem pitched into a pond: the loss of the stone was cause for sorrow in its own right, but the waves that resulted would spread out a vast distance and touch family and friends and neighbours and fellow workers and, perhaps, congregants.


‘Traffic?’


‘No. Poor bloke tripped and fell. St Nicholas Street. Near the bridge.’


‘I’ll go over there now, Tom. Of course.’ Foxworthy rose. 


‘Thank you. Oh, and Robbie?’


He looked back as he took a raincoat off the rack in the corner of the cubicle. 


‘And please don’t pull a Kelly.’ A grim laugh. 


A reference to a superstition in the department. 


Referring to the unfortunate case of Constable Evan Kelly, killed by a drunken driver on what would have been his last traffic stop, a mere thirty minutes before retiring. 


But this St Nicholas incident sounded different in kind from a traffic stop on a busy auto route. 


And unfortunate trip and fall.


Robbie Foxworthy was confident he would have it all wrapped up, safely, and be back here well within his remaining time on the force of, now, three hours and thirty-nine minutes. 


‘Sir.’


The uniformed constable was standing on St Nicholas Street in front of the sheeted barricade the medical team had erected to keep the corpse out of view of the public. 


Foxworthy nodded. The ‘sir’ was not because of his rank. A constable and a detective constable, like Foxworthy, share exactly the same technical status within the police department. It would be the age, of course. 


The PC seemed a little surprised at Foxworthy’s presence. Perhaps he’d heard that this was to have been Foxworthy’s last day, and he would, by rights, be sitting in a pub with mates who were singing a goodbye song, a la ‘Happy Birthday’, if there was such a tune. 


‘Are you the SIO?


‘No, I’m OIO.’


A beat of a moment. 


‘Oh, the Only Investigating Officer.’ A smile. 


Foxworthy added, ‘The Lanham investigation. It’s taken everybody’s attention.’


The constable, whose name was A. Darwin, his plate announced, scowled. ‘That man looks like a mean porker, you ask me, sir.’


Foxworthy supposed the Nottingham mobster might have done, though he’d never heard the expression – and suspected it wasn’t one much in use in the West Country, or any other region of England. Nor did Foxworthy care whether the perpetrator resembled a pig, a thug, or a saintly priest. Over concern with the appearance of suspects could often lead to erroneous conclusions and distractions. 


And, accordingly, deflected investigations. 


A sin, in Foxworthy’s book


‘What do we have?’


‘Nearly as far as I can tell, sir, he was walking this way on St Nicholas from the High Street. And tripped. Hit his head on that pile of rubble there – not ribboned off, you can see. That’ll be a Health and Safety violation for sure.’


‘Indeed, it would. Go on, Constable.’


Darwin continued, ‘He staggered this way, looking for help, I’m guessing. Got only to here.’


About two blocks from High. 


A medical team – a man and woman – stood nearby. Foxworthy stepped to them, and the three nodded greetings. Foxworthy said, ‘Thoughts?’


The female medic said, ‘Blunt force trauma, and haemorrhaging. COD. Consistent with a trip and fall.’ 


‘Coroner?’ 


‘We’ve alerted her,’ the man said.


‘Your recommendation?


The woman shrugged. ‘Probably non-forensic PME. But it will be your call, sir.’


Any death that wasn’t anticipated – like a heart or cancer patient – was referred to the coroner for determination of whether the post-mortem exam should be forensic – suspected criminal – or non-forensic, an accident. In a situation like this, where there were no bullet holes or stab wounds, the medical folks would lean toward non-forensic and most police would concur. Foxworthy was inclined to do so, too. 


But his nature, as much as procedure, dictated a bit more work was required.


Foxworthy pulled on gloves and booties for his shoes – he always kept them in his pocket – along with evidence bags. He stepped inside the enclosure. There lay a man of about sixty-five or seventy. He was prone on his belly and his right arm was extended, as was his index finger, as if he were pointing at the pub over the road. 


‘You touch anything?’ he called to the constable.


Darwin cleared his throat. ‘His neck. To see if he was alive. Only that.’


Foxworthy supposed he got that trick from television. A neck pulse was hard to find and not a good indicator of life. But he was sure the man was dead by the time the constable arrived. The wound to the head was massive, and the stone or whatever he’d struck on his fall had ripped open vessels. He’d lost much blood. 


‘The person who reported?’


‘From a mobile, sir. Wouldn’t leave a name. Communications traced the number and it turned out to be a lorry driver. He’s in Wales by now.’


‘How they hate getting involved…’


‘That’s the truth, sir.’


But at least he called. Many people would not have. 


‘He see anything else?’


‘No. According to him. Just the body.’


‘I’ll want the number just the same.’


‘I’ll have it sent over.’ Darwin played with his phone. 


Foxworthy crouched, wincing, a double threat, from age and the wound. A fast search revealed a wallet ripe with credit cards and a pocket containing about a hundred and twenty quid in cash. His name was Victor Morrison and he was – had been – a resident of Bristol. There was no phone. Unusual, but not unheard of among those his age. 


He called the constable over. ‘Darwin.’


‘Sir.’


‘Take a picture.’ He held up the victim’s driving license. 


The officer did as told. 


