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SHAUN HUTSON

AUTHOR’S NOTE

There is a line on its own in the 1995 first edition of this novel, on a page between the acknowledgements and Part One of LUCY'S CHILD which reads 'Much of What follows is True.'

And it is. I know that I'm the first to scoff when I see that caption on a film screen but the basis of LUCY'S CHILD was in reality. I will explain.

A mate of mine at the time was working in a psychiatric hospital in the Midlands and they'd been plagued by strange noises, things being broken and more to the point by patients reporting that they'd been woken in the night by “figures.” Naturally, this intrigued me when he told me and, as with every novel I've ever written, things started to drop into place, joining together with other strands of story to finally merge into what became LUCY'S CHILD. The main reason I mention this is because it's one of the few things about the book that readers over the years have never mentioned to me. People have talked about the scenes of horror, the sex scenes and the gore but no one has ever mentioned the fact the book was based on true events. It doesn't matter obviously but I've always been puzzled by that. There is of course, the simple fact that absolutely no one believes me! 

By the way, at the psychiatric hospital the patients became so distressed by happenings that a team of psychic investigators were eventually called in to monitor movements and sounds and did indeed pick up evidence of some kind of “presence” but after two or three months the strange events just ceased. To this day I'm intrigued by what happened there and its causes, hence the exploration of those themes in the book.

Those of you who have read the book before will know what to expect. Those of you who haven't may be in for a surprise (hopefully, a pleasant one) I would have to say it's a psychological horror story, even a ghost story for want of a better cliché. But it also explores themes that were very close to my heart and the central characters are as close to me as anything I've ever created. 

As far as I can remember the writing was relatively straight-forward and, as ever, pretty rapid. The manuscript was completed in about four months and I didn't make too many mistakes first time around. 

I actually began a TV adaptation of LUCY'S CHILD back in the mid-nineties but never completed it. I still think it would make a great TV drama so perhaps I should drag that old manuscript out and re-vamp it!

Having watched (or been subjected to depending on your point of view) the PARANORMAL ACTIVITY films in the last few years I can see similarities with LUCY'S CHILD but just remember that the book was written in 1994 so they ripped me off. 

So, new readers enjoy this and those who've read it before I hope you like it the second time around. I happen to think it's one of the best books I've ever written but, what the hell do I know?

Shaun Hutson 2016

Dedicated to my brilliant and beautiful daughter, Kelly.
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'Welcome to where time stands still,

No one leaves and no one will . . .'

-Metallica

'There are maladies we must not seek to

cure because they protect us from others

that are more serious.'

-Proust
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There was an audible thump as the insect hit the windscreen of the Astra.

Beth Parker had no idea what kind of insect it was. The only immediately apparent fact was that it had been large. The second fact was that it was now coated across most of the glass.

Beth sprayed the windscreen with water and flicked on the wipers in an effort to clean off the worst of the mess, smiling to herself as she thought of the old gag about the last thing that goes through a fly's mind when it hits a windscreen is its arsehole.

The windscreen was spotted with the debris of numerous similar encounters, the kind of hazard drivers came to expect in such warm weather. Beth was delighted that the day had turned out fine, and hoped it signalled the beginning of a decent spell. She smiled contentedly as her thoughts were confirmed by the weatherman on the radio.

She pushed a cassette into the machine, tiring of the mindless burble of the DJ, and soon the car was filled with the steady thud of music. Beth turned up the volume, singing along whole-heartedly as 'Another One Bites the Dust' came thundering from the speakers.

Quite appropriate, she thought, as another fly smacked into the windscreen.

The drive home usually took her less than twenty minutes but she noticed road works up ahead and a queue of traffic forming at some temporary lights. Beth pulled up alongside a white transit van and opened her window. Exhaust fumes rolled in like noxious fog. Oblivious, Beth drummed gently on the steering wheel as she waited for the lights to change. The car in front of her had a sticker on the back window that proclaimed CHILD ON BOARD. As if failure to display the sign might somehow provoke other drivers to slam into the vehicle. She grinned at her own musings and glanced to her left.

A man was staring down at her from the transit, a smirk on his face. He was in his early twenties, the sunlight glinting on the silver earring dangling from his lobe. He was making no attempt to hide his interest in Beth's legs, visible because of the shortness of her skirt. She tried to ignore his prying gaze, concentrating on brushing her long brown hair away from her face. She reached into the glove compartment of the Astra and put on a pair of sunglasses, as if the dark shields would somehow protect her from this man's intrusive inspection.

Her blouse was undone slightly and she wondered if this smirking half-wit could see more than he should from his elevated position, but she decided that he was more concerned with her legs.

Beth's mood changed somewhat and a slight smile spread across her lips.

And why shouldn't he be interested in her legs?

She glanced down at them herself.

She had good legs. She'd always thought so and to hell with false modesty. Let him look if he wanted to. Beth made an exaggeratedly slow attempt to wipe away some fluff from the hem of her skirt, rubbing her thigh in the process. She heard a muted murmur of approval from the transit.

It was all she could do now to prevent herself laughing aloud.

What next?

Was this acceptable behaviour for a twenty-six­year-old married woman? What would her mother have said? Beth finally did laugh aloud, noticing that the lights were changing. She looked up at the man in the transit, smiled, then waved and drove off.

Behind her, the transit stalled and in her rear-view mirror she caught sight of the two men in it gesturing angrily at each other.

Free of the choking exhaust fumes, Beth wound down her window fully, allowing the breeze to gust into the car. It whipped her long hair about her face, the strands flowing like so many pendants in the bluster. It was pleasantly cool in the Astra.

