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Emma finally dropped to her knees at the grave side, eyes fixed on the bodies of her parents, sobs racking her body.


She didn’t recognise the figure that jumped down into the grave.


She watched silently as he took the first of the coffin lids and began screwing it into place over the battered body of her father.


Emma screamed at him to stop, but he merely continued with his task. Sealing the first of her parents beneath the wood, hiding him from her sight.


As the figure reached for the second coffin lid and began fixing that into position, Emma could contain herself no longer. She leapt into the hole beside him, tearing madly at his clothes in an attempt to stop him.


He turned and gripped her wrists, leering into her face. She could feel his breath on her tear-sodden cheeks. He smiled, his eyeballs rolling in the sockets until only the whites showed.


Emma screamed but no sound came forth. He hurled her to one side then continued sealing her mother’s coffin. Again she attempted to prevent him completing his task but, as before, he pushed her away.


When he was finished he clambered effortlessly up out of the hole, standing on the lip above her. She tried to follow him but could gain no purchase on the slippery walls of the grave and fell back on to the now closed coffins.


The other mourners had moved forwards so that they ringed the makeshift grave.


Each of them was holding a shovel piled high with dark earth and, as Emma screamed again, the first clods began to rain down upon her.
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‘There is no turning back now you’ve woken up the demon in me.’


Disturbed




It’s only a matter of time before I kill one of them.


I know that. I’ve known it for a while.


I’m sorry. I’ve tried to feel differently, but it’s no good, and I know that I will kill one of them soon.


I’ve been hiding this for so long. Burying it deep down inside me, praying it’ll go away, but I know it won’t.


I see them every day. Little smiling faces. Then one of them cries or screams and I can’t stand it any longer and I want them to stop and I want to hit them until they shut up. Slam their heads against a wall until their skulls burst. Or stick a knife in them, or grab them around the neck and squeeze until they are silent. