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DEADHEAD was first written and published in 1993 (and yes, I did have to check my website again to be sure...thank you Graeme...) so I just thought I’d add some new acknowledgements to...er...supplement the originals.

I’m thanking the usual suspects starting with my publisher Darren Laws who continues to be supportive and incredibly well organised when it comes to my books.  Thanks, mate.  Huge thanks to him and everyone else at Caffeine Nights.

Many thanks too to my agent Meg Davis whose expertise is a constant relief.

I’d also very much like to thank Marc Falvo at Editions Faut de Frappe.  The first of many projects, I hope.

The usual nods to Emma Dark, Michael Knight, Matt Shaw, Graeme Sayer and anyone else I’ve forgotten but who should know why they’re here anyway.

Thanks also to Claire, Monroe, Dani, Belinda, Bruce, Dave, Adrian, Steve, Janick, Nicko and Mr Rod Smallwood.

Obvious and heartfelt thanks to my daughter, Kelly.

And, as ever and most importantly, to you lot out there.  My readers.  Old and new.  I honestly don’t think you have any idea how much I appreciate your support and loyalty.  Just take each book as another thank you from me.  Deal?

Shaun Hutson

DEADHEAD

Deadhead was written in about four or five months in 1992 and was the second novel I did that people started labelling something other than “horror.” That's the problem in this business or any business which includes a modicum of creativity. People get nervous if they can't drop a product into a handy pigeonhole and they get even more nervous when they can't drop it into a pigeon hole that they've already shovelled your other work into.

Publishers get nervous because they think that the “horror” writer they signed is choosing to branch out. Marketing people get nervous because they can't use the same campaigns they've been recycling for the last five years and readers get nervous because they think a writer they've previously loved has left them behind for new pastures.

None of these was true of either myself or Deadhead. It was merely that I wanted to write that kind of novel at that time.  I never consciously sat down and thought “fuck it, I'm not doing horror any more.” Why would I do that? Horror novels and being a horror writer had bought me a beautiful house, given me a fabulous career, paid for Season tickets at Anfield and funded Christ knows how many exotic holidays etc. etc. I never, ever wanted to stop writing horror. As far as I'm concerned, I never did. But, just because Deadhead and White Ghost (I think I got away with that one because Sean Doyle was in it), didn't contain resurrected Celtic Gods, undead gangsters, vampires, reanimated foetuses or flesh-eating slugs, people thought I was abandoning the horror genre.

Now, it might just be me but if anyone can dismiss a story about a private detective dying of cancer trying to rescue a young daughter who has been kidnapped by a gang who make pornographic snuff movies as anything other than horror then our definitions of that word are at cross purposes!

But the most important factor was how I myself felt about the genre and about horror in general. I'd loved it as a kid. I loved it as I grew older and as I wrote. Yes, I'd written in other genres under pseudonyms (war, westerns, non-fiction) but horror is where I feel most comfortable despite my occasional claim that “they're all books, it doesn't matter about the genre.”

I believed that then and still do. I never ever objected to being labelled as a horror writer despite the fact that the genre and many who worked within it were never taken as seriously by the publishing business as writers working in more...ahem.. ‘worthy’ genres. Fuck that. Horror fans are the most loyal, most supportive and most dedicated of the lot.  I've got readers who are still with me who were reading me in the 80's!!! You don't get much more loyal than that.

Deadhead was also the first book where a publisher actually questioned my penchant of having less than happy endings.  One particular meeting led to me being called the “literary equivalent of a football hooligan” (the fact that I'd kicked a waste bin through a window probably didn't help) and my manager telling them, “You don't sign Iron Maiden and get them to record 'Moon River.'”

So, Deadhead had a somewhat chequered existence, but I still look on it with a great deal of affection. However, it was the second book of mine to be banned! The first one was Chainsaw Terror which I did as Nick Blake and which was banned by the huge wholesaler Bookwise, but this one was banned by W.H. Smith. I suppose the subject matter tipped them over the edge. Despite that, it sold well, and it was very well reviewed including a cracker from Julian Lloyd Webber who was a big fan. In fact, he even invited me to play in a celebrity cricket match because he wanted to meet me!!!  Me, a fucking celebrity...the irony.

I must just tell you that Deadhead was actually inspired by a Western. Namely, The Shootist, John Wayne's last film. In that particular picture, Wayne played a gunfighter who's dying of terminal cancer, and he decides to provoke a gun fight with old adversaries so he can die in a hail of bullets rather than succumb to the insidious onslaught of the disease.

