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DEATH DAY

His body moved slightly and she saw his hands slowly pull the covers down. June found herself staring at the back of his head, then he rolled over and looked right at her.

She would have screamed had he not fastened one powerful hand around her throat. He pulled her close and she felt and smelled his fetid breath on her face.

His eyes were gone.

No whites, no pupils. Nothing. Just two blood red orbs which swelled like crimson blisters from the dark skin which surrounded them. Saliva ran in a crystal river from both corners of his mouth, his red lips flecked with spittle. The nostrils flared as he tightened his grip on her throat...

Death Day

SHAUN HUTSON

AUTHOR’S NOTE

I always think that this kind of message at the beginning of a book should be more aptly called ‘Author’s Intrusion’. Those of you who agree with me will doubtless already be well immersed in chapter one. For those of you who remain with me, please excuse this brief moment of pretension and accept a word of explanation.

Death Day was originally written when I was nineteen, one of many manuscripts with which, at the time, I was bombarding publishers in the hope of getting accepted. Don’t worry, this isn’t going to turn into a ‘How I made it after years of struggling’ congratulatory introduction. I just want to say that there are ideas and themes in Death Day which were developed in my later books so, if you happen to find a scene that seems slightly familiar to some of my other stuff, don’t think you’re being ripped off. You’re not. I leave that to certain other authors. Nevertheless, apologies for any feelings of déjà vu in my regular readers. To those of you reading Death Day without having read my other work I have just one quest on: where have you been for the last six years?

Right, this is starting to become too self-indulgent. The novel beckons. But first, some people who deserve thanks for what they’ve done during the past few years. This list could be longer than the book so I’ll be brief this time. Many thanks to Nicola Davies, who first wondered if there might be something about this novel. To Bob Tanner (-blame him, he launched me). Special thanks to Sheelagh ‘Smoke on the Water’ Thomas for her continuing work with my efforts. To Ray Mudie and ‘The Wild Bunch’ (otherwise known as W. H. Alien’s sales team). In fact, to everyone at W. H. Allen I extend my thanks. And, most important of all, to my parents and to Belinda.

To those named and dozens more who’ve given me friendship, love, inspiration and support (and who’ll doubtless be mentioned in the acknowledgements of the next book...), thank you.

Shaun Hutson

‘Hell hath no limits,

nor is circumscribed in one self place;

for

where we are is Hell,

And

where Hell is must we ever be...’

- Christopher Marlowe



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE





[image: ]




The woman was thrown to the floor of the tiny cell, her face ground into the reeking straw which covered the stone. She made few sounds, even as a heavy boot was driven into her ribs. She felt bone splinter and the air was torn from her. Powerful hands dragged her to her feet, pinning her against the cold wall. Her head was wrenched up by her long hair until she was face to face with the tallest of the three men.

His face was shrouded by deep shadows, some caused by the gloom inside the cell, but most by the wide brim of his hat. He stood in silence, watching her through heavily lidded eyes. She met his stare, the merest trace of a smile on her lips.

The two men on either side of her suddenly released their grip on her wrists and began tearing her clothes from her. Her full breasts swung into view, already marked with numerous scratches and red welts. She did little to resist as they tore the last clothing from her and then slammed her, naked, back against the wall.

The tall man reached into his pocket and pulled something out. It looked like a piece of wood, as thick as a man’s finger but it bore a needle like point of steel. He touched the point to a place close by her right nipple and pushed.

Now she broke her silence and screamed as the steel punctured her flesh. Blood welled up and dripped from her wound.

He repeated the procedure until her chest was reduced to a bleeding ruin. He reached lower, pushing it into her belly.

Pain lanced through her and she felt as if she would pass out but rough hands tugged at her hair and face, slapping hard until she found her vision clearing.

The tall man stepped back, pocketing the pointed implement.

‘Speak,’ he said, quietly. ‘Where is your master?’

The woman met his gaze but did not answer. 

She felt one of her arms being forced up her back, the strain on the joint becoming intolerable.

‘Where is your master?’ the tall man repeated. 

Her shoulder felt as though it were burning as yet more pressure was exerted on her twisted limb.

She opened her mouth in silent agony.

There was a loud crack as the arm broke, unable to withstand any more such pressure. The bone snapped above the elbow, the power exerted on it so great that the shoulder was dislocated too.

The woman screamed loudly.

‘You think he would hesitate to speak your name where he in your position now?’ the man asked her.

Her head sagged forward for a moment and the tall man nodded towards his companions who immediately took a firmer hold on the woman’s arms and began dragging her from the cell. Along a narrow dripping corridor they took her until they reached a larger room. There they secured her to the stone wall with shackles and one of them hurled some water at her. It revived her, the clear liquid dripping from her body, mingling with the blood which had congealed there.

She saw the tall man reach for the branding iron, its tip white hot as he pulled it from the brazier. A flicker of fear passed behind her eyes as he approached her with it, the glowing end mere inches from her face.

‘What is the secret of the circlet?’ he asked. 

She gritted her teeth and shook her head.