There was still a fair amount of traffic on the road although she'd missed the worst of the rush hour. Even small towns like this one had their own version of the rush hour. About fifty miles north of London, Oakley was a combination of the traditional and the obscenely new. It was on the outskirts of what was euphemistically called a New Town. A term used by planners to denote a cramped and over-populated confusion of yellow-bricked monstrosities, each almost identical to the next. Oakley was being swallowed up by one of these New Towns six miles to the east. Every day on her way to and from work, Beth seemed to notice new building sites springing up. Construction seemed geared to cover every single acre of land. But, for now, there were still fields and trees. There was even a farm close to where she lived.

She swung the Astra into the narrow road that led towards the house, noticing some people working in their gardens, enticed out by the warm weather. The smell of newly cut grass filled the air, and plastic garden furniture had appeared in many gardens on the estate.

A turn to the right and she was nearly home. A couple of kids were kicking a football about in the garden of the house opposite.

Beth swung the car into the short driveway of the house but decided not to put it in the garage.

She saw the figure as she swung into the drive.

Sitting by the front door. It looked as though someone had dumped a bag of washing there.

As Beth switched off the engine, the figure turned to face her.

Beth swallowed hard, felt the colour drain from her face.

'Oh Jesus,' she murmured under her breath.
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For long moments Beth sat holding the wheel, as if reluctant to step out from the Astra.

She glanced up at the figure standing by her front door and noticed that the newcomer was making no move one way or the other, either. At last Beth closed the car window, fastened the sunroof, then swung herself out of the car. She reached for her jacket and laid it across one arm, heading up the short path towards the door.

And the person waiting there.

The newcomer was in her late teens, possibly her early twenties. Even Beth couldn't remember immediately. She had always looked older than her years, the cigarette stuck between her lips contributing to the illusion.

The girl was roughly the same height as Beth, not dissimilar in build. Both were slim, both had fine high cheekbones. The newcomer had long hair, too, but it was a deeper, richer shade of brown than Beth's, almost auburn.

The figure was dressed in a pair of jeans that looked as though they'd been sprayed on. The voluminous folds of a T-shirt effectively hid most of her upper body but the strap of a bra or body suit was visible where the baggy garment had slipped to reveal one bare shoulder.

On her feet she wore a pair of Reeboks, her jeans tucked into a pair of white socks that looked as if they could do with washing. Beth noticed that the jeans were worn about the knees, one threadbare. The T-shirt she wore was faded from constant washing and a hole was visible beneath one armpit.

Across the front, emblazoned in cracked white letters, were the words: FUCK DANCING, LET'S FUCK.

As Beth drew closer, the newcomer took the butt of her cigarette and dropped it, crushing it beneath her foot. She kicked it aside, past the small duffel bag which lay nearby. The bag was stuffed to overflowing, the drawstrings barely meeting around such a bulging load. Propped against it was a Sainsbury's carrier, also full and tightly packed. A Walkman was lying on top of the duffel bag.

Beth shook her head, almost imperceptibly.

'You're the last person I expected to see,' she said, flatly.

'That's a nice greeting for your own sister.'

They fixed stares for a moment then Beth fumbled in her handbag for her keys, inserting one in the lock.

'You'd better come in,' she said, stepping into the welcoming coolness of the house.

Lucy Morton followed, bringing the duffel bag and the Sainsbury's carrier. She dropped them at the foot of the stairs and pushed shut the door behind her.

'How long have you been here?' Beth wanted to know, hanging up her jacket.

'About two hours,’ Lucy told her, looking around at the immaculately decorated hallway.

'You've been sitting on the doorstep for two hours?'

'What else was I supposed to do? I didn't know where you worked. I had no way of getting in touch with you.' She walked past a vase of flowers and flicked at a carnation with her index finger, knocking a couple of petals free. 'Some old bloke asked me what I was doing sitting on your doorstep.'

'What did you say?' Beth enquired.

'I told him to mind his own fucking business.'

'As charming as always,' Beth said, humourlessly, pushing open the kitchen door and walking through.

Lucy followed.

The kitchen was large and airy, well lit by two big windows that offered a view on to a grassy back garden framed on two sides by conifers and at the bottom by a high wooden fence.

Beth crossed to the sink and filled the kettle while Lucy sat down on the wooden bench by the kitchen table. She loosened the laces of her Reeboks then reached for another cigarette, watching Beth, running appraising eyes over the neatly tailored skirt - part of a suit that was completed by the jacket Beth had hung in the hall - the immaculately pressed blouse, and the suede high heels.

'Very smart,' Lucy said, smiling.

'It helps when you have to work for a living,' Beth said, acidly. 'Not that you'd know about that.'

'You know, Beth, you haven't changed, either,' Lucy said, taking a long drag on her cigarette. 'You're still a bitch.'

The kettle boiled and Beth made two mugs of tea. She carried them back to the table and sat down opposite her sister.

A heavy silence descended, finally broken by Beth.

'OK, Lucy,' she said quietly, her eyes narrowing. 'Now tell me what the hell you want.'
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Beth Parker regarded her sister balefully over the rim of her mug, waiting for her to speak.

She watched as Lucy sipped at the warm liquid, studying every line and contour of her face. Her sister looked thinner than the last time she'd seen her, but how long ago had that been? Two years? Three? Maybe longer.

Lucy put down her mug and traced an index finger around its rim.

'I'm waiting,' Beth said.