Foxworthy looked about. ‘Go into the pub, and that tea shop.’ He nodded to one across the street from the pub. ‘See if anyone knows him or noticed him today.’


‘Yessir, I will do.’


Foxworthy’s eyes followed the constable as he walked to the pub. It was one of the more famous ones in Bristol, and dated to the nineteenth century. The structure was typical of the architecture of that era in this, the Old City, and the pub it was home to was known for fine ale, good food and a unique decor element: four statues on the first-floor façade: four heads, carved from wood and painted. Three were men, and one – the second from the right – a woman, obscured with a veil. To Foxworthy’s knowledge, no one knew who the sculptor was, why they had been created and what the significance might be of the fact the woman’s face was largely hidden. 


He rose with a wince, which he turned to conceal from the medics.


Unsuccessfully. 


‘You feeling all right there, sir?’ 


‘I’m fine,’ he grumbled, reflecting, but not pointing out, that many people grunt when they rise. 


Even star footballers. 


He looked up, studying light poles and building facades, and then placed a call to the ASP Forensics Department, which was in charge of monitoring the CCTVs. He recognised the woman’s voice, that of the director.


‘Julia.’


‘Robbie! Are you volunteering to play the game?’


‘The where-in-the-world-is-the-Nottingham-gangster game?’


‘Aye, the very one.’


The Porker…


Julia Hatcher was a young grandmother of six, a one-time contestant on the Great British Bake-off and one of the most renowned physical and computer forensic scientists in the world, keeping Bristol in the forefront of the technological war against crime. She said, ‘I do love my gangster movies. Goodfellas. Have you seen The Long Good Friday?’


‘Have indeed. Though I preferred The Krays.’


‘Oh, my, those brothers!’


Ronny and Reggie Kray, identical twins, ran a crime syndicate that generally was regarded as the most dangerous in the history of modern London. They were known for their lethal – and unpredictable – behaviour. They had spent time in Somerset’s most famous prison, which dated back to the seventeenth century, Shepton Mallet, now a popular tourist attraction.


Julie sighed. ‘You just don’t see good psychopaths anymore. Outside of American politics, that is.’


He chuckled. ‘But I’m not on the Lanham case, Julia. Hayden-Smith has seen fit to give me a going-away present. An accident on St Nicholas. Near the bridge. I need to know if you have cameras in a couple of locations.’


He gave her the streets and surrounding area. 


A moment later she returned. ‘The bridge, yes, we have eyes on. But that portion of High and St Nicholas, I’m afraid not.’


‘Damn.’ 


‘Just a mishap, you say?’


‘Yes, but I like my z’s crossed and my j’s dotted.’


A breezy laugh. ‘I shall miss you, Robbie. Stay in touch now.’


‘I will do. You’re a dear, Julia. I can’t thank you enough for your help over the years.’


They rang off.


He flipped through the man’s wallet and found only one In Case of Emergency contact on a laminated card. A son. A call that had to be made, and, after several deep breaths, he rang the number. 


No gentleness in delay. He jumped right to the point and told the man, sounding in his forties or so, what had happened. 


After a pause, the shattered son broke down in tears. 


‘An accident? A bloody accident? Jesus.’


Foxworthy had made a number of such calls – via phone and in person – and he had learned that survivors would in general much rather their relatives were dispatched by some evildoer – either human or biological, like a virus or clogged vein or renegade cancer cell. At least then there was some logic to the death. The perpetrator had a purpose. 


To die by a twist of fate like this, though, was beyond cruel. 


After spending some minutes offering his condolences, Foxworthy gave Morrison’s son instructions on how to contact the coroner and where the unfortunate man’s body would be transported. Relevant phone numbers, too.


‘A final question, sir. Did your father have a mobile? And carry it with him often?’


‘Always, yes.’ The man choked. ‘We rang each other once a day.’


They disconnected, leaving DC Foxworthy with the sense he always had under such circumstances: that he would have given anything to do more to ease the pain. 


It was then that he glanced down at the corpse once more and, rather than crouching, this time merely bent down and in gloved hands gently manoeuvred Morrison’s heavy, inert head upward. The careful touch was not from reverence but from a policeman’s innate instinct to make sure the scene was as little disturbed as possible. 


Because he had just concluded that this death was no accident at all. 


‘Crikey,’ Hayden-Smith was saying through Foxworthy’s mobile. ‘Why do you think so, Robbie?’


Foxworthy replied, ‘Because, Tom, either after he struck his head, he decided he enjoyed the experience so much that he fell again on purpose, or someone brained him. There were two wounds on his head and from different parts of the brick. One, the flat front. The second, an edge. And his mobile was missing – and that had to do with the death. A random corpse picking? They would have taken the money. Cars are here, Tom. Have to go.’


Two patrol cars had arrived and blocked off this portion of St Nicholas Street. This was a weekday and traffic was already snarled – a word that Foxworthy had told Mary news presenters loved to use when referring to congestion. Born and raised in Boston, his wife said that Americans tended to use the word ‘jam’, which could mean jammed up, of course, but that she, as a girl, thought meant thick as marmalade, a la Paddington. Foxworthy liked her interpretation better. 