The iron came closer until she could feel the heat then, in a moment of mind numbing agony; she felt it touch her cheek. Her scream rose mightily within the room as the burning metal seared her flesh, a great raw welt rising beneath the brand. The acrid stench of her burnt skin filled her nostrils and she passed out.

More water was flung at her, hands slapped hard at her -cheeks until she regained consciousness.

The tall man remained before her, the branding iron still burning hot.

She closed her eyes, tears spilling down her cheeks.

‘Why prolong the pain?’ the tall man asked her. ‘Speak now. Is it true that the circlet only afflicts those who are first to touch it?’ He moved the glowing iron closer. ‘Only those who are first to touch the amulet are tainted. Is that true?’

She didn’t answer.

He snarled and pressed the red hot rod to her breast.

It took much longer to revive the woman this time but when she did eventually come round she felt heat between her spread legs. The iron had been re-heated and now, the probing brand, white hot, hovered precious inches from that most sensitive area.

‘Is it true about the amulet?’ the tall man asked her, the rod like some burning, agonizingly hot penis. It quivered between her legs.

‘Yes,’ she shrieked. ‘The first to touch the amulet is tainted but none thereafter until my Master has held it again.’

The tall man smiled and turned away from her. He replaced the branding iron in the coals and turned back to face the woman. She felt sick, the pain which racked her body gripping her like a fist. The other two men unshackled her and dragged her from the room, back along the corridor but this time up into the daylight.

There were hundreds of people standing outside the building. They shouted things at her as she was thrown to the ground amongst them. Some spat at her. But the babble died down as the tall man emerged into the light.

‘Let all know that in this, the year of Our Lord 1596,’ he began. ‘This woman has confessed to the sins of which she was accused. She knows the secret of the amulet and he who holds it.’

He pointed an accusing finger at her.

‘There is but one punishment for this blasphemy.’ 

It took but a moment for them to find a rope and secure a stout knot. Two of them looped it round her neck and dragged her to the nearest tree, where they took hold of the end and tugged her up into the air. She kicked and struggled for what seemed like an eternity, spittle and blood dribbling over her cracked lips but, eventually, her movements ceased and only the wind stirred her motionless form.

‘We have dealt with the disciple,’ said the tall man. ‘Let us destroy the Master.’

There was a roar of approval from the crowd, many brandishing pitchforks and clubs above their heads.

‘Let us rid ourselves of this pestilence forever,’ the tall man said. ‘We know where its source lies, let us erase it from God’s earth.’

He set off, followed by the maddened crowd. They knew their destination and there was a firm determination about them.

However, many shuddered as, overhead, dark clouds began to gather and the first soundless fork of lightning rent the air.

‘Be not afraid, God is with us,’ the tall man called.

The storm clouds gathered in huge black masses. Like dark warnings.
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There was a dampness in the morning air which promised rain. 

The sky was heavy with clouds, great, grey, washed out billows which scudded across the heavens, pushed by the strong breeze. The same breeze which stirred the naked branches of trees. They stood defiantly against the wind, shaking skeletal fingers at an invisible defiler which rocked and battered their flimsy forms. Birds huddled in the branches, feathers stirred and ruffled by the strengthening gusts.

Rain-soaked piles of leaves lay in tightly packed masses about the tree bases.

Seasonal transition had nature in limbo. The time when winter has passed but the earth has not yet erupted into that frenzy of greenery which is spring. That time was still to come.

There had been more rain during the night. Enough to darken the concrete paths of Medworth. The town had its fair share of rain, standing, as it did, in the rolling hills of Derby­shire. The nearest town of any size lay twenty miles away to the west, but the people of Medworth were content with their own patch of miniature metropolis. The town was small; a population which struggled to reach nine thousand, but there was plenty of work within the town itself. It was built around a large shopping centre. The shops themselves employed more than a third of the total labour force, many of the rest being accounted for by the town’s small industrial estate built a mile or so out. It consisted of a small iron foundry and brewery as well as a number of smaller factories.

The few farms which were scattered on the hills nearby were concerned mainly with arable crops, the odd scatterings of livestock kept for the benefit of the individual farmers rather than for any serious commercial purposes.

To call Medworth a thriving community would have been an overstatement, but it ticked along comfortably, satisfied with its own seclusion.

There was little entertainment to be found. The old cinema had closed down two years earlier and now remained nothing more than an eyesore in the centre of town. A large building, almost imposing in its obsolescence, it stood at the top of the main street, now just a darkened shell.

Its presence represented a reminder of the past, of a time when life was lived at a slower pace. Progress had come slowly and almost resentfully to Medworth.

By eight o’clock that morning there were people in the streets, and, an hour later, another working day had begun.
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Tom Lambert brought the Capri to a halt and switched off the engine. He looked out of the side window and read the sign which spanned the iron gates.

‘Two Meadows.’

In ordinary circumstances he would have smiled. The name of the cemetery always amused him. After all, it was built on a hillside two miles outside of town. Not a meadow in sight.

Lambert sighed and ran a hand through his short brown hair, catching sight of his own pale face in the rear view mirror as he did so. He readjusted it, as though not wanting to see his reflection. The wind rustled quietly around the car, somehow far away. It seemed to him as though, here inside, he was insulated against all sound and sensations.