'Yeah, I know,' Lucy told her.

'Why are you here, Lucy?'

'The truth?'

'It'd be nice.'

'I'm in trouble, Beth.'

'So what else is new?'

'Ha bloody ha. Look, I need somewhere to crash for a few days, right?'

Beth didn't answer, merely held her sister's gaze.

'You want to stay here?' she said, quietly. 'You've got a bloody nerve, Lucy. I don't see or hear from you from one year to the next and then you just turn up out of the blue expecting me to put you up.' Beth shook her head and smiled.

'I don't want this any more than you do,' Lucy told her. 'But I've got nowhere else to go.'

'So I'm the last resort, is that it?'

'Beth, I need your help,' Lucy said, quietly.

Beth sighed.

'What happened?' she demanded.

'I was living in London, here and there. It was OK. I'd met a few guys. I even lived with one of them for three months.' She raised her eyebrows. 'But it didn't work out. I ended up in a squat in Bermondsey. There were four of us there.'

'So what went wrong?'

'The fucking police raided it. They said we were using drugs, they reckoned one of the guys was dealing. Bastards.'

'And was he?'

'How do I know, we all kept ourselves to ourselves.'

'Oh, come on, Lucy,' Beth said, indignantly. 'You were living under the same roof. If one of your friends had been a drug pusher I think you'd have known about it.'

'It happens all the time, Beth. So what? You don't know what it's like. You're so wrapped up in your nice cosy little middle-class life here, with your nice cosy little middle-class job and your nice cosy little middle-class husband, you haven't got a fucking clue what's happening in the real world.'

'In your world, you mean,' Beth snapped.

They regarded one another silently for a moment.

'So what happened?' Beth asked, finally.

'I got out,' Lucy told her. 'I thought it'd be better to get right away from London.'

'And there was no one there you could have stayed with? What about some of these blokes you'd met?'

'They weren't love affairs, you know.'

'Just quick fucks, eh?' Beth said, flatly.

'There's no law against it, Beth. If a bloke sleeps around no one bats an eyelid. His balls start aching and he goes off and does something about it.'

'Where did you start aching?' Beth said, scornfully. 'How many were there?'

'I didn't keep a fucking scorecard. Six or seven.' She shrugged.

Lucy blew out a long stream of smoke and looked down at her hands, fingers spread on the kitchen table. There was dirt beneath most of the nails.

'So, what do you want me to do?' she said. 'Beg you to let me stay here?'

'Don't be so bloody ridiculous,' Beth said, wearily. She ran a hand through her hair and looked at her sister appraisingly. 'These drugs that the police came for, were you involved?'

Lucy shook her head.

'Do you want to check?' she said, extending her arms to show that there were no marks or bruises in the crooks.

'I might be a lot of things but I'm not a junkie,' she said. 'Don't start preaching to me, Beth. The last thing I need now is a lecture from my big sister.' She emphasised the last two words with a tone bordering on contempt.

'So, how did you get here?' Beth wanted to know.

'I hitched from London, I didn't have the money for the train and before you start lecturing me about how dangerous it is to hitch-hike, I can take care of myself.'

'Tough nut. You always liked to think you were.'

'So what's your answer?'

Beth shrugged. 'What do you think? You know I'm not going to throw you out on the streets again. Though by the sound of it you wouldn't be out of place there.' She sucked in a deep breath. 'You can stay but I'm telling you, Lucy, it won't be for long. Just until you get yourself sorted out'

Lucy smiled thinly.

'I'll have to check with Simon, anyway,' Beth added.

'You have to square it with hubby, do you?' Lucy said, sarcastically.

Beth glared at her for a moment.

Lucy took another cigarette from her packet and jammed it between her lips, flicking at the Zippo.

'I'm going to warn him,' said Beth. 'After all, it's his house too. He's got a right to know that you're going to be stuck here for a while. First thing tomorrow you go out and look for a job, I don't care if you have to clean toilets. You're not lounging around here all day.'

Lucy smiled and nodded.

'I appreciate it, Beth,' she said, still flicking at the lighter, which finally sparked into life.

Beth watched as she lifted the flame to the end of the cigarette, her gaze drawn to the flickering plume of fire as surely as a moth to a light bulb.

She closed her eyes.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Conflagration




[image: ]




The windows exploded outwards, glass spraying in all directions like crystal shrapnel.

Those nearby ducked or raised their hands as the blast showered them with debris.

Flames were leaping madly from both of the upstairs windows now, smoke belching into the night air in a spiralling pall which carried thousands of tiny cinders with it.

Two powerful jets of water were directed at the fire, one at the downstairs windows, which had already been destroyed by the ravages of the flames. The other jet was being played over the upper storey, across the stonework made hot from the temperatures inside and the blazing holes where the windows had once been. The air itself seemed to be on fire.

Uniformed men were running back and forth, shouts were heard, competing with the roaring flames for supremacy. A ladder was propped against the wall but there was no one on it. The fire had taken too strong a hold from the beginning, the men who'd arrived to fight it had known that there would be no survivors from this particular ruin.

The house was detached, fortunately for them. It had been relatively easy to prevent the spread to those buildings nearby. The men had been thankful too for the stillness of the night. Any strong wind might have sent pieces of flaming debris flying in all directions. They could do without the problem of secondary fires as well.

There were two fire engines parked in the road, their blue lights turning silently. They had been joined by two police cars and an ambulance.

From the houses nearby, those roused at such an ungodly hour by the commotion, either watched from the safety of their own homes or ventured out. Some to speak to the emergency services, others for a better view.