The gowned crime scene people – looking like space walkers – would soon descend and pick up all the magic bits that they found. Crimes were largely solved by two things nowadays: forensics and CCTV footage. The latter was not helpful here, as Julia had explained. Perhaps the former would be. 


Constable Darwin approached. His canvassing had unearthed no obvious answers. None of the bar staff or the servers at the pub recognised him. Victor Morrison was, however, known at the tea shop. A troubled clerk, a young woman with many tats and braided dark hair, took the news hard. She told the constable that Morrison would pop in sometimes during a walk. He was cheerful and chatty and knew everything there was to know about Bristol and Avon-Somerset. He was, apparently, quite the itinerate resident and every morning took a several-mile constitutional to the Old City from his home, which she believed was on Oxford Street, about a mile and a half away. 


She knew of no reason why someone would wish him harm. 


Foxworthy called and requested an officer to get a warrant to examine the man’s dwelling. 


The woman wiped tears and added that his walks usually ended up here because it took him past St Nicholas Church, which he and his wife, now deceased, had attended frequently. 


Foxworthy walked the two blocks to the High Street, then over the road and spoke to a priest at the Anglican church. He was shocked by the news. He did not know Morrison well, but they had exchanged pleasantries from time to time. Like the tea shop clerk, he knew of no reason why anyone might wish him harm. 


The church itself did not have any security cameras focused on the pile of rubble or that portion of St Nicholas Street, where the attack would have taken place. 


Foxworthy then walked to Bristol Bridge, looking over the Floating Harbor and Welch Back, the wharf dating back eons to the days when the dock was used for trade between the two countries. 


He returned to St Nicholas and began to retrace Morrison’s logical route – to the site of his attack.


It was curious. He could picture the assailant slipping up behind Morrison, gripping the brick, spinning the shocked man about and slamming the block into his head. He would have readjusted his grip and struck him again. He would have planned on another strike, but something had distracted him, maybe a passing car or some pedestrians. This gave Morrison a chance to stagger further down St Nicholas. 


When the coast was clear, the killer hurried to the body, checked that he was dead, and then fled. 


Foxworthy’s mobile hummed and he took a call. It was from the lorry driver who had spotted the body in the first place. He apologised for not waiting but had a vital order to deliver to Monmouthshire in Wales. A few questions and answers later, the DC concluded he knew nothing more, and they rung off. 


The crime scene people arrived and climbed out of the white van and dressing in their matching white moon-walker outfits. He briefed them and displayed the two crime scenes: the pile of rubble and the body.


He then sent Constable Darwin on another canvassing mission, extending the search area to up and down St Nicholas, High Street, the church and Bristol Bridge.


The young man eagerly trotted off. 


Reminded Foxworthy of himself at that age. A faint smile broke out before it was summarily suppressed. 


Foxworthy returned to the body and stood over it for a long moment, noting the blood, the misshapen head and ‘pointing’ finger, which was surely not that at all but merely an eerie coincidence. 


Death rearranges the body in so many curious and horrific ways.


As he gazed down, several questions rose prominently in the detective’s mind. 


One: why had Morrison continued up St Nicholas after the blows rained down? Assuming the assailant had ducked out of sight, Morrison might just as easily have returned to the High Street, which was more populated at that time of the morning than St Nicholas and he would have stood a better chance of being seen and aided. 


And two: why had he been killed? Robbery, possible but unlikely. A demand for money was one thing, but outright murder? A cell phone and some cash were hardly worth life in HMP Bristol. But other classic reasons to kill? Revenge? A serial killer? An argument gone lethal? A whistleblower? A love triangle? They said sixty was the new forty – Foxworthy hardly felt it – but perhaps he’d stumbled on a simmering soap opera plot. 


But Robbie Foxworthy knew that speculation without facts was a waste of time, and so he now resolved to add to his investigative quiver. 


Unfortunately, the only way he saw of doing so involved a task he was hardly looking forward to. 


‘Tell me about him. If you would be so kind.’


Sitting across from Foxworthy in the DC’s cubicle, the dapper man took in the question, nodding. He dabbed at his eyes, red-rimmed and damp. His suit was of a navy-blue shade and a much finer cut than Foxworthy’s. Mary was handy with a needle and thread, but those skills did not extend to men’s suits, and he wore whatever fit the robots at M&S’s preferred fabricators decided. 


Morrison’s son, Harold, replied, ‘Dad wasn’t into anything illegal, if that’s what you’re suggesting. Drugs, or… women or men or whatever.’


‘No, no, of course not,’ Foxworthy assured. ‘I’m merely curious about his life. Every fact, big or small, gets us closer to answers.’ His face was draped with sympathy. 


Though, in truth, Foxworthy had not in the least dismissed drugs or women or men or whatever. Because people were killed for reasons involving one or more of those factors with some frequency. But he would never openly suggest they were at play here, because a relative like Morrison’s son would then focus on his father’s defence and, possibly, fail to give up the one vital key to the case. And so he merely nodded and encouraged and remained neutral and attentive. 


‘Don’t try to make it relevant to the case. Anything that comes to mind. Imagine I simply want to know who he was. Which, in fact, I do.’ 


This was true. A biography made victims real and turned them into something more than just an inert object or a case number. 


And that in turn motivated Foxworthy all the more to find those who had injured or killed them. 