He wished it was an insulation against his own emotions.

As he climbed out of the car, Lambert realized just how cold the wind was. He shook himself and pulled up the collar of his leather jacket before reaching onto the back seat to retrieve a bunch of carnations. He sniffed them. No scent.

Greenhouse variety. He locked the door and pocketed the keys.

His feet clattered noisily on the pebble driveway of the cemetery. He wondered why they had never bothered to pave the path. It wound right through the cemetery before disappearing out of another gate a mile and a half further on. That was one of the things which always amazed Lambert. The sheer size of the place. There seemed enough plot acreage to bury half the population of Britain, never mind the occupants of Medworth.

He continued up the path, passing the first rows of gravestones. The plots were in various states of disrepair according to their age or the consciences of those who had buried someone there. Few of the older graves bore flowers. An urn might sport a few withered blooms but most were bare.

To Lambert’s right, along a broken path, stood the church. Its great steel-braced oak doors were closed. The bell tower, topped by the twisted black spire, dominated the bleak skyline and as he looked up, he could see the battered weather vane twisting in the wind.

Almost thankfully, he reached the footpath which led off from the main drive. The noise of the crackling pebbles was beginning to grate on his nerves and as he walked along the muddy path between the rows of gravestones he was pleased by the silence. It was broken only by the mournful sighing of the wind in the nearby trees. They stood like sentries, watching him pick his way through the maze of stone memories, and if they could have spoken they would have known this young man. Lambert had been coming here at the same time for the last two weeks and he wondered how much longer he would continue to do so. Perhaps his entire life would be spent edging his way between marked and unmarked graves, looking for one in particular. The same one he came to every morning at nine o’clock.

Beneath the shade of a huge oak tree, he found it.

Amidst the brown and grey of the cemetery, the plot stood out with an almost unnatural blaze of radiance. Flowers of every kind were laid across it, some still wrapped with the cellophane in which they’d been brought. He bent and picked off two fallen leaves which had found their way from the low tree branch onto the grave. Lambert lowered his head. He didn’t need to read the inscription for he had it burned into his mind. It was there constantly, gnawing away at him like some kind of parasite.

‘Michael Lambert-Died January 5th 1984’ 

He had been twenty.

Lambert thought that most of his emotion was spent but, as he bent to lay the bunch of carnations on the grave, a single tear slipped from his eye corner and rolled down his cheek. He straightened up, wiping it away. He stared down at the grave. His brother’s grave. He gritted his teeth until his jaws ached. He wanted to shout, to scream at the top of his voice. Why? Why did it have to be Mike?

He spun round in a paroxysm of helpless rage, driving one fist as hard as he could into the solid bark of the oak. Pain shot up his arm but he ignored it, his back now turned to the grave as if he could feel his brother’s eyes staring out reproachfully it him. Images flashed into his mind.

The car. The screaming of brakes. The explosion. 

Oh Jesus Christ, he wanted to scream again.

Lambert felt the tears running more swiftly down his cheeks now as the thoughts returned with a clarity which sickened him. Living with the memory was bad enough, if only it weren’t so vivid...

They had gone out that night, ten of them including Mike and himself. What was it blokes liked to call it, the last fling? Stag night, booze up, piss party, call it what you like. It had been the night before Mike was due to get married. A right little cracker he was landing too. Sally. He couldn’t remember her last name, but he realized what a lucky man Mike was. Lambert himself was to have been the best man. He was going to drive Mike home that night, he was going to be the one who kept his eye on his baby brother. (There was three years between them, Mike was twenty, Lambert had just turned twenty-three.) He was the one who was going to stay sober, let Mike get boozed up, let him enjoy his last night.

Now, as he remembered how prophetic that statement turned out to be, Lambert hated himself even more.

They had carried on drinking late into the night but it had been Mike who had remained sober, Lambert himself who had got pissed. So pissed he asked Mike to drive them home. So pissed he had not closed his car door properly (the thing that probably saved his own life). So pissed he’d forgotten Mike had only passed his driving test a few weeks earlier and had no experience at night driving.

And now he remembered, how the car went out of control as it hit the patch of black ice. How the car swerved and he was thrown clear while Mike struggled with the wheel, trying to avoid the lamp post.

Drunk and in pain, Lambert had seen the car smash into the lamp post. Seen Mike catapulted through the windscreen, heard his scream of agony as the jagged glass shredded his face and upper body. Then Lambert had crawled across to his brother’s body and sat with him, ignoring the blood which had splashed for fifteen feet across the pavement, ignoring the pieces of glass embedded in Mike’s face and neck, the final spoutings of his blood jetting darkly into the night.

When the ambulance arrived, Lambert had been sitting on the pavement holding his dead brother’s hand. At that precise moment of course he didn’t know that Mike was dead. He only realized that when the two ambulance men lifted the shattered body. There was a dull thud and the head dropped to the ground, the neck severed by the savage cuts.

At that point, Lambert had collapsed.

And now, he found the courage to look back at his brother’s grave. He wiped the tears away, suddenly becoming aware of just how cold the wind was getting. He shivered, cold in spirit as well as body.