The emergency services had seen it before. At other fires, at road accidents, at any scene of suffering or death. They had seen it and they all agreed. The public were morbid bastards.

The ambulance had its back doors open and, as he made his way from the house to the parked vehicle, PC Vince Durban could see the occupant of it seated there, wrapped in a blanket.

Seventeen years old, someone had told him.

Christ, she was still a kid.

Mind you, to Durban anyone under fifty was a kid.

He watched her sitting there, numbly, sipping at a warm drink one of the neighbours had made. Sitting and staring at the flames that were busily engulfing the place she had called home.

He shook his head.

As he drew nearer he could see her more clearly.

Pretty little thing.

Her hair was plastered across her face and there were smudges beneath both her eyes, but otherwise she seemed relatively calm.

Shock, he guessed. It didn't always hit them at the time.

Seventeen years old. Jesus. It wasn’t fair.

There was a WPC with her too, standing beside the open ambulance doors, occasionally reaching out to brush some strands of hair from the girl's face. She seemed unconcerned by the attention, her eyes fixed on the burning house before her, the fire reflected in her wide, watery orbs.

Durban looked at the WPC as if for reassurance that it was safe to speak to the girl. The uniformed woman nodded gently and pulled the blanket more tightly around the girl.

'They didn't get out, did they?' she asked, quietly, her eyes never leaving the hungry flames.

Durban shook his head.

'Are both my parents dead?' the girl wanted to know.

'I'm afraid they are. I'm sorry,' the policeman said quietly, resting one large hand on her shoulder. 'You were lucky to get out.'

She smiled, her eyes still fixed on the blazing house.

'Yes, I was,' said Lucy Morton, softly.
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'This bedroom is bigger than my whole flat,' said Lucy, looking around approvingly. She turned and glanced at her reflection in the tinted-glass mirrors that formed the doors of the wardrobe, running a hand through her hair, then she pulled the sliding doors back and looked inside.

Beth crossed to the window and opened it, pushing it open to allow some of the warm air in.

Lucy joined her at the window and looked out.

At the bottom of the garden there were more houses, only their upper floors visible. She could quite clearly see someone moving about in the window opposite.

Beth opened a door to their left.

'There's a toilet and shower in here,' she said, indicating the small vestibule.

Lucy popped her head in and nodded approvingly.

'It's a big house,' she said. 'How the hell do you afford it? I mean, you're not much more than a secretary, are you?'

Beth regarded her sister coldly for a moment wondering if the question had been clumsily put or whether it was just another of Lucy's jibes.

'It was a repossession,' Beth told her. 'The guy who lived here was a builder and he designed it, but his firm went bust and he got behind with his mortgage. We got it cheap. Anything else you'd like to know about our finances?'

Lucy shook her head and tossed her duffel bag on to the large double bed.

A number of framed photos were dotted around the room, some on the bedside cabinets, others on the windowsill. Lucy crossed to the first of them and peered at it. It was a wedding photo: Beth resplendent in her white gown, beside her, in a dark suit, her husband.

'Is Simon still looking after loonies, then?' Lucy wanted to know.

'He's still a psychiatrist if that's what you mean,' Beth said, walking out on to the landing. She returned a moment later with some towels which she placed on the end of the bed.

'I remember one of his friends at the wedding, an usher I think he was,' Lucy said, still gazing at the photo.

'I'm surprised you can remember anything, the amount of booze you got through,' Beth said.

'I remember this bloke.' She grinned. 'While everyone was slapping you and Simon on the back at the reception, him and I nipped around the back of the hotel. Just for twenty minutes.' She chuckled at the recollection. 'He kept saying, "What if they notice we're gone?" He seemed to forget about that once I got his trousers undone.'

There was a moment's silence then Lucy spoke again.

'How long have you been married now? Two years?' she enquired.

'Three, it was the year after Mum and Dad died,' Beth told her, lowering her voice slightly as if in deference. 'That was what I missed more than anything, having Dad give his speech at the reception. I missed them both more on that day than at any other time since it happened.'

There was a photo of their parents on the bed­ side table and Lucy glanced cursorily at it.

'I just wish they'd been there,' Beth continued.

'To see their little girl get married,' Lucy said, scornfully.

'You were their little girl, Lucy.'

'You wouldn't have thought so. It was always Beth this, Beth that.'

'And that really pissed you off, didn't it?'

'They made our lives a fucking competition, Beth. Whatever you did I had to match it. If you got six A levels, I had to get seven. If you went to college, I had to go to university. They were always comparing us.'

'And you always came off second best. That's what you didn't like, wasn't it?'

'I didn't give a fuck,' Lucy snapped.

'Yes you did and you still do.'

'Well, at least they're not around to make judgements anymore.'

'You hard cow,' Beth hissed.

Lucy saw more pictures on the windowsill. Pocket-size snaps in tiny gilt frames.

Children.

A smiling, red-haired boy about two.

A blonde girl grinning happily at the camera.

'Who are the kids?' Lucy asked.

'They belong to friends of ours,' said Beth.

'I'd have thought you and Simon would have had a kid by now. You were always very maternal, Beth.'

Beth swallowed hard.

'So, when does  the family start?' Lucy persisted.

'There won't be one,' Beth told her. 'I can't have kids.'

'Perhaps you're doing it wrong,' Lucy chuckled.

'You'd know, wouldn't you? You're the expert when it comes to that. You should be, you've had enough practice.'

Beth regarded her angrily.