Slowly a portrait of Victor Morrison emerged. 


A retired actuary for an insurance company, he was a widower of twelve years and had never dated since his wife passed away. Harold was his only son, and he and his wife had given Morrison two grandchildren: a boy and a girl. Harold rattled off more details, and Foxworthy was amused to learn that the girl, Penny, shared her grandfather’s passion for fishing. 


‘I shouldn’t be telling this to a policeman, but she broke the law, she did.’


‘How’s that, sir?’


‘The Environment and Countryside rules? About using live bait?’ he whispered. ‘Penny thought worms caught better trout than flies. At ten years, imagine. I shouldn’t be saying this. My own daughter. I should have kept mum.’


He might have been joking but Foxworthy gave him a reassuring smile and told him that angler crimes were not within his jurisdiction. 


It was here that another officer might have interjected a comment about the coincidence that his grandchild too, Robert, enjoyed rod and reel. But these moments were not about him. An officer should vanish entirely from an interview. He was there to encourage and direct. When he instructed his proteges in the art of interviewing, he found the best approach was not to bluster or threaten but to pretend you were wafting smoke away from your child’s face at a campfire. 


Victor explained his father was kind and gentle and concerned about the environment and the plight of the homeless, assessments that Foxworthy ignored because those words might apply to anyone from the Pope to the Nottingham organised crime porker, Pete Lanham. 


Foxworthy couldn’t quite explain what characteristics were relevant to a homicide investigation, but he knew them when he saw them. 


But, like panning for gold, you were patient and you swished away a lot of mud before the nuggets appeared. 


Victor Morrison was frugal when it came to clothing. He was impossible to buy presents for because there was nothing he wanted and was opposed to a child, even grown, spending money on his father. He helped his daughter-in-law bake Christmas cookies and burnt not a one. He loved Bristol, the city of his birth, and knew enough of the history of the place to be a part-time docent at one of the city museums. Foxworthy recalled the clerk in the tea shop saying much the same of the elderly man.


He enjoyed the British version of The Office and House of Cards, preferring them to the American. He loved his puzzles – crosswords, Scrabble, acrostics, anything involving words (Sudoku and number games left him cold). He had a reputation for being wickedly clever at pub quiz night and he was constantly in demand to be a partner for the competition (especially by moon-eyed widows). He won a bottle of twenty-four-year-old Macallan Scotch, which sat on his mantelpiece unopened because the man liked trophies but did not much care for liquor. He read biographies, and enjoyed the scandal sheets, while claiming – with a wry twinkle in his eye – to sneer at them. His game was cricket, a sport in which he had failed to interest his son. Harold added with some pride he was a dyed-in-the-wool Bristol City football fan (again, Foxworthy kept mum, acknowledging the comment with a faint nod). 


The details unfolded until, finally, the sorrow dammed the flood, and after whispering, ‘I’m sorry, I just can’t….’ he fell silent.


‘Not at all, sir. You’ve been more than helpful.’


‘I have?’


‘Indeed.’


‘But how? A disjointed rambling of memory?’


‘That, I can’t quite answer yet. But I hope to be able to soon.’


The man’s eyes fell to the photograph, one of Foxworthy’s favourites, of his wife and son, who was then ten. It was the last decoration that remained out and not in the packing box with the rest of his personal effects.


A wave of bitterness flushed through Harold Morrison’s face as he cut his eyes to the DC. ‘Maybe if you find him, he’ll resist.’ A cool, eerie smile appeared. ‘And you can shoot the wanker to death.’


Foxworthy had heard this before and he had to explain. ‘The Crown Prosecutor’ll see that justice is done. We don’t carry guns, you know.’


This came as a surprise, it seemed, probably because TV suggested that everyone with a badge carried a six-gun. 


He added that very few police the UK were allowed to carry a weapon. ‘There’s a special unit.’


Harold seemed dumbfounded. ‘You go after a man who would kill an innocent victim like my father so brutally – with no gun? Aren’t you afraid for your life?’


‘It would be very bad form to attack a copper,’ Foxworthy assured him. ‘Happens very rarely.’


And, coincidentally or not, his words happened to be accompanied by nasty throb from the wound in his leg. 


St Nicholas had become a mini tourist attraction.


The death had made the news, of course, and Foxworthy politely rejected the offer from several reporters to be interviewed. Avon and Somerset Police had a press office for that. 


The journalists, who needed constant fodder for their airtime and digital columns machinery, reacted with displeasure, but such was the relationship. Like warring siblings on Eastenders or Coronation Street, the police and press wrestled constantly but would never, ever disappear completely from each other’s lives.


Spectators, too, were present. 


Among them, selfie takers, which angered Robbie Foxworthy no end. But shooing them off might result in a complaint. There was a large swatch of the countryside that felt the police had no authority to require them to do anything when they were not breaking an explicit law. Some even when they were breaking a law…


The yellow tape remained, though Foxworthy was certain there was little need to protect the scene any longer, since it had surely shed all the clues it was going to, like the black snake in Mary’s garden doffing its pale crisp skin before hibernation. 


He stepped into the taped-off area, minding the dried blood – now the gesture was one of respect – and stood with arms crossed, looking about. His eyes swivelled to the pile of rubble, also ribboned off. 