‘Shit,’ he said aloud, shaking his head. He inhaled, held the breath then let it out very slowly.

The family had been very understanding about it. God, how fucking ironic, how bloody magnanimous of them, he thought. Never mind about your brother, it wasn’t your fault. He felt suddenly angry. So, maybe it wasn’t his fault, but, he told himself, what good were consolations when you had to live with the thought for the rest of your life?

He’d woken screaming for nights afterwards.

Debbie understood, she always understood. He thanked God he had her. They’d been married two years but already he wondered what the hell he’d have done without her. If he hadn’t had her with him during the last couple of weeks he’d have gone up the wall. Everyone had been very understanding but it had done nothing to ease the guilt. He wondered what would.

There had been nothing about it in the news­ papers. Lambert knew Charles Burton, the man who ran The Medworth Chronicle. The two men disliked one another but Lambert had managed to persuade him not to mention his name in the local rag. It wouldn’t have done his reputation much good either. He’d been surprised that he hadn’t heard more from Divisional HQ in Nottingham. Lambert, as head of Medworth’s small police force, could do without the kind of publicity which the crash might have brought. He was surprised he hadn’t been asked to resign or some such drastic measure, but, as Debbie had said to him at the time, he hadn’t killed his own brother. He had only been involved in the accident which had taken his life.

Lambert was the only one who felt like a murderer.

He lingered a moment longer, then, almost reluctantly, he turned and made his way back along the path between the graves until he reached the gravel drive.

It was after nine but he was in no hurry. He’d been told to take a month off. Get his thoughts back into one piece. The men under him were all capable. Capable enough at least to run things until he returned.

He walked, head bowed, collar turned up against the wind. Lost in his own thoughts, he almost bumped into the tall man coming through the cemetery gates.

The man was carrying a pick over his shoulder and there was a younger man behind wearing a pair of bright orange overalls.

Lambert sidestepped the pair who continued up the gravel drive, their mud-caked boots making it sound as if they were walking on cornflakes. Lambert saw their council van parked across the road outside the vicarage. There was movement in the bay window of the building and Lambert saw Father Ridley standing inside. He waved cheerfully to the young man who raised a hand in weary acknowledgement. He fumbled in his pocket for his keys and unlocked the car door. He slid behind the wheel, started the engine and swung the car round, pointing it down the hill in the direction of the town. Lambert flicked on the radio but, after a moment or two found that he didn’t feel like listening to music. He switched the set off.

He drove the rest of the way in silence.
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‘It’ll take until next Christmas to clear this lot,’ said Ray Mackenzie, dropping his pick dejectedly.

He was looking at a patch of ground about half the size of a football pitch, surrounded on three sides by densely planted trees. Some had even encroached into the heavily overgrown area itself. The grass and weeds were waist high in places and, as Mackenzie stepped forward, he snagged his arm on a particularly tall gorse bush. He muttered something to himself and kicked at it.

The area was beyond the main part of the cemetery, two hundred yards or more from the central driveway along which they had just come. Situated in a slight hollow, it was effectively masked from the rest of the area. Only the fact that the top halves of the trees poked up above the rim of the crest testified to its existence. The grass was neatly cut only up to the very edge of the crest then it sloped down into the area where the two men stood. Nature run riot.

‘Fancy letting it get in this state in the first place,’ complained the younger of the two men.

Steve Pike had quite fancied the idea of working for the council at first. Weeding the flower beds in the town gardens, cutting the grass in the park? It had seemed like a good idea. As he surveyed the expanse of twisted gorse, bracken, heather and waist high grass he began to have second thoughts.

Father Ridley had called the council offices and asked if they could send some men to clear a patch of ground for him.

‘Well,’ said Mackenzie. ‘Standing here looking at it isn’t going to make it go away.’

With that he drove his pick into the ground, turning a large clod. He grimaced as he saw the size of the worm which clung to it. He broke the clod with his pick and continued digging. Steve stood watching him.

‘Come on,’ snapped Mackenzie. ‘Get the sickle and cut some of that stuff down ‘ He pointed to a dense growth of ragweed which was fully two feet high. Steve went to the canvas bag they had brought with them and pulled out the sickle, then he set to work, hacking away at the recalcitrant plants. Mackenzie swapped his pick for a shovel and was soon turning the earth. But it was quite a battle.

Steve too found that the roots of the bramble and gorse bushes went deeper than he thought. Great thick tendrils of root clung to the earth like bony fingers.

They worked on. Yet despite the fury of their exertions, both men began to notice something odd. Both were soaked in sweat but both could feel their bodies trembling from the cold. A cold the like of which neither had experienced before. A deep, penetrating cold which was almost oppressive. Mackenzie stopped digging and looked up.

Another thirty minutes and the men decided that it was time they stopped for a while. Steve looked around. They had done quite well considering the size of the problem. At least a quarter of the overgrown area had been cleared, the earth now dark beneath their feet. Mackenzie looked at his watch. The second hand was frozen. It had stopped, the hands pointing to 9:30. He shook it and grunted.