'Remember?'

The word hung in the air as if suspended on the warm breeze.

'Who was it who paid for your abortion, Lucy?' she continued, angrily. 'Who saved up two hundred quid so you could have the bloody thing done?'

'So, I'll pay you back one day,' Lucy said, dismissively.

'The money's got nothing to do with it,' Beth snapped. 'I did everything for you. Christ, I even covered for you with Mum and Dad. What do you think they'd have said if they'd known? You were fourteen, Lucy.'

'I didn't ask you to help me,' she said, quietly.

'You ungrateful little bitch,' Beth rasped. 'I didn't want your fucking thanks then and I don't want it now. I helped because I wanted to.'

'How much of that help was to stop Mum and Dad finding out? You didn't really care whether I had the kid or not, did you? You just didn't want them upset.'

They glared at each other for a moment, then Beth jabbed an impatient finger towards Lucy's bag.

'You'd better put your stuff away,’ she said, heading for the door. 'When you've finished you can give me a hand in the kitchen. I'm going to get changed.'

Lucy heard Beth's footfalls moving across the landing, then she heard the bedroom door slam.

She sat down on the edge of the bed and turned to face the photo of her dead parents. She looked at each face in turn.

'It's still a fucking competition,' she murmured.
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As Beth made her way back across the landing she heard the sound of running water. The steady sputtering of the shower from the guest room.

She pushed the door open slightly and saw that Lucy had, indeed, unpacked her things. Most of them were strewn over the bed. It was a pathetic little collection. A couple of T-shirts, two pairs of jeans, some leggings, a few pairs of knickers. There was a toothbrush, even the remains of a battered tube of Colgate. A dirty make-up bag bulged with lipstick and eyebrow pencils but precious little else. She saw a Walkman and half a dozen tapes, one of which was cracked and broken, the thin brown tape dangling from it like a glistening streamer.

The Sainsbury's carrier had not disgorged much more. A pair of grubby black high heels which looked as though they hadn't tasted polish for years. A couple of packets of cigarettes. A pair of ankle boots with the laces missing, and two pairs of white socks balled up.

Beth exhaled wearily. 

So this was the sum total of her sister's possessions, was it? She looked down at the duffel bag, preparing to move it from where it had been dropped in the middle of the floor.

As she did, she heard the door of the shower room open.

'What are you doing?' Lucy said, emerging with a towel wrapped around her, water dripping from her long hair, which was plastered around her face like auburn snakes.

'I wondered if you needed a hand,' Beth said. 'It doesn't look like you do.'

Lucy snatched up the duffel bag and placed it beside the bed.

'Are these the only clothes you've got?' Beth asked.

'I packed what I could get in the bag,' Lucy told her.

'You can borrow some of my stuff if you like, we're about the same size, aren't we?'

Lucy nodded slowly. 'Thanks,' she said, smiling.

'Some of this stuff looks like it needs a wash, I'll show you how the machine works when you come down.'

Lucy began drying her hair, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

Beth hesitated a moment longer then headed for the door. She paused as she reached it, turning to look at her sister.

'Lucy,' she said quietly, 'I'm glad you're all right.'

Then she was gone, her footsteps echoing away down the steps as if she were anxious to escape before her sister could reply.

The younger sister ran both hands through her wet hair then patted her body dry, glancing at her reflection briefly in the mirrors opposite.

She dressed hurriedly, pulling on a pair of jeans, not bothering with knickers beneath. She eased into a T-shirt then stepped into her Reeboks.

It took her just a moment or two to place some of her clothes in the drawers of the bedside cabinets, the rest of the stuff she bundled up, ready to carry downstairs.

Before she did she looked at the photo of her parents on the bedside cabinet. She gazed at the two smiling faces looking back at her, then she reached for the picture and gently laid it face down on the top of the cabinet.

Below the drawer there was a cupboard and she found that the duffel bag fitted inside. She pushed it in and closed the door, checking that it was secure.

She didn't want Beth seeing inside.
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The office was huge. Not just large or spacious. It was enormous. Simon Parker had always thought so. The walls were painted a dull beige colour and they seemed to stretch up endlessly towards a ceiling that hung fully thirty feet above him. Two lights with very broad shades dangled from the ceiling on dirty-looking wires, which looked as though they hadn't been cleaned for years.

The size of the office was accentuated by the fact that the walls were completely unadorned by pictures or photos or anything to break up the vast, turgid expanse of beige. Only the odd crack in the paint from years of neglect served to deviate from the characterless vista. Perched somewhat incongruously atop one of the banks of filing cabinets opposite his desk was a vase which Parker could never remember seeing filled with flowers. But, otherwise, the ornamentation in the room was as spartan as its decoration.

His own desk was large too, an unwieldy oak monolith which looked to have been hewn from one enormous piece of wood rather than assembled from several smaller pieces.

Other than an anglepoise lamp, several pads, a blotter and some plastic trays, the desk, too, was unadorned apart from one single photo.

A five by eight colour picture of Beth Parker beamed back at him as he looked across the desk. The picture had been taken a year ago. She'd booked a session with a professional photographer in Oakley and, along with his other Christmas presents, she'd framed then wrapped several pictures of herself for Parker. He studied the image for a moment, taking in the details before him as he did every day. Her long dark hair cascading over her bare shoulders, exposed by the black strapless dress she had worn for the shoot. She was seated with her legs curled beneath her, smiling softly at the camera. At him.

He locked the picture away when there were patients in his office.

Parker got to his feet and stretched, wincing as he heard his knees crack.