That film fascinated me, and the novel (by Glendon Swarthout) contains one of the most brilliant descriptions of a shootout I've ever read.  So, it was something of an inspiration on both counts.

So, for those of you reading it for the first time then enjoy the cocktail of snuff movies, porn, cancer and extreme violence and for those of you coming back to it I hope you enjoy it again.  Although maybe 'enjoy' is the wrong word but you know what I mean.

One of the characters in Deadhead is searching for his sister who has run away from Ireland to London to become a prostitute and in order to track her down he rings or visits a number of places that cater for that kind of thing. In order to make it more believable I actually rang many of these 'establishments' myself for added realism and colour. That was fun trying to explain that to the wife!! But I'm nothing if not dedicated. I'd worked briefly in a porno book shop in Soho while researching Captives three years earlier so this was a bit easier.  

Right, enough of this. Get stuck in to the book that many say contains the bloodiest and most violent ending I've ever done. Horror? You make your minds up.

Shaun Hutson 2023

​

'Deadhead is a fantastic read, a real page-turner that would enliven any journey'

Daily Express

Phillip moved towards three bags bundled together at the top of a flight of stairs leading down to a basement flat...

Further up the street his colleagues were collecting bags, waiting until the wagon drew nearer before hurling them inside. Phillip decided he needed help with these three.

Besides, the smell was appalling.

He reached for the third.

The top of the black bag tore as he pulled it, the plastic ripping, the bag toppling over.

Flies swarmed from inside, a cloud of parasites buzzing madly around Phillip and the stinking contents of the bag. There were more maggots, too, flooding out across the pavement.

In amongst it all was a shape Phillip did not instantly recognize.

It was bent double, the skin mottled blue and grey where it wasn't covered in blood.

He smelled an odour so rank, so fetid that it was all he could do not to vomit.

Then he saw the head as it sagged forward, cracking hard against the pavement. One sightless eye gazed up at him. The other had gone; the socket was now filled with hundreds of writhing maggots.

The body of Maria Jenkins lay at his feet. 

'Terrible experiences make one wonder whether he who experiences them is not something terrible.'

Nietzsche 
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'Boys and girls come out to play, the moon doth shine as bright as day.

The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes

'Men fear Death, as children fear to go in the dark.  
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Robert Slattery felt as if someone had wrapped him in hot bandages. The moisture trickled down his back, beading between his shoulder blades as he walked, coursing down his spine, soaking into his T-shirt.

Although he wore only a thin top, shorts and trainers, he found the heat almost unbearable. The onset of evening had brought a respite from the blazing sun, but the searing heat had been replaced by a cloying humidity that seemed to blanket everything like a heated shroud.

The ground was cracked and dry, the grass brown and dying. The earth itself had split and yawned in places. Wounds in the dirt gaped like thirsty mouths, waiting for the rain which showed no signs of falling.

The entire country had been gripped by the heatwave for more than a month now. Less than an inch of rain had fallen and most of that had been in one massive deluge three weeks ago. Since then there had been nothing but unrelenting heat.

Slattery hated the heat. It was so bloody undignified walking around in a shirt which stuck to your back after only a few minutes. He'd dug out every single black or white shirt he possessed since the heatwave began. To wear red or blue would have meant risking those dreaded dark rings of sweat beneath the arms. Even the strongest anti-perspirant seemed helpless against the onslaught. He drew a hand through his hair and felt perspiration on his forehead.

As he walked slowly across Clapham Common he glanced to his right and left at the other souls who had ventured out into the sickly humid evening.

There were kids kicking a football around, shouting and dashing back and forth as if unaware of the temperature.

On a park bench nearby a couple in their early twenties were kissing passionately, limbs entwined like mating squids. Slattery smiled to himself as he passed, trying not to look too closely but unable to ignore the fact that the girl was particularly attractive; her cut-off denim shorts displayed a fine pair of tanned legs.

He wandered on, glancing down at his dog. It was, after all, the reason he was on the Common this evening. Slattery tossed a small rubber ball he pulled from his pocket and watched as the smooth-haired mongrel went chasing after it. The ball bounced close to a man sitting on one of the wrought-iron benches. He glanced irritably across and Slattery raised a hand in apology. The dog scuttled beneath the bench to retrieve the ball, apparently oblivious of the seat's occupant, and loped back towards Bob, the ball held in its jaws.

Perhaps he was feeling the heat too, Slattery thought, as he pulled it from the dog's jaws and threw it again, this time towards the trees.

The dog set off and caught the ball, returning it once more.