The church.


The pub with its odd sculptures of the three men and the solitary, veiled woman. 


Memory images were present too, from earlier that day: the body, the bloodstains. The extended arm. 


There were answers here, he believed. 


You find things, Robbie. No one knows quite how you do it…


He remained unmoving for what seemed to him an hour, though when he glanced at his phone, he was surprised to see that he had been here for only eight minutes. 


The time was merely a coincidental fact. He had not pulled out his mobile to check the hour. 


His intention was to place a call, and this is what he now did. 


As he sat at the comfy table in the window of a coffee house, DC Robbie Foxworthy was thinking that the place had an unfortunate name. 


Java ’n More.


Unfortunate because of the botched contraction: the word and should have been shorted to ’n’ since two letters had been excised. More troubling was the Java reference. The owner of the franchise was likely American, and would accordingly not understand that the term became synonymous with coffee because of the brutal exploitation of Indonesia by the commercial colonial power, the British East India Company. 


Although he supposed that many of his fellow Brits might not know the travesty visited upon the native population. 


Foxworthy was not enjoying his tea. The barista had not used proper boiled water, but steam from the cappuccino spout on the elaborate espresso machine. He didn’t know the engineering aspects of the device but somehow the arrangement imparted a faint coffee-and-milk taste. 


The biscuit, however, had been good. 


Foxworthy had been sitting here for only five minutes when he noted a tall man wearing an impeccable blue suit – a bit too light for Mary’s taste, he observed (Foxworthy had almost bought a similar garment). The fellow’s hair was a thing of perfection, silver-brown and sculpted. A square jaw, lipid brown eyes. Mary would have rated him ‘right handsome’, easily looking past the flaw of the suit. 


After he had bought a takeaway cup of coffee, the man turned to leave, but Foxworthy rose and stepped between him and the door. 


‘Councilman Hyde?’


Displaying his badge and ID card. 


A blink.


‘Officer.’ A squint. He read more closely. ‘Constable. How can I help you?’


‘Wonder if I might have a word, sir.’


‘Aye. Well. Here?’


Three distinct words, Foxworthy noted. ‘If you don’t mind.’


‘Dreadfully busy.’


Though he had time to pop in to order coffee.


Foxworthy said nothing. Repeating requests dilutes them. 


‘Well, I suppose a few minutes wouldn’t hurt. If it’s important.’


‘It is, sir.’


They sat at the wobbly round table in the window. 


Bristol had sworn off mayors a few years ago, in favour of a committee approach. Henry Hyde was one of five councilmen. His bailiwick was city development. 


‘How did you…’ He waved a hand around the room. 


‘An associate. She checked the CCTVs around city hall and College Green. Seems you come in here every day around this time.’


This slowed the transit of cup to lip. He continued and sipped the coffee he had lost a taste for. That a DC had looked at his whereabouts would be alarming, but he managed to put on a cooperative front. ‘So, Constable, how can I help?’


A deliberate excising of the ‘detective’? Ah, the games of power people play when they’re distressed. 


‘I’d like to ask you where you were around six o’clock this morning,’


Silence. 


The nervous swallow that preceded the sip of coffee was far more energetic than the one that sent a trickle of brew down his gullet.


‘And I’d like to ask why?’ Asked with an edge. 


Yet the question was reasonable, and an answer would do no harm to Foxworthy’s destination at the moment. 


‘A man was killed on St Nicholas Street around that time. And I have reason to believe you might have been present and know something that pertains to the death.’


Hyde spat out, ‘Well, that’s mental! Why would I have anything to do with a man’s death? I’m a solicitor, a town councilman! I was an officer in the Territorial Army.’


Foxworthy had not, of course, suggested that Hyde had any involvement in the murder, at all. The question could have been directed to a passerby, innocent as a Disney princess. 


But since Hyde had brought up the supposition, Foxworthy pushed forward. ‘I don’t believe you actually struck the man. I think that was done by an associate, but you were involved.’


‘Absurd. How can you possibly think that?’


‘Because the victim identified you.’


‘Impossible. He was…’ The man’s voice faded. 


‘Was dead?’


‘You told me he was.’


‘I did indeed, Councilman. But I didn’t say when he had died. And your reaction just now tells me that you seem to have had some assurance that he was dead after you and your associate left the scene. Perhaps if you, or he, checked his body.’


‘Wait!’


But Foxworthy didn’t wait. ‘Of course, the phone records would have confirmed your location then. But not if a suspect’s phone is shut off.’


‘You—’ 


‘Telecommunications warrants are so easy to obtain, in the case of homicide, you know.’


Hyde now grew livid. He learned forward abruptly, and Foxworthy had to grab his cup to avoid a slosh. The man muttered, ‘You’re making a big mistake here.’


And it was clear that Hyde did not mean, as the American expression went, he was barking up the wrong tree.


The words were a threat, pure and simple. 


Well, no matter. Foxworthy had been threatened before. And he had the wound in his thigh to prove it. 


Inside the coffee shop, the two men rose to their feet, facing each other.


The councilman and the police detective. 


Roger Groll had followed the copper, who had a faint limp, from the scene of that morning’s murder, and had been observing the get-together from a shadowy spot over the road for the past twenty minutes. 