Rheumatism at twenty-nine? Surely not.

He smiled to himself and walked across to the massive window, which offered a panoramic view of the grounds of Brackley Heath Psychiatric Hospital.

The building was in several acres of its own grounds, separated from the outside world by a high perimeter wall. Beyond were fields and some farmland.

The closest house was almost two miles away.

Like most of the mental homes in the country, the building was Victorian. A great, grey monstrosity constructed in the shape of a capital H. Forced to operate on a minuscule budget and with staffing levels way below those recommended for an institution so large, Parker couldn't help but feel apprehension about the future of the place and more particularly about those who lived or worked within its walls.

There were currently three hundred patients in residence, at least three quarters of them formal.

Parker smiled wryly. No one used words like 'committed' any more.

Not even for those on the Secure Ward.

There were three of them at the moment.

The following day they would be joined by another.

Parker glanced at his watch and decided enough was enough for one day. He'd stayed later than usual to complete some paperwork on a patient they'd admitted two days earlier.

The man had been a nurse, dismissed from a nearby hospital, caught in the act of removing a catheter from an intensive care patient and drinking the contents of the bag.

Parker yawned and fumbled in his jacket pocket for his car keys.

He'd reached the door when his phone rang.

'Shit,' he murmured, wondering whether or not to answer it. He glanced across and saw the button marked 'Internal' flashing. Parker hesitated a moment longer then turned and picked up the receiver.

He recognised the voice immediately.

'Simon, I was hoping I might catch you,' said Dr Marcus Flynn 

'I was just about to leave,' Parker told him.

'This won't take long.'

Parker sighed.

'I'll be there in a couple of minutes,' he said, wearily.
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As he pushed open the door of Flynn's office, Simon Parker glanced down at his watch. He hoped the old man wouldn't be too long. Flynn was sitting behind his desk and he looked up briefly as the younger man entered, motioning for him to be seated. Parker did as instructed and settled himself in one of the high-backed leather chairs facing the desk.

Behind Flynn, through the window framing the desk, the sun was sinking lower in the sky. The clouds were now tinged orange with the fading colour, the heavens beginning to take on a purple tinge with the onset of dusk. Parker studied his older colleague, watching as he scribbled something on a sheet of paper, seemingly oblivious to the younger man's presence.

The old man. Most of the staff referred to Flynn that way, even though at fifty-six he could hardly be called old. His cheeks were ruddy, giving him the appearance of a man who either has just finished running a very long race or is a long-term drinker. As far as Parker knew, the latter did not apply. He'd never seen Flynn with a drink during the four years he'd been at the hospital. What he did in his spare time, of course, was a different matter but Parker neither knew nor cared how his colleague spent his hours away from work. The older man's hair was snow white, combed back from his forehead so severely it looked as though it had been tacked on to his skull at the base.

Flynn had been senior consultant at Brackley Heath for almost seventeen years, before that he'd spent time at a number of other psychiatric hospitals around the country including Rampton and Broadmoor. Brackley Heath was a promotion but it was also his swansong. Flynn and everyone else knew it but the older man seemed happy enough to see out his time quietly.

Unable to restrain himself any longer, Parker coughed somewhat theatrically and smiled when the older man looked up.

'Sorry to keep you waiting,' Flynn said.

Are you?

Flynn put down his pen and clasped his fingers together on his desk top.

'I don't know if you're aware,' he began, 'but we are expecting a new arrival tomorrow for the Secure Ward.'

'I'd heard.'

'Are you familiar with the details of her case?' Flynn asked, handing a manila file to the younger man.

Parker took it and flipped it open, scanning the information within.

'Karen Gregson, twenty-six years old,' he murmured, reading aloud. He glanced at the typewritten sheets.

'She lives nearby. I believe the case was widely reported in the local papers,' Flynn said, watching as Parker read.

'She killed both her children,' the younger man said, flatly.

'Apparently, she was so fascinated by the fontanelle of her baby, she pushed two fingers through its skull. The child was three months old.'

'She killed the older child too. Cut out both their eyes according to this,' he tapped the report.

'And fed them to a neighbour's dog,' Flynn added.

'The police psychiatrist reported paranoid delusions, hallucinations and extreme mood swings.'

'Any theories?' Flynn wanted to know.

'The youngest child was three months, the eldest nearly eighteen months' Parker shrugged. 'It looks like some kind of post-natal trauma.'

'My thoughts too,' Flynn echoed.

Then why did you need me for a second opinion?

'I want you to deal with her when she arrives,' said Flynn.

'Why me? There are five consultants here. Why should I be selected for this particular honour?'

Flynn caught the scorn in Parker's tone but ignored it.

'I thought you were better equipped to deal with a patient like this.'

'I'm no better qualified than anyone else at Brackley Heath.'

'But dealing with a case like this will help you progress, won't it?'

Parker didn’t care for the patronising tone that had slipped into Flynn's speech. 'Meaning?' he said, irritably.

'Promotion. You can't deny that's what you're looking for. Possibly even this job. My job.'

Parker exhaled wearily. 'I seem to remember we've had this conversation before,' he said. 'I don't want your job, Doctor Flynn. I've got enough on my plate coping with the patients here, we all have. There aren't enough of us to adequately cope with the numbers here at Brackley Heath, you know that. My ward rounds take up all my time, I don't want to be here until eight or nine every night like you are. I'm not interested in the administrative side of what you do. I'm only interested in dealing with people. Not figures. I'm a psychiatrist not an accountant.'