Clouds of midges circled around the tops of bushes like millions of animated cinders stirred by an invisible breeze. He watched them for a moment as he strolled on, feeling the perspiration soaking even more deeply into his T-shirt.

His dog looked up at him as if it expected the ball to be thrown but didn't really relish the prospect of retrieving it. He exhaled deeply, then sucked in a lungful of the dry air. There wasn't a breath of wind. The sinking sun bled across the sky but, despite the dark blue clouds gathering, the approaching night promised no respite from the heat.

Slattery threw the ball again and the dog loped off after it, disappearing into the bushes.

While he waited for the animal to return, he leant against a water fountain that looked as cracked and dry as the parched earth. He pressed the knob but no water came out. All he heard was a low gurgling sound.

From behind him there was a shout; he turned to see the kids who'd been playing football jumping around excitedly. He smiled to himself. Obviously a goal had been scored. Either that or someone had heard there was going to be a rain shower. He grinned and looked towards the bushes, waiting for his dog to reappear.

'Come on, Sam,' he muttered to himself, wiping perspiration from his forehead.

Then he heard the barking.

He frowned and set off towards the bushes. Perhaps Sam had found a bitch in there, he mused. Dirty little sod.

The barking continued.

There were other dogs on the Common and one or two were looking in his direction. He just hoped he didn't find himself surrounded by a pack of them.

He pushed his way through the bushes and caught sight of his own dog standing a few feet away.

He muttered as stinging nettles prickled his calves. Flies and wasps buzzed around him irritably.

The dog was standing perfectly still, only its head moving as it barked loudly.

'What's wrong with you?' Slattery asked, brushing leaves from his T-shirt.

Then he noticed the stench, a smell like rotting meat only more pungent. It was so strong he felt his stomach somersault.

'Shit,' he muttered, covering his mouth, glancing first at his dog then at the swarm of flies that hovered around the object in front of him.

It took him only a second to realize what it was.

'Oh, Jesus Ch . . .'

Slattery never managed the last word.

He turned away and vomited violently.

The dog continued to bark.
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'So you're satisfied that the woman in the photos is your wife?'

Nick Ryan took a final drag on his cigarette and ground it out in the ashtray on his desk. With the phone wedged between his shoulder and his ear he reached for the packet of Dunhill, took out another cigarette, and lit up again, drawing deeply.

The voice on the other end of the line was hesitant.

'I suppose so,' Eric Johnson told him.

'Either it is or it isn't, Mr Johnson’ Ryan said, blowing out a stream of smoke.

'This isn't easy for me, you know.'

Ryan raised his eyebrows and glanced at his watch.

'I'm sure it's not,' he said, trying to inject a note of sympathy into his voice. 'But you should recognise your own wife.' As he spoke, Ryan flicked through the dozen black-and-whites. They showed a woman in her late thirties getting into and out of a car with a man. Others showed her walking with the same man. Some had been taken in a crowded street, others in a park.

In one of them the couple was kissing.

'It's a bit of a shock’ Johnson told him. 'I mean, I suspected her of having an affair, I know, but. . .' The sentence trailed off.

'It's never pleasant finding out something like this, Mr Johnson,' Ryan told him, glancing again at his watch.

'When I hired you, I suppose I was angry. Now I know for sure, I don't know what to think.'

The other man's voice cracked slightly.

She was being shafted by another bloke, Ryan thought. End of story.

'The photos will be proof enough when the case goes to court. I wouldn't worry about the Judge finding for you. It's there in black and white, after all,' Ryan said coldly.

'I didn't really want it to come to this’ Johnson murmured.

Ryan exhaled wearily and reached for a pencil. He began drawing circles on his pad.

'I don't know what I should do, Mr Ryan.'

Ditch the bitch, Ryan thought, smiling thinly.

'Well, you've got the evidence, Mr Johnson. What you do with it is up to you.'

'Perhaps I was hoping that it was just my imagination.'

Get off the fucking line, for Christ’s sake.

'Do you think I should confront her with it?' Johnson wanted to know.

Make her eat the photos for all I care, just get off the line.

'You suspected her of having an affair; you now know for sure that she was. You hired me to get you proof and I've done that. What happens now is your responsibility, Mr Johnson.'

There was a long silence at the other end of the phone. Ryan glanced at his watch again.

He thought he heard sniffling.

On his pad he wrote PRAT then went back to drawing circles.

'Thank you for your help,' said Johnson, his voice quivering.

'My pleasure. If you could send the cheque as soon as possible, I'd appreciate it.'

Johnson sniffed.