‘What’s up?’ asked Steve, taking the fag he was offered.

‘My bloody watch has stopped,’ Mackenzie told him.

Steve rolled up his sleeve, his forehead creasing. He tapped the face of his own timepiece.

‘So has mine,’ he exclaimed, extending his arm so that Mackenzie could see. The twin hands were immobile.

Stuck at 9:30.

Lambert parked the Capri in the small driveway beside the house and got out. The next door cat scampered across the front lawn as he walked up the path to the back door and he hissed at it. The startled animal spun round and fled off through a hole in the fence. Lambert smiled thinly to himself.

He found his back door key and let himself in. It was after nine-thirty so he knew that Debbie would be gone. She always left well before nine, sometimes before he even drove for the cemetery. The kitchen smelt of pine and new wood, and Lambert inhaled deeply. He crossed to the kitchen table and sat down, noting that two letters were propped up against the tea pot. He smiled again. Although the letters were addressed to Mr and Mrs T. Lambert, Debbie had left them for him to open. She always did. He considered the envelopes for a moment then dropped them back onto the table and crossed to the sink to fill the kettle. He stood for a moment, looking out of the back window, thinking how badly the grass needed cutting. The gardens on either side were in a worse state and that, at least, comforted him somewhat.

Their house was roomy, semi-detached, with three bedrooms, a dining room, kitchen, and spacious living room. The third bedroom was to be used as a nursery when, and if, the need ever arose. Lambert looked down into the aluminium bottom of the sink and saw his own distorted image staring back at him. At the present time, there was no talk of children. Both he and Debbie had promising careers: he was one of the youngest Inspectors in the Midlands force and Debbie was chief librarian at the large Victorian looking building in the centre of Medworth. Lambert shook his head. An Inspector in charge of a force of less than twelve. That was police logic for you.

The shrill whistling of the kettle interrupted his thoughts. He made the tea, poured himself a cup and carried it into the living room where the daily paper was waiting on the arm of his chair. Debbie again. God how he loved that girl. He suddenly began to feel warmer, the incidents of the morning gradually subsiding. Diminishing but never fading.

He flicked through the paper, hardly seeing the words, then he folded it up and stuck it in the paper rack. Lambert gazed across at the bay window.

It was the inactivity more than anything which wore him down. The same routine every day, stuck in the house trying to find jobs that he’d already done two days before. The doctor had told him to rest for a month after the accident, but the time was dragging into an eternity. He glanced down at the phone on the table beside his chair and rubbed his chin contemplatively. Should he ring the station? Just to find out if they needed him for anything?

He grunted and turned away, warming his hands around the mug of steaming tea. He eyed the phone again but, instead, went and retrieved the letters from the kitchen. He tore the first of them open, knowing from the ‘Private’ stamp on the top left hand corner that it was a bill of some sort. Electricity. He muttered something to himself and re-folded it then tore open the second.

It was from his mother. He read it briefly, not really seeing the words on the blue tinted pages. Everything was all right, his father was fine. Hope he was feeling better. Etc., etc., etc. Tactfully no mention of Mike. He pushed the letter to one side and finished his tea. The same old crap every time. Debbie usually replied to them. Lambert picked up the letter once more and read the line which never failed to annoy him.

‘Your father is fine.’

He threw it down. Father. Fucking stepfather. His own father had been dead for ten years. Lambert had watched him die, day by day. A little at a time. He remembered coming home from school every dinner time when he was twelve and finding his father sitting at the table, the bottle of whisky gripped in his palsied hand. Lambert hated him for his drinking, he hated him for what it had made him. But most of all, he hated his mother because she was the reason his father had begun drinking in the first place.

Her and her fancy man. Mr Ted bloody Grover. ‘Your father.’ His new father, his fucking stepfather.

He tore the letter up savagely, hurling the pieces away from him in rage, his breath coming in short gasps.

Cirrhosis of the liver had caused his real father’s death. Or precipitated it anyway. Lambert remembered finding him that day. His head thrown back, his eyes open. The yellow blobs of vomit still on his lips, the empty bottle gripped in his rigid fingers. Choked on his own puke.

Why was it, Lambert thought, that the painful memories always stayed more vivid than the pleasant ones? To him at any rate.

He reached for the file and dialled Medworth police station. The phone rang a couple of times, then was picked up.

‘Medworth Police Station,’ the voice said.

Lambert smiled, recognizing the voice as sergeant Vic Hayes.

‘Morning, Vic,’ he said. 

‘How you keeping, sir?’ 

‘Not bad. What’s doing?’

There was a pause at the other end as Hayes tried to think of something he could tell his superior. His tone sounded almost apologetic, ‘Nothing really. Mrs Short lost her purse in the Bingo hall, she thinks it was nicked. Two kids took a bike from outside old man Sudbury’s shop and I’ve got bloody flu, that’s all I can tell you.’

The sentence was finished off with an almighty sneeze.

Lambert nodded, ‘So there’s nothing worth me coming in for?’

‘No, sir. Anyway, aren’t you supposed to be resting? I heard that the doctor gave you a month off.’