'So you're telling me you'd refuse promotion if it was offered to you?' Flynn persisted.

Parker held his gaze for long moments.

'That's not relevant now,' he said, quietly.

'You're young and you're ambitious, Simon. I envy your youth and I applaud your ambition.'

'As long as it doesn't threaten you?' Parker said, defiantly.

Flynn picked up his pen and began writing once more.

'Take the file home,' he said, tersely. 'Familiarise yourself with all aspects of the case. I want a full report after you've seen Karen Gregson tomorrow.'

Parker got to his feet and looked down at Flynn for a moment, then he turned and headed for the door.

'Good evening, Simon.' said Flynn, stuffily, without looking up. 'We'll speak tomorrow.'

'Yes,' said Parker and slipped out.

He stood on the other side of the door, the knot of muscles at the side of his jaw throbbing angrily.

Parker looked down at the file which bore Karen Gregson's name, then he tucked it under his arm and headed for the main exit.
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'So, what am I supposed to do?' Lucy Morton said, picking up the paper that lay beside her. 'Take any old job I can find?'

'I told you, Simon and I aren't supporting you, you can pay your way while you're here,' Beth reminded her. 'Go down to the Job Centre in the morning, I'll drop you off on my way to work.'

'Aren't there any jobs at your place I could do?'

Beth smiled and shook her head.

'No way,' she said, dismissively. 'It's bad enough having to share a house with you for a few days, let alone work with you too.'

Lucy chuckled.

'You mean to say my big sister can't have a word in the boss's ear?' she said. 'His own personal private secretary.'

Beth caught the familiar edge to Lucy' s voice but chose to ignore it.

'Haven't you ever worked?' she wanted to know.

Lucy shrugged.

'I worked in a Burger King in London for a few days,' she said. 'And a pub where I used to go needed a barmaid for a couple of weeks so I filled in for the usual girl while she was away.'

'What a full and varied career you've had, Lucy,' Beth chided.

'So what does everyone else around here do to make ends meet? What about your snotty neighbours?'

'Everybody seems to keep themselves to themselves most of the time.'

'I thought the middle classes were always in and out of each others' houses having dinner parties or cocktail parties.'

'Not around here, Lucy,' said Beth, fixing her sister in an unblinking gaze.

Lucy got to her feet and walked across to the front window, peering out at the houses across the street.

'Mum and Dad would have been proud of you,' she said, quietly.

'Meaning?'

'Nice house, good job, nice husband, posh neighbours.' She turned and looked at Beth with something approaching anger in her eyes. 'You've got it all, haven't you, Beth?'

'I wouldn't say that but what we have got we've worked hard for. What's the matter, Lucy? Jealous?'

'I couldn't live like this.'

'What's wrong, too clean for you?'

'I mean, surrounded by all this bullshit, tied to a house and a bloke.'

'Perhaps you hate it because you really want it.'

'Don't start the psychology on me, Beth. I thought Simon was the fucking shrink, not you.'

'Why shouldn't you want it? You've wanted what I've had all your life. Every time I got something you wanted it too. Boyfriends, money, attention. If I had it, you wanted it.'

'But I ended up with nothing '

'From jealousy and anger to self-pity, I really am getting the full range of your emotions tonight, aren't I?'

'Fuck you, Beth.'

'No, fuck you, Lucy,' Beth hissed. 'I told you you could stay, I can just as easily tell you to pack your bag again.'

An uneasy silence followed, finally broken by Lucy.

'Yeah, you're right,' she said, a dry smile spreading across her face. 'You're the boss.' She turned her back on Beth and continued gazing out of the window. 'So, what do the neighbours do to earn a crust? I bet at least one of them is an accountant.'

'Are you really interested?' Beth said, challengingly.

'I'm curious.'

'One guy works for a newspaper, he's a photographer. They've got a couple of kids. The couple on the left-hand side are retired; on the right, Bill works for the Post Office.'

'No one works for the Post Office,' Lucy chuckled.

'His wife, Suzie, she runs her own press agency. She works with local firms mostly,' Beth continued. 'They've got a son of about four.'

'What about the house at the back? I can practically see into one of the bedrooms from my room.'

'That's Val and Ted. He works for one of the satellite TV companies. They've got a son called Mark who's at college.'

'How old is he?'

'Seventeen.'

'Is that his bedroom looking on to mine?'

'Yes.'

'So, when do I get to meet them all?'

'You're staying here because you've got nowhere else to go, Lucy. What do you expect me to do, throw a bloody party to welcome you to the neighbourhood?'

'I can't ignore them if they speak to me in the street.'

'I'm not asking you to. No doubt word will get around who you are.'

'You don't stand around gossiping over the fence, do you?' Lucy said, smiling.

Beth shook her head, wearily.

'So they've all got kids,’ said Lucy. 'Except you and Simon. You must feel like the odd ones out.'

Beth swallowed hard.

That's right. And that's the way it was going to stay.

'I told you,' she said, quietly. 'I can't have children.'

'Oh, yeah,' Lucy murmured. 'I forgot.'

Beth glared at her but her sister merely continued gazing out of the front window.

She was the first one to see the car pull into the driveway.
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Simon parked his car behind Beth's Astra, swung himself out from behind the wheel and slammed the door. He sucked in a weary breath and locked the red Peugeot, picking up his attaché case.

As he headed up the short path towards the front door he saw a shape at the window, hidden by the diaphanous folds of the net curtains. He could just make out the dark silhouette of hair. And he remembered.

Shit. It was Lucy.