'Yes, I will,' he said quietly. 'I suppose this is all in a day's work for you, isn't it?'

'Every day's different,' Ryan said conversationally. 'As I said, if you could forward the cheque, I'd be very grateful.' He took another drag on his cigarette. He could hear Johnson crying softly at the other end of the phone.

'Nice doing business with you,' said Ryan and hung up.
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He patted the receiver and got to his feet, gathering up the black and white photos and pushing them into an envelope. He slipped it into a drawer in his desk and reached for the half dozen letters he'd picked up as he entered.

Ryan Investigations' offices were situated on the top floor of a five storey building in Old Compton Street. The premises consisted of the office itself, a kitchenette and a toilet. The walls of the office sported framed photos and posters, including a picture of Ryan himself just after he'd joined the police force nearly twenty years before. The fresh-faced eighteen-year-old who looked happily out on the office bore little resemblance to the thirty-seven-year-old man sitting on the leather sofa opposite the desk, opening the mail. The icy blue eyes were the same, but now they were surrounded by wrinkles and the expression Ryan usually sported was one of indifference - not the expectancy he'd showed as a trainee policeman.

He'd risen swiftly to the position of Detective and had hoped to reach the position of Detective-Inspector. But that was not to be.

Despite his arrest record, and his part in breaking a particularly large drugs ring, he'd been repeatedly passed over for promotion.

The excuse had always been that he was more useful on the streets, but he'd known the real reason. His temperament.

More than once his superiors had referred to him as a hot-head. It had come to a climax when he'd broken the jaw of a suspect who'd taken a shot at him during a chase through Whiteley's shopping centre in Bays- water. Despite Ryan's protestations that the man was carrying a gun and could have killed innocent passers-by, as well as him, the incident was the last straw.

He had been officially reprimanded and suspended for two weeks.

On his return he tendered his resignation.

Within a year he'd set up Ryan Investigations. Now, four years later, business was booming.

Divorce, surveillance, serving writs. The scope of Ryan's work was enormous; it had grown to such proportions that he sometimes needed to use outside help for what he saw as the more mundane tasks associated with the job. He had friends at some of the biggest security firms in the capital; they were happy to supply him with men for the jobs that required a little muscle.

So successful had business been lately that Ryan was considering not only moving to larger premises but also getting himself a secretary. It was the administrational aspect of the job that he found tedious. He had a temp come in once a week to type up his letters. She told him how exciting she thought it was working for a private detective. Even if it was only one day a week.

Ryan smiled as he thought about her. He sifted through the mail and found some circulars, a cheque and a letter from a woman who suspected her husband of having an affair with another man. Ryan raised his eyebrows, re-folded the letter and placed it in a plastic tray on his desk.

Most of the work was divorce work. His job was to gather evidence for his clients, which would then be turned over to their lawyers. It wasn't spectacular work but it paid well. His usual charges were fifty pounds an hour plus expenses. It varied according to the job, naturally.

He still had friends at New Scotland Yard, useful contacts who could supply him with information if he needed it. Not once in the past four years had he regretted his decision to leave the force.

He got to his feet and glanced out of the window that looked out over Charing Cross Road.

The thoroughfare was busy, as usual; people moved back and forth beneath the blistering sun.

In the cloudless sky the searing orb blazed with even greater brilliance than on the day before. The heatwave showed no sign of relenting. Ryan opened a window and the heat flooded in, carried on an invisible tide of carbon monoxide fumes from the hundreds of belching exhausts below. It was cooler inside the office, even though the mercury in the thermometer on the wall was nudging seventy-six Fahrenheit.

He looked into the street for a moment longer, then wandered through into the kitchenette, where he filled the kettle and flicked the switch to set it boiling. He rinsed a mug beneath the tap and flipped open the cupboard above in search of the coffee jar.

He found an empty one and muttered under his breath, tossing it into the nearby rubbish bin.

He turned off the kettle and decided to walk round the corner into Charing Cross Road. There was a small cafe there where he often picked up a sandwich.

On the way out he picked his newspaper up from his desk.

As yet, he hadn't noticed the headline.
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If the heat outside was intense, inside the cafe was like an oven.

Ryan felt the warm air hit him like a wall. The small eatery smelled of frying bacon; it always did. Whether it was early morning, lunchtime or late at night the smell of frying bacon was ever-present. Sandwiches and pies were assembled behind the clean glass counter for inspection. Steam billowing from the large tea-um at one end of the counter only served to add to the sweltering heat.

Ryan removed his tie and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt, feeling perspiration form at the back of his neck. He wiped it away with his handkerchief. A large man with a massive stomach was waiting to be served. He was sweating profusely despite the fact that he was only wearing shorts and a vest. A tattoo on his left shoulder in the shape of a snake disappeared inside his vest, the head emerging on his right shoulder. Droplets of sweat rolling down his back made it look as if the snake was shedding tears.

Ryan fanned himself with his rolled-up newspaper and studied the array of sandwiches and cakes. He glanced around at the other occupants of the cafe; apart from the large man and himself, there were only three other people.

Two youths dressed in leather jackets, apparently impervious to the horrendously high temperatures, were talking animatedly as they thumbed through a magazine. Ryan realized that there was a gig on at the Marquee next door that night. Obviously, he reasoned, these two were taking no chances about being late.

On one of the high stools beside the mirrored wall an old woman sat nursing a polystyrene mug of soup, staring down into it every now and then. She had a plastic bag with her; the sleeve of a sweater hung out of it. The woman looked at her reflection in the mirror tiles, averting her gaze quickly, as if displeased by the image. Ryan shook his head and returned his attention to the sandwiches.

The large man with the tattoo was ambling off towards a table, balancing a huge lump of pizza in one hand and a mug of tea in the other.

Ryan stepped forward to the counter.

'Morning, Frank,' he said, nodding affably to the little man who beamed back at him and pushed his black hair away from his face. It looked as if someone had sprayed his face with water, so much perspiration sheathed it.

'What can I get you, Nick?' asked the little man, still smiling. Frank Scalini wiped his pudgy hands on his apron and leaned closer. 'You on a case?' he asked conspiratorially.

Ryan nodded and winked.

'The case of the empty coffee jar’ he said. 'Give me a cappuccino, will you, and a bit of that gateau.' He pointed to the cake.

'My wife made it fresh today’ Scalini announced.

'How is she?'

'She has the baby in about three weeks,' he told him proudly, handing him the piece of cake and the coffee.

'I'll be in for my cigar when she does,' Ryan said, and paid.

He wandered over to the nearest table and sat down, flipping open his paper, pushing a forkful of cake into his mouth. As he read the back page he rummaged in his pocket and found his cigarettes. He took a couple more mouthfuls of cake then lit up.

There was a loud crackle from behind the counter as a wasp flew into the insectocutor. It disappeared in a flash of blue sparks to be joined a second later by a large fly.

Ryan sipped at his coffee and turned to the front page. The headline glared back at him.

BODY FOUND ON CLAPHAM COMMON:

THE FIFTH VICTIM?

There was a photo of bushes and uniformed men standing around. Ryan read the beginning of the article.

The body of eighteen-year-old John Molloy was found on Clapham Common yesterday. The youngster is believed to be the fifth victim, in as many months, of the same killer. 

His body had been mutilated and was partially decomposed.

Like the previous four victims, Molloy had been living rough on the streets of London for some time . . .

Ryan sat back in his chair and sipped at his coffee, glancing at the remainder of the article.

Details of the precise nature of the mutilations had been withheld, as had the names of two previous victims aged fifteen. In every case the youngsters had been sleeping rough.

Ryan wondered who was in charge of the investigation. Maybe the bastard whose job he should have had? He folded up the paper and, finishing his cake and coffee, glanced down at his watch.

He lit up another cigarette and decided he should make a move. He'd grab a taxi outside.

The insectocutor crackled as it claimed another victim and Ryan waved to Saclini as he hurried out onto the pavement.

The concrete was warm beneath his feet, the heat from the sun intense.

He saw a cab approaching and stuck out an arm, stepping back as the vehicle pulled in. Once more he looked at his watch.

He didn't want to be late. 
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The air-conditioning inside the office was so efficient that Ryan felt cold after the scorching heat outside. He had replaced his tie during the taxi ride and also slipped on his jacket. Now he sat opposite the large oak desk, his eyes flickering first around the room then back and forth between the two people who faced him.

Both were, he guessed, in their early fifties. The man, Graham Witton, was tall and thin, his face pale and drawn to the point of being gaunt.

His companion was an elegant woman with pinched features and hair drawn back with daunting severity from her forehead. She fixed Ryan in an appraising gaze and regarded his rumpled shirt with distaste. He noticed her stare and looked at her legs, suppressing a smile when she crossed them self-consciously. Denise Shaw coloured slightly.

As General Manager of The Royalton Hotel, Graham Witton carried the necessary air of simpering civility and practised officiousness that men in his position usually mastered effortlessly. His clothes and his appearance were immaculate; Ryan had the feeling that if he walked out into the street and into the inferno of the city, he would not so much as perspire. Every inch of his body was stiffly efficient.