‘How the hell do you know that?’ asked Lambert, good naturedly’.

‘I bumped into your wife the other day,’ Hayes explained. There was silence for a moment, then the sergeant said, ‘By the way, sir, we were all very sorry about what happened.’

Lambert cut him short, ‘Thanks.’ He moved hurriedly on. ‘Look, Vic, if anything does turn up, let me know, will you? Sitting at home here is driving me up the bloody wall.’

‘Will do, sir.’

They said their goodbyes and Lambert hung up, plunged once more into the silence of the room. He clapped his hands together as if trying to shake himself free of the lethargy which gripped him. He got up, tired of the silence, and crossed to the record player. He selected the loudest recording that they had in their collection and dropped it onto the turntable.

Someone thundered out ‘Long Live Rock & Roll’ and Lambert went back into the kitchen to make himself some breakfast.

Already, the emotions were slipping to the back of his mind, waiting to be stirred perhaps the next day, but, for now, he began to feel brighter.

‘Long Live Rock & Roll’ blasted on.

Debbie Lambert looked at her watch and noted with delight that it was nearly one o’clock. She took off her glasses and massaged the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. There was a nagging ache behind her eyes and she closed them for a moment. The ledgers lay before her as if defying her to carry on work. This was the only part of her job she hated. Cataloguing. She was thankful it only happened once a year. Every book in the library, all 35,624 of them, had to be listed by author, publisher and serial number. She’d been working at it now for more than a week and hadn’t even got half way. She resolved to take some of it home with her that night.

Mondays were usually quiet, but today there were agitated babblings from the direction of the children’s section. A party of twenty kids from the local infants’ school had been brought in with the idea of introducing them to the delights of a library. Debbie could see two of the little darlings giggling uncontrollably as they pawed through a book on early erotic art. She barely suppressed a grin herself, especially when the kids looked up and saw her watching them. They both turned the colour of a pillar box and hurriedly replaced the book.

‘Don’t you just love kids?’ said Susan Howard, struggling past with an armful of books.

Debbie raised one eyebrow questioningly and Susan laughed. Nice girl, thought Debbie, about twenty, a year or so younger than herself. They got on well together. All the staff in the building did. There were just four of them: herself, Susan, Mrs Grady and Miss Baxter (who took care of the research section, or reference library as everyone else liked to call it). Debbie had wondered whether Miss Baxter would resent being under a woman more than thirty years younger than herself, but there had been no animosity shown. The previous head librarian had died three years before and few people suspected that the job would go to someone as young as Debbie, but her aptitude for the job was undeniable. She had, since she took over, tried to change the image of the building some­what. She disliked the staid, Victorian picture of libraries which most people had. Of old spinsters in long skirts and horn-rimmed glasses hobbling about the corridors, and endless leather-bound dusty volumes which no one ever read. Since she had taken over, more youngsters had joined. Attracted no doubt by the presence of Susan, and, she hoped, herself. More men were members now than ever before.

She dropped her glasses into her handbag and stood up, shaking her legs to restore the circulation. She’d been sitting in more or less the same position for nearly four hours, bent over the ledgers and her shoulders and legs felt as if someone had been kicking her. She exhaled deeply and swept a hand through her shoulder length blonde hair.

‘Sue,’ she called quietly, ‘I’m just popping out for lunch.’

The other girl nodded and struggled on with her armful of books.

Debbie walked out, the noise of her high heels clicking conspicuously on the polished wooden floor. As she reached the exit door she eyed her reflection in the glass and smiled. She had a good figure, slim hipped, the small curve of her bottom accentuated by the tight jeans which she wore. The thick jumper which covered her upper body concealed her pert breasts and made her look shapeless, but she dressed for comfort, not show.

As she stepped out into the street, an arm enfolded her waist and she spun round anxiously.

It was Lambert.

Debbie smiled broadly and kissed him.

‘I thought you were at home,’ she said happily. 

He shrugged, ‘I ran out of things to do. You were the last resort.’ He smiled as she punched him on the arm.

‘Cheeky sod,’ she giggled. ‘I was just going for lunch.’

‘I know.’

‘My God, you’re not a policeman for nothing, are you?’ she said sarcastically, trying not to smile.

He slapped her hard across the backside. ‘Come on, Miss Librarian, let me buy you some lunch.’

The nearest cafe was busy but they found a seat near the window and Debbie sat down while Lambert fetched the lunch, picking food out from beneath the plastic fronted cabinets. He returned with a laden tray and began unloading it onto the table.

As they ate, she told him about her morning’s work and about the kids. He smiled a lot. A little too much perhaps. She reached across the table to clutch his hand.

‘You all right?’ she asked.

He nodded, ‘I walked down here to meet you,’ he told her, ‘I needed the air.’

She smiled, then trying to sound brighter, ‘Were those letters anything important this morning?’

He told her about the bill. ‘The other one was from my mother.’

‘What did she have to say? Or do you want me to read it when I get home?’

‘I tore the fucking thing up,’ snapped Lambert.

Two women on the table next to them looked round, and the policeman met their stare. They returned quickly to their tea, and gossip.