He was curious why the officer had picked a table near the window. 


In Groll’s line of work that was considered a mistake. You assumed the world was out to kill you – every minute, every day – and you made sure to keep yourself as inconspicuous as you could. You sat nowhere near the windows in establishments (your home, either, for that matter). And you positioned yourself with your back to the wall, facing the door. 


Groll followed this rule religiously, and he was still alive as a result. 


He was squat and bulky and strong – he did construction when he wasn’t hurting people and shaking down businesses. 


Well, one man’s slip-up is another man’s boon. 


He now stepped away from the alley and, with a look around to see if he was invisible, moved closer to the coffeeshop window. 


The cop’s back was to him, and the detective didn’t see him approach. 


Right, Guv. Keep it that way. 


This morning’s murder had been via blunt object – the brick he’d picked up from the pile of rubble on St Nicholas Street. It had been staged to appear like an accident, but that, it seemed, had not worked out.


A shame. 


So now it had to be straightforward murder. 


He drew the Glock pistol from his waistband and stepped closer. 


The policeman, back to Groll still, had no idea what was going down. 


Ten feet from the window, he paused and lifted the gun. He aimed carefully and pulled the trigger three times. He saw his victim drop instantly to the floor, amid a shower of glass shards. 


Groll turned and walked away. Quickly, but not too quickly. He did not look back. He knew the man was dead. 


He was a far better killer with a pistol than a brick. 


But then, bloody hell, who wouldn’t be?


DI Thomas Hayden-Smith stood in Robbie Foxworthy’s cubicle in the ASP complex. 


He happened to be looking at a picture of Foxworthy and his wife, Mary, and their son, William. It had been taken some years ago, on holiday in the Lake District. 


He saw, too, on the desk the white envelope from the human resources department.


The retirement packet. 


He closed his eyes, horrified at what had happened today.


You’ll be dreadfully bored…


Hayden-Smith should never have—


‘You all right there,’ came the voice from the doorway. 


He turned to see Foxworthy walking into the office. 


The DI stepped forward quickly and aborted a handshake, noting bandages. ‘What did they say in surgery?’


Foxworthy touched his cheek and left hand, both swathed. ‘Glass shards.’


‘That’s all?’


‘Partly deaf. Only temporary.’


‘And Councilman Hyde?’


‘Three shots close range. To the head.’ A shrug. There was nothing to add.


Foxworthy sat behind his desk, and Hayden-Smith in a chair across. Foxworthy looked his boss over and gave a laugh. ‘You smack of a worried grandmother. Forgive me, Tom, let’s make it mother, shall we?’


‘I can’t stop thinking about how close it came. Inches away. I thought I’d sent you for a Kelly.’


‘Oh, I was never in any danger. The shooter was a pro. All he wanted to do was take out a partner who was at risk of developing a loose tongue. Let’s be honest, we do search for cop killers a bit more diligently than the ones who erase fellow thugs, now, don’t we? Besides, it’s quite the lucky thing the shooting happened.’


‘You do look a bit chuffed. What on earth do you mean?’


‘You wanted me to find something. And I did.’ 


‘So, Victor Morrison was murdered,’ Foxworthy began. ‘Considering the why, I eliminated all the motives except one. I concluded he must have seen something that the killer didn’t want to be seen.’


‘Which was what?’


‘Still don’t have quite the answer to that. We’ll have to wait for marvellous Julia, our Forensics Queen, to get back to us. In the meantime, let me tell you about the second question that needed answering in the case.’


‘And that was?’


‘Why did Morrison turn away from the High Street and stagger up St Nicholas to the exact spot where he lay down and died?’


Hayden-Smith lifted a palm in query. 


‘And more significantly, was he actually pointing at something with his extended arm and finger, or was that gesture merely a coincidence, a muscle reaction in his last moments? I took the position that there was a meaning. He was trying to tell us something.’


‘What was he pointing at?’


‘The Veiled Lady on the façade of the pub on St Nicholas. You know it?’


‘Of course. Excellent food, by the way.’


‘I kept asking myself what the message was. No one in the pub knew him. His son said he’d never mentioned it. He wasn’t a drinker. The place was closed when the crime happened. Ah, but then I had an idea.’


‘You do like your ideas, Robbie.’ A smile spread across the DI’s face. ‘So do we.’


Foxworthy stepped over the compliment and continued. ‘I remembered something that his son told me. That Morrison loved puzzles and word games. He wanted to identify his killer but the man had taken his phone. He guessed he had only seconds left to live and couldn’t write message in his own blood. Was there something he could use, perhaps pointing out something that could be deciphered into a clue?’


This is what he’d been explaining to the poor Councilman Henry Hyde when the conversation had been so abruptly interrupted. 


‘He was pointing to the pub, yes, but specifically to the second carving from the right. So I thought I’d start there. I asked Julia to run the words “the veiled lady” through an anagram generator. That produced a surfeit of results, thousands. Who would have thought, from those three short words? Interestingly, “death” and “dead” were among the results. But I don’t think Morrison, in his dying moments, would bother to impart those words. His demise was a given. No, he was giving us name. 