Ryan leant forward and picked up his tea cup, hearing it chink against the saucer.

Denise Shaw kept her eyes upon him, looking at the 

cup as if fearing that Ryan might shatter the expensive china simply by his close proximity to it.

He took a sip and replaced the cup, reaching for his cigarettes.

As he lit up, Denise Shaw wrinkled her nose.

'How long do you think the robberies have been going on?' Ryan asked, blowing out a long stream of smoke in her direction.

'We've had guests reporting items missing for about a month now,' Witton told him. 'But when the money was stolen, we thought it was time to act.'

'How much was taken?'

'Nearly three hundred pounds.'

'Why didn't you call the police?' Ryan wanted to know. r

'The guest in question didn't want to. Besides, we do have the good name of the hotel to consider,' Witton told him.

'What else has gone missing?' Ryan wanted to know.

'Travellers' cheques, items of clothing; pieces of jewellery in one or two cases,' Denise Shaw told him.

'And you're sure it's a member of staff?'

'If we were sure we wouldn't have called you in, Mr Ryan,' Denise Shaw said contemptuously.

Ryan eyed her indifferently and turned his attention back to Witton.

'And none of the guests have asked you to call the police?' he asked. 'I find that a little strange.'

'We . . . how shall I put it . . . we dissuaded them. We replaced money if it was taken, or we gave them the value of other items that were stolen. As I said to you, we cannot have that kind of publicity in a hotel like this.' Witton smiled his superior smile and pressed the tips of his fingers together.

'I was thrown out of here once,' said Ryan. 'For wearing jeans.' He smiled. 

'We do have a very strict policy on denim in the hotel’ Witton informed him.

'It isn't allowed in any part of the hotel’ Denise Shaw echoed.

Ryan nodded. 'So at least you know your thief isn't the one in the Levi's.' He chuckled.

'When can you start your investigation?' Witton asked.

Ryan got to his feet. 'Tomorrow, if I can get someone in.'

'What do you mean?' Denise Shaw wanted to know.

'I mean that I'm going to have to use someone on the premises, someone posing as a member of your staff so that they can get close to the thief.'

'Why can't you do the job yourself?' Denise Shaw asked indignantly.

'Because I've got more important things to do than wander around dressed like a bell-boy trying to find out who's lifting some rich bastard's wallet or ring. I'll have someone here tomorrow.' He turned and headed towards the office door. 'Oh, and don't worry. I'll make sure he doesn't wear jeans.'
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The uniformed doorman glanced briefly at Ryan as he stood on the pavement in front of the hotel, then the man hurried to open the door for another departing guest.

As he pulled his tie free and stuffed it into his pocket, 

Ryan watched the old woman move as graciously as she could out into the sweltering heat of the street. Why she was wearing a fur coat in temperatures nudging eighty and in the middle of the day Ryan could only guess, but she swept past him in a wave of perfume and make-up, heading towards a Mercedes at the kerb.

The private detective watched her scramble in, both the car driver and the doorman fighting for the privilege of opening the door for her. Ryan shook his head and scurried across the road, the full force of the sun hitting him as he left the shade of the canopy.

Piccadilly was busy, choked with traffic as usual. The heat, combined with the noxious clouds of carbon monoxide spewing from countless exhausts, made him feel light-headed. The perspiration was soaking into his shirt. A couple passed him, both dressed in matching shorts and tops, the man badly sunburnt on his shoulders and arms. The woman was carrying a large map of Central London. Bloody tourists, Ryan thought, almost colliding with a flustered woman pushing a buggy with twins in it.

Ryan was about to apologise when the woman told him to look where he was going. He raised his eyebrows, glancing at her as she stalked off, pushing the buggy through the crowds of pedestrians, cutting a swathe like a latter-day Boadicea.

All around him he saw faces flushed by the heat.

He coughed and felt a pain in his chest. Muttering under his breath he continued walking, wondering why the feeling of light-headedness had not passed. Heading down Berkely Street, past the Holiday Inn, Ryan hesitated a moment then turned and walked towards the main entrance of the hotel. He cursed when he felt another twinge of pain. Perhaps he should sit down for a while, wait until he'd recovered his wits and got rid of the bloody thing. It wasn't the first time he'd experienced it in the last few weeks.

He strode through the lobby of the hotel, smiling at a particularly attractive receptionist. She returned the gesture, colouring slightly.

He walked on through into the bar and sat down at a table near the window, laying his jacket on the seat beside him.