‘What did it say?’ asked Debbie, squeezing his hand tighter.

He shrugged and took a sip of his tea before answering, ‘The same old shit. Same as always. I don’t know why the hell she can’t just leave me alone. I never asked her to start writing in the first place.’ He slammed his cup down with a little bit too much force, making a loud crack.

The two women looked round again and this time Lambert thought about saying something. But he returned his gaze to Debbie. Her eyes were wide, searching his own, trying to find something that lay beneath his visible feelings.

There was a long silence between them. The only sound was that of many voices talking at once, each lost in their own world, making sense alone but, combined, becoming a noisy babble of nonsense. People around them chatted about the weather, their families, their jobs. The everyday monotony of life.

‘I phoned the station,’ said Lambert, at last.

‘Why?’ asked Debbie.

‘I wondered if there was anything I could do, or if they needed me.’

Debbie looked at him reproachfully, ‘Tom, the doctor told you to rest. You’re not supposed to be at work. Sod the bloody station. They can run things without you.’

‘I can’t sit at home all day doing nothing,’ he protested, ‘it’s driving me crazy.’

‘Well, going back to the station isn’t going to help either.’

‘At least it might give me something else to think about. That’s what I need, something to take my mind off what’s been happening. You don’t understand what it’s like, Debbie,’ he gripped her hand. ‘I relive that bloody accident, that night, every time I visit Mike’s grave. Even when I’m not there, it’s still with me, you don’t forget something like that easily.’

‘No one expects you to. Just stop blaming yourself.’ She didn’t know whether to be angry with him, or feel pity.

‘Shit,’ he said it through clenched teeth, his head bowed.

She watched him for long seconds, a feeling of total helplessness slowly enveloping her. Finally he looked up and swallowed hard, ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

‘Don’t be,’ she told him.

He shook his head, moisture brimming in his eyes. He exhaled deeply, ‘I asked Hayes to get in touch with me if they need me anytime.’

She opened her mouth to speak but he raised his hand, ‘It’s the only way, Debbie. I’ll go off my head otherwise.’

They finished eating. He looked across the table at her and smiled. She glanced up at the clock on the wall of the cafe and saw that it was approaching two o’clock.

‘I’ve got to be getting back,’ she said, reluctantly.

‘I’ll walk you,’ he said, standing up.

The town was busier as they walked back to the library. People were looking in shop windows and talking on street corners. A number spoke to the young couple as they walked, as both were well known within the town.

When they reached the steps of the building, Lambert put his arms around his wife’s waist and kissed her.

‘What will you do this afternoon?’ she asked.

‘Never mind me,’ he said, smiling. ‘You get back to your cataloguing.’

He turned to leave but she caught his arm and pulled him to her, her lips seeking his. He felt her moist tongue flick over the hard edges of his teeth before plunging further into the warm wetness of his mouth. He responded almost ferociously, pressing her close to him, anxious to feel her body against his own. Finally she pulled back. He ran an index finger across her soft cheek and smiled.

‘See you later,’ he said.

As he turned, she called after him and he stopped, listening.

‘Tom,’ she said, ‘I love you.’

He smiled, ‘I know.’ And he walked off.
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Steve Pike poured himself another cup of tomato soup from the thermos and watched the steam rising from the thick red liquid. He took a sip, wincing at the plastic taste, but he persevered, taking a draw on his fag to deaden the flavour.

‘Want some?’ he asked, pushing the cup towards Mackenzie.

The other man shook his head, and after stuffing the remains of a sandwich into his mouth, pulled a small metal flask from the pocket of his parka.

He took a hefty swing and smacked his lips, ‘Stuff your soup,’ he said, ‘I’ll stick to this.’

From where he sat, ignoring the dampness which was seeping through the seat of his trousers, Mackenzie could see the church clock. Its metal hands were at three-twenty. He glanced down at his own watch once more. Despite winding, it still wasn’t working. Bloody Russian crap. Next time he’d get a Timex.

Squatting on the dark earth, Steve looked around. They were well across the clearing, almost halfway. The high grass and weeds had been cut down behind them; tomorrow they would cut down the remaining vegetation and, after that, dig it all into the soil.

‘We’ll go as far as that tree stump today,’ said Mackenzie, pointing to a gnarled knob of wood which jutted out of the climbing grass like a beacon. It stood about two feet high but was nearly that width across the neatly cut base.

Someone, many years ago, had chopped it down and, what was more, they had done it with amazing precision. The severed trunk was as smooth as Formica on its darkened diameter. It reminded Steve of a table, as if it had grown in that shape for some purpose.

‘That’s going to take some shifting,’ said Mackenzie, taking another pull from his hip flask, ‘I bet the bloody roots go down for yards.’

Steve looked around the clearing: the darkened area of earth strewn with chopped down grass, and that which lay beyond, rampant with clotted outcrops of weed. Not a wild flower in sight.

‘I wonder why they wanted it cleared?’ he said.

‘Well,’ said Mackenzie, ‘it is a bloody eyesore.

Christ, I shouldn’t think it’s been seen to since the fucking cemetery was opened.’

Steve wasn’t satisfied. ‘But it’s out of sight of the rest of the place, you can’t even see it from the driveway.’

Mackenzie turned on him irritably, ‘What the bloody hell does it matter why they want it cleared? Perhaps they’re expecting lots of people to peg out and they want somewhere to put them. How the bleeding hell should I know why they want it cleared?’

‘All right, keep your shirt on. I was just curious.’

Mackenzie grunted. ‘Why bother about it? As long as we get paid for doing it I couldn’t give a bugger what they want it for.’ He drained the last drops of brandy from his flask. He shook the flask and dropped it back into his pocket.

‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘It’s getting colder. I reckon we’ll have a frost tonight.’

‘It is bloody cold,’ said Steve, softly, almost to himself.

He threw what was left of his soup onto the ground and pushed his thermos into his lunchbox.

Grumbling, they returned to cutting down the sea of weeds and grass. Mackenzie straightened up sporadically and massaged the small of his back, groaning with the ache that had settled there. He drove his spade down hard and felt it connect with something solid. He pawed away the earth and saw a root as thick as his arm. And the tree stump was more than three feet away. He groaned inwardly. Shifting it was going to be harder than he’d anticipated. He lifted the spade above his head and brought it crashing down on the root, severing it with a powerful blow.

‘Steve.’

The youngster turned.

‘There’s a couple of hatchets in the work bag. Go and get them. We’ll chop the bloody thing free.’

Steve nodded and headed off to fetch the tools.

Then he heard Mackenzie call again. ‘And bring the crow bars too.’

He returned a moment later with the tools to find Mackenzie leaning on the tree stump. He took an axe from Steve and set to work, hacking through the thick roots until the sweat began to soak into his coat. But neither of them removed their jackets because it was getting so cold. Mackenzie could feel the biting iciness catching in his throat and he half expected to see his laboured breath frosting before him in the freezing air. Steve too, slashed away at the tentacles of root, watching as sap oozed, blood­like, into the earth.

It took them nearly half an hour to free the stump.

Panting, Mackenzie picked up the crow bar and motioned for Steve to do the same. They slid the clawed prongs under two sides of the stump and, at a given signal, pressed down on the iron levers as hard as they could. Their faces turned bright red with the effort and veins stood out angrily on both men’s foreheads.

‘Hold it a minute,’ gasped Mackenzie.

Steve was fit to drop. He had never known exertion like this in his life and, if he had his way, he’d never have it again. They tried again but the stump remained stuck fast as if driven into the soil with some gigantic steam hammer. It was like trying to pull a masonry nail from a wall with your fingers.

‘Couldn’t we both try it from the same side at once?’ offered Steve, not really caring now whether they moved the bloody thing or not. He didn’t know why they just couldn’t have gone round it.

Side by side, they prized the crow bars deep beneath the stump, Mackenzie eventually shouting in angry frustration.

‘Fuck the bloody thing.’ He threw his bar to the ground and stood, hands on hips, staring at the recalcitrant stump which seemed to grin back at him as much to say, you might as well forget it.

‘Does it matter that much?’ Steve asked timidly.

Mackenzie exploded, ‘Of course it matters, you stupid little bastard. How the hell are they supposed to turn it into a fucking burial plot with that stuck in the middle?’ 

He retrieved his bar.

‘Come on,’ he snarled and they set to work again. To Mackenzie, it had become a matter of pride; he intended moving that stump if he had to stay there all night and do it.

There was a slight creak and it lifted an inch. They pressed down harder and it lifted a little more.

‘It’s moving,’ shouted Mackenzie, triumphantly.

Inch by agonizing inch, the tree stump rose, bringing with it more thick roots which hung like hardened veins from its dirt encrusted base.

It lifted a foot. Then eighteen inches, a great sucking sound filling the air as it began to come free. 

Then they noticed the smell. A fetid, choking stench which smelt like excrement and made them gag. Steve felt his muscles contract, the hot bile clawing its way up from his stomach.

‘Keep pushing,’ shouted Mackenzie, tearing the lump of wood from its earthy home until the many-rooted base was at a ninety degree angle to the ground. Both men put their shoulders to it, preparing to push it over. 

It was then that they looked down into the hole.

Mackenzie opened his mouth to scream but no sound would escape. The cry caught in his throat and rasped away. His eyes, riveted to the sight below him, bulged madly, the blood vessels in the whites threatening to burst. Steve made no attempt to stop himself and vomited violently, not quite daring to believe what he saw.

Lying in the hole, its body coated in thick slime, was a slug the size of small dog. Its body was a sickly greyish white colour, covered from head to tail with thick slime. As the horrified men stood transfixed, its twin antennae slowly grew towards them, lengthening like car aerials, until they had reached their full height. The bulbous eyes waved gently at the end of the antenna and the abomination slithered forward.

With a scream of sheer horrified revulsion, Mackenzie snatched up the crowbar and struck the creature. It made a hideous gurgling noise, the antenna retracting swiftly. Mackenzie struck again but, seeing that the blows were having little effect, he grabbed the axe, lying discarded by the tree stump and brought it down with terrifying force on the monstrous thing.
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