‘There were a lot of them. Dave and Davey and Dev and Adelle, a dozen more. I sent them to his son. None struck him as a possible threat to his father. Then I thought: maybe he didn’t personally know the individual; maybe he simply knew of him. And so Julia – did you know she plays video games in competitions? And a grandmother, no less.’ 


‘I did not.’ Hayden-Smith stared. If Curiosity were a mask in a Greek play, the DI’s face would be a model for it.


‘Julia used another program to compare the list of names from the anagram against a database of public figures Morrison might know about from the news. And voila: out came “Hal” – a nickname for “Henry”, of course – and “Hyde”. Was he the killer?’ A shrug. ‘Probably not. But it was likely he was present at the killing. Oh, a word game was hardly proof, but it certainly was enough for me to have a bad tea with him and put the matter forward. And his response told me he was there.’ A shrug. ‘I did bluff a bit when I suggested – only suggested, mind you – that there was a warrant that showed his phone was shut off to hide his location. Apparently it was, in fact. I knew I had him then.’


The line about telecommunications warrants being so easy to obtain, in the case of homicide, was more or less true. It simply did not apply in Hyde’s case because Foxworthy had not sought one. 


A grimace. ‘I was going to keep at him till I skewered out a confession. But…’ He glanced at his bandaged hand. ‘That didn’t quite work out.’


‘Word games…’


Foxworthy said, ‘Did you know that during the war, MI6 ran newspaper ads for a phony crossword puzzle contest to find the nation’s best players?’


‘No. Why?’


‘To send them to Bletchley Park to decrypt the Nazi’s Enigma coding machine.’


Hayden-Smith lifted an eyebrow. ‘Well, Robbie, if I’m ever on Pointless maybe that will be my winning question.’ The Greek mask returned. ‘A town councilman, a gunman, an early morning meeting in the Old City. We still need to know why.’ 


Foxworthy’s phone hummed with a text. Smiling, he read it and sent a reply, then booted up his computer and turned the screen so that both men could see it. 


‘That was Julia,’ he explained. ‘Answering your very question. She’s sent me a CCTV video.’


He tapped keys and soon the movie was playing: the wharf near Bristol Bridge, timestamped around six that morning. It depicted Henry Hyde, as well as a broad, squat man in black jacket and jeans.


‘That’s the shooter,’ Foxworthy said, tapping the screen. 


‘He would surely be typecast for one. Looks like a malevolent toad.’


A third man was present, as well, bundled with cap and scarf and sunglasses despite the predawn hour. Hyde and the Toad helped him into a skiff, which then sped off quickly, heading downriver. 


There was yet another person caught on camera, too. 


Victor Morrison, the soon-to-be victim, stood atop Bristol Bridge, glancing down at the wharf. He paid no particular mind to the incident and turned away, continuing out of view toward St Nicholas Church. 


On the wharf, Hyde and the Toad were glancing up to where Morrison had just been, and had what seemed to be a troubled argument. They vanished from view too, heading presumably towards the stairs that would take them up to High Street – and the murder. 


The DI said, ‘It was the passenger that Hyde and the thug didn’t want seen. Who do you think… My God, was it…?’


‘I think so, Tom. Peter Lanham, Nottingham’s most notorious.’


‘Escaping by boat. He’s taking the Avon all the way to the Severn and then to an oceangoing ship, bound for who knows where?’ A frown. ‘But his face was obscured.’


Foxworthy nodded. ‘I imagine one of your twenty eyes saw that very clip. But thought nothing of it, without any facial recognition assist. But Hyde and Toad couldn’t take the chance. Ironic: if they’d let Morrison live, Lanham would have gotten away scot-free.’


‘That was six hours ago, nearly. Depending on tides, a skiff like the one we saw could be at the Severn docks in an hour, hour and a half at the most.’


Foxworthy was already typing. ‘I’m sending the name of the skiff to ASP river patrol, Customs and MI5. They’ll have him on camera, find out which freighter he’s making his getaway on.’


Like all docks in the UK, Portishead’s were encrusted with CCTV and had regular drone surveillance flights, to monitor for terrorism, smuggling and human trafficking. 


Lanham would be captured within the hour. 


‘The shooter at the coffee shop?’ Hayden-Smith asked. 


‘One of Lanham’s lads from Nottingham, I’ll bet. We’ll go through Hyde’s phone records and find a number. Or Lanham will give him up to earn points with the Crown Prosecutor.’


‘Those people squeal like pigs, to save their own skin.’


Porker…


Hayden-Smith asked, ‘But what was Hyde’s involvement?’ 


‘I’m guessing he was laundering money for Lanham through the building projects. Overseeing development for the city, he knew all the bankers and builders.’


Foxworthy looked at the clock. 


‘You timed it well, Robbie. You have eight minutes until retirement.’


‘Ah, yes, that reminds me. Here you go.’ 


He handed over the retirement packet. 


The DI sighed and took the envelope. He reached in and extracted the documents, then extracted a pen. His signature was required, too. 


He stared. ‘They’re blank.’


‘Changed my mind, didn’t I? Quite a lot of questions about Lanham’s operations here in Somerset. I feel like digging up some clues. I have forebears in Newcastle, you know.’


‘No, I didn’t, Robbie. So you come from a long line of coal miners.’


‘No. Worked in the brewery, most of them. Two were thieves. But I like the metaphor.’