It was pleasantly cool in the bar and also pleasingly quiet. Apart from Ryan himself, only two other people were present. They were engrossed in conversation.

He sat back in his seat and wiped a hand across his forehead, feeling the perspiration there. As he turned he caught sight of his reflection in the mirrored wall to his right and was surprised at how pale he looked. The pain still jabbed inside his chest; Ryan winced as he felt needle-like prickles within his ribcage. He took a few deep breaths, his actions interrupted by the arrival of the barman.

Ryan ordered an orange juice and reached into his jacket pocket for a cigarette, relieved that the pain seemed to be diminishing slightly. If only this bloody giddiness would leave him too.

When the drink arrived he gulped half of it down immediately and ordered another, sucking in deep breaths and closing his eyes. It had to be the heat, he reasoned. He'd only felt like this for the last couple of weeks, ever since the temperatures had started to soar.

Yes. It was the heat.

Ryan tried to push the thoughts of pain from his mind and concentrate on the job at the Royalton. Reaching into his inside pocket he pulled out a small black diary and flicked through it until he reached the back and some phone numbers. He ran his finger down a list of names and numbers. Each of the men had worked for him in the past on one job or more. There were a dozen names; they were men he trusted (God 

knew there were few enough of them). He began looking for a likely name to work at the hotel. They were ex-policemen, bailiffs and security men. Each had a full-time job but would work for Ryan on a temporary basis because he paid well. He found the one he sought and made a mental note to call the man when he got back to the office.

He was replacing the diary in his jacket when he was struck by another coughing fit.

'Shit’ he muttered, pressing his hand to his mouth.

The pain was there again, too.

And the dizziness.

He hauled himself to his feet and headed for the toilets, pushing the doors open and crossing to the white hand-basins. The lights reflected off the brilliant white tiles; Ryan felt dazzled. He leant against one of the sinks, head down, then spun the cold tap.

As he looked up he saw how pale his skin was; it looked waxen, corpse-like.

He cupped his hands together, scooped water into them and splashed his face. The cold water felt good on his hot skin.

Ryan coughed again as he straightened up, hawking loudly, tasting mucus in his mouth. He spat it out.

The globule that hit the sink was thick with blood.

He stared at the crimson lump, watching as it slid slowly down the white porcelain, leaving a red smear.

He turned on the other tap and washed it away, cupping cold water to his mouth and swallowing. He coughed again and propelled another gob of fluid into the sink.

There was no blood this time.

The dizziness was beginning to pass off too.

He exhaled deeply, using the roller-towel to dry his face.

Ryan stood before the mirror and ran both hands through his hair, glancing at the dark rings beneath his eyes.

He thought of the blood.

'Fuck it,' he murmured, still studying his reflection. He switched off the taps, took a couple of deep breaths, then turned and headed for the door.

He'd finish his drink, then get a cab back to the office. There were things he had to do.
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'I would have killed the bastard.'

Brian Webster sat back on his seat and ran his hands slowly up and down his thighs, aware of the other eyes on him but unconcerned.

'Every fucking night he used to come home pissed,' he continued. 'He never had a job but he always seemed to find enough money for drink. For as long as I can remember he drank. I hardly saw him when I was a kid. My mum used to put me and my brother to bed but he'd wake us up when he got home. I'd always hear him. Shouting and swearing and throwing things. Then, when he got fed up of breaking plates or cups, he'd start on my mum. I wondered why she put up with it. She knew other people used to talk about her, about my old man, but it didn't seem to bother her. I used to feel sorry for her but then, as I got older, I started to get angry with her. I told her to leave him.

'I remember, on my twelfth birthday, she made a cake. I had about ten friends round to the house, but my old man came in pissed and he wrecked everything. Then he whacked my mum. She had a black eye for two weeks, he hit her so hard. I used to imagine what life would be like without him. I used to wish that he'd just fucking die. Anything, so that me and my mum and my brother would get some peace. Then, when I got to sixteen, he started picking on me, too. He said that I was a man and that I should know how to look after myself. When he hit my mum I wanted to hit him back. I can remember hating myself for being scared of him, for not helping my mum. But that annoyed me even more. I was fourteen, my brother was twelve. Mum could have left him. We'd have gone with her. We'd all have managed somehow. But she stayed with him. She never even fucking moaned about him. If I told her she should leave him, she used to say that it wasn't all his fault. I couldn't believe that. He'd come home every night and beat shit out of her and she was telling me it wasn't his fault. Nobody asked him to go down the fucking pub every night.