She watched him as he approached the front door.

He'd forgotten about her. Beth had called him earlier and he'd said yes, unsure of what he was agreeing to.

As he reached the door she stepped away from the window.

Lucy.

Parker let himself in, the hallway offering a welcoming coolness from the humid evening.

Beth emerged from the sitting room and smiled at him.

He put down his case and embraced her.

'Hello, you,' he said, kissing her gently on the lips. 'What sort of day have you had?'

'Not bad, what about you?' Beth asked, sliding away from him towards the kitchen.

'Don't ask,' said Parker, sliding off his jacket. 'Where's Lucy?' he asked, following Beth into the kitchen.

Beth nodded in the direction of the sitting room.

'We've already eaten, I saved you something,' she told him, dishing up food from a saucepan on top of the cooker.

Parker crossed to the fridge and took out a can of beer, rolling it between his hands before pulling off the ring tab. Not bothering with a glass, he drank it straight down.

'That bad, eh?' Beth said, grinning.

Parker nodded.

'Hello, Simon.'

He turned as he heard his name spoken and saw Lucy standing in the kitchen doorway.

She smiled briefly at him.

'Hi, Lucy, how are you?' Parker asked, taking in the details of her face and-body. The long red hair, the high cheekbones and pointed chin. The slender legs encased in tight denim. He looked again at her face, surprised at how different she looked to the last time he'd seen her. Older, obviously, but there was something else in those green eyes. An intensity in her gaze he'd forgotten.

'Long time no see,' she said, smiling.

Beth looked across at her sister who noticed the glance.

'I'm going to leave you two in peace for a while,' Lucy said. 'I'm going upstairs to listen to my tapes. If that's OK’

'You don't need my permission, Lucy,' Beth said.

'See you later,' said the younger woman and she disappeared. They heard her footfalls on the stairs.

The humidity of the evening had given way to an unexpected coolness with the onset of night, and as Parker sat at the kitchen table, he could hear the branches of the small willow in the back garden being rustled by a breeze.

Only one of the spotlights in the room was on, throwing the other half into deep shadow.

'So, how long is she staying for?' Parker asked, sipping from his third can of beer.

'I told her it was only short term,' Beth informed him. 'I don't want her here any more than you do, Simon.'

'I wasn't complaining, I was just curious. And a little surprised.'

Beth raised her eyebrows quizzically.

'Well, there's no love lost between the two of you,' he continued. 'From some of the things you've told me about her, stuff that's happened in the past, I'm surprised you didn't tell her to fuck off when she asked to stay here.' He smiled.

'She's family, Simon. No matter what's happened between us in the past, I couldn't see her on the streets,' Beth explained. 'I know you think that's stupid...' She allowed the sentence to trail off.

Parker reached out and touched her hand, squeezing it.

'She's your sister,' he said, quietly.

'You don't have to remind me.'

There was a weariness to Beth's tone Parker wasn't slow to pick up.

'What's wrong, Beth?' he wanted to know.

'It's Lucy,' she said, unhesitatingly. 'She's my sister, I'm supposed to feel close to her, and yet when I saw her standing there today when I got home, I just thought, "Why did you have to turn up?" I know that's wrong but I can't help it. I don't trust her, Simon. I honestly thought that when she went to live in London after Mum and Dad died it'd be the last I'd ever see of her and I was glad about that, and if that sounds terrible, I'm sorry.'

'You still hold her responsible for their deaths, don't you?'

'She didn't have a scratch when she came out of that house, Simon. She even had time to call the fire brigade. If she had time to do that why didn't she have time to get Mum and Dad out of there? She left them to burn in that bloody house.'

'Beth, you can't ever know that.'

'I know her,' Beth snapped, angrily.

She stood up and crossed to the fridge, reaching in to take out a half-full bottle of wine. He watched as she retrieved a glass from the nearby cupboard and poured herself some of the white liquid.

'Cheers,' said Parker, raising his can in salute.

Beth managed a smile and sipped at her own drink.

'You look tired,' she told him.

'I'm OK, just pissed off,' he informed her. 'It's Flynn again. I swear to God that old bastard is getting paranoid. He's convinced I'm after his job.

'Are you?'

'I wouldn't have his job for double the salary. I told him that.' Parker stroked his chin thoughtfully, the tone of his voice softening slightly. 'There's a new patient coming in tomorrow on the Secure Ward. He wants me to take on her case.'

'Is it a problem?'

'No. But I've got enough to do with my ward rounds. We all have. Flynn has fewer patients than any of us, he could have taken her. But he wants my perspective on the case,' Parker said, disdainfully.

'What did she do?' Beth wanted to know.

Parker swallowed hard. 'She murdered her two children.'

'How?' Beth asked.

Parker told her.

'Why?' she said softly when he'd finished.

'That's what I'm supposed to find out.'

'It's always children, isn't it? There's always something to do with children.'

He reached out and took her hand once again. 'Beth-' he began, as if to silence her.

'People who don't want kids, who don't care about them, why do they have them?' Beth asked, imploringly. 'It's not fair. We want them so much and yet we can't have them. I can't have them.'

'Beth stop it. It's not your fault.'

'But it is my fault, isn't it? I'm the one who can't conceive. I'm the one who can't bring a child into the world. And don't tell me it doesn't hurt you too, Simon, because I know it does.'

He got up and walked around the table, sitting down beside her, pulling her close to him. He could hear her crying softly and he held her close, finally putting one finger beneath her chin and raising her head. He wiped the tears from her cheeks.
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