As Hayden-Smith walked out the doorway, Foxworthy turned back to his computer to write up the report on the Veiled Lady incident.


He paused a moment and reflected that, yes, it was a good decision to postpone retirement. He was confident that trout would still be populating West Country streams a year or two from now, and his Austin Healy would suffer no lasting indignity by remaining disassembled a bit longer. 


And, as for football, he had every confidence that Bristol City would admirably acquit itself, despite the absence of its number one fan in the stands at every game – as difficult a challenge as that might be. 
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WAX


Cathy Ace


When the doorbell rang, Helen was in the middle of killing her husband. She froze: no one ever came to the house. Who on earth could it be? And now, of all times. 


Rod spoke with his mouth full. ‘You’d better get that.’ Helen reckoned he sounded pleased about something. When he added, ‘Hurry up, love – you don’t want your food to get cold,’ he laughed. She’d been picking at a salad.


As Helen stood, she examined her husband’s plate: Rod was eating particularly slowly, so she revised her initial estimate – she was probably only about a third of the way through killing him. Visualising the way she’d added her own secret ingredients to his mushroom ragout while he was showering, she beamed sweetly, then left the table.


Something dark and globular was visible through the frosted glass of the front door, and she opened it to find herself confronted with a bunch of red roses.


An androgenous face peered over them. ‘Mrs Pelling? Mrs Helen Pelling?’ 


‘That’s me.’ And she’d be changing it back to Helen Greene as soon as she was a widow.


‘For you.’ The flowers were thrust toward her.


Helen managed a seemingly bright, ‘Thank you,’ before the figure turned and headed toward a lime green van which informed her that Florrie’s Flowers always arrived promptly, and with a smile; she’d witnessed the smile, but had no idea about the timeliness of the delivery. It was sixteen years to the day since Rodney Vincent Pelling and she had exchanged their deeply traditional ‘I do’ vows, so she supposed this was as good a time as any to receive her first ever official bouquet. She counted the rose heads; yes, there were sixteen. There was a small card: Happy Anniversary, love Rod xx 


Helen suspected she should feel a pang of guilt, because the man who’d been thoughtful enough to arrange for roses to be delivered to his wife on their wedding anniversary was presently eating a meal that would, inevitably, lead to his death in no more than a few days, and possibly much sooner. She paused, making sure the door was properly locked, to give the matter some thought. No… not even one scintilla of a twinge, let alone a pang. 


Rod called from the dining room in a sing-song voice, ‘Who was it?’


Helen gritted her teeth, then twittered dramatically, ‘Oh Rod, you shouldn’t have. They’re lovely.’ She gave a little squeal for good measure, pinched her cheeks to make them appear flushed with happiness, then rushed into the dining room with the enthusiasm of a tween meeting their pop-idol in the flesh. ‘My dinner can wait, I’ll get these straight into some water. Don’t let your food spoil.’ 


She did the necessary with the roses in the kitchen sink. When she returned to the table, her crocodile tears became genuinely joyous as she placed the vase of velvety buds beside the plate Rod had now completely cleared. 


‘I didn’t mean to make you cry.’ The smile on Rod’s face suggested to Helen he was happy that he had, though he did seem genuinely surprised by how overwhelmed she was by the roses. Had she overdone it?


She managed to camouflage her intense desire to shove a fork into his eyeball by pretending to curb her sobs of delight. ‘Let me clear that dirty plate of yours, Rod. I don’t think I fancy any more of mine, so I’ll just put everything to soak.’


She’d already washed the cooking pot in boiling water and scrubbed it. Twice.


Her husband sounded almost gracious when he said, ‘Leave the dishes, come and have a sit down with me.’


‘No, Rod, love, you go on into the living room and get the telly on. This’ll only take me five minutes.’ She had to get everything sterilised. ‘Fancy a cuppa?’


‘Ta.’


She gathered up each item in the kitchen that might have come into contact with his dinner and stuffed everything into the sink, submerging the lot in the hottest water she could get from the tap, to which she added a double squirt of detergent; a dishwasher was a luxury far beyond their means, so she reckoned that two good soaks would do the job. 


As she waited for the kettle to boil, Helen stared out of the window at the muddy fields that surrounded the rundown Victorian farmhouse, and felt the familiar rage build. They’d left their lovely little new-build home, that she’d decorated and furnished just the way she liked, to move to this lonely backwater. They’d had no choice, Rod had said. The pandemic had changed everything for them, as it had for so many: they’d both lost their jobs. His parents had left him this place – the old family home – which had been rented out for several months, but Helen eventually had to agree to sell their place and move in here, because the online work she managed to pick up as a bookkeeper just wasn’t enough to pay their mortgage.


Her husband’s initial assertion had been that the half-acre garden would allow them to be self-sufficient, to a certain extent, but Helen reasoned that Rod must have watched too many episodes of The Good Life at an impressionable age – what he possessed in idealistic enthusiasm he lacked in gardening capabilities. His vegetable beds yielded produce a quarter of the size Helen could buy at the shops, and his argument that small, disfigured veggies tasted just as good as large, pretty ones was all well and good, but Helen’s strongly held opinion was that endless carrot soup and courgette muffins were not all they were cracked up to be. 
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