'He put her in hospital twice. He broke her jaw and her nose. And she still stayed with him. After a while I started to hate her too. I hated her for being so stupid, for not having the guts to leave him. He could have killed her and it wouldn't have bothered him. When he was pissed, he didn't know what he was doing. He didn't care who he hurt.

'I used to dread holidays most. Christmas, Easter, that sort of thing. We never had one Christmas without that bastard ruining it. Mum used to cook a big dinner and he'd fuck off down the pub, then he'd come home at closing time mouthing off, throwing his weight about. Smashing things.

'One Christmas, just a couple of years ago it was, we were sitting round waiting for him to come home so we could have our Christmas dinner. He rolled in, smashed out of his head and, because the dinner wasn't on the table, he turned the fucking thing over. Wrecked everything. Plates, glasses, food. Everything ended up on the floor. Then he started hitting my mum and she just took it, like she always did. Never hit him back. Perhaps she was scared that if she did he'd lay into her even worse.

'There was a carving knife lying on the kitchen floor and I picked it up. I wanted to stick it in him. I wanted to kill the bastard but he saw me with it. He must have realized what I was thinking and he turned on me. And my mum tried to stop him so he knocked her down and, while she was lying there, he kicked her. I ran. I locked myself in my bedroom but he got in and he beat the fuck out of me. I couldn't go to school for a week, until the bruises went down and some of the cuts healed. But my mum didn't do anything even then. She just carried on, as if it was all part of life. Still, I suppose it was by that time. She was used to it.

'I knew after that, though, that I wanted him dead. If I'd stayed I know I'd have killed him. I wouldn't have put up with what my mum put up with. That's why I had to leave home.

'I would have killed the bastard.'
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Because of the heat inside the room the windows were open. The smell of diesel fumes was strong in the air. Carried on the dry wind, the stink of hot oil and smoke mingled with the more pungent fuel odour to create a noxious cloud that seemed to hang over St Pancras Goods depot like a man-made blanket. The already stifling heat made the stench even more repulsive.

From his position on his bed inside Ossulston Street hostel, Brian Webster could see out of the window and over the Goods Yard. Shunters trundled slowly up and down the network of rusty rails, fumes belching from them.

Aware of the others' probing eyes he wound his hair around one index finger repeatedly, not looking at any one face in particular.

The others were all roughly his age, nineteen going on forty. The ravages of living rough had taken a toll on their features. Gone were the fresh, mischievous, expectant faces of youth; these bore the bone-weary expressions of people who had never even dreamed dreams, never mind had them dashed. It was as if someone had systematically sucked the life from every one of them, draining away hope and replacing it with despair.

Their ages ranged from fifteen to twenty; boys and girls.

Brian Webster had often heard the expression 'Shit Happens'. He knew it was true. It had happened to him, to him and everyone else in the hostel.

Now lost in his own thoughts, he watched another train move lethargically about its business, aware only of the cloying heat.

'What's the point of all this, anyway?' asked Suzi Gray. 'I mean, every week we sit around here and talk about why we left home or what we're supposed to do, and the next week we're all sitting here again talking about the same things. I don't see why we bother.'

Suzi was a year older than Webster and had probably, at one time, been a very pretty young woman. She still 

had a good figure, even if poor nutrition had served to make her a little skinny. It was in her hair and skin that the deficiencies showed. Her face was pockmarked, her long hair lank and dull. She sat cross-legged on a chair, barefoot.

'What is the point?' she repeated.

Emma Powell was hard pressed to find an answer.

She'd worked in hostels like this one, both long- and short-stay, for the past eight years. In fact she'd begun work in her first the day before her twenty-second birthday. The hostel in Ossulston Street was just one of many emergency short-stay hostels set up by the DSS in a desperate attempt to keep youngsters or anyone who had no accommodation off the streets. It was a desperate gambit by a desperate government to keep down statistics. No one knew for sure how many people were without homes in London and those in power were intent on it staying that way. The short-stay hostels kept people off the streets for up to three months at a time. It was time enough to allow figures to be juggled and it sounded good for ministers to crow about what was being done for the less fortunate.

Emma Powell knew from bitter experience that the solution wasn't so much an insoluble one as an inconvenient one. London was like a gigantic rug; the homeless were swept beneath it into hostels like this to hide them from sight.

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, aware that they were waiting for an answer to Suzi's question.

'If you all talk to each other,' Emma began, 'if you all find out why you left home, you might begin to understand your problems a bit better.'

'Bollocks,' said Alan Casey, his Glaswegian accent hard.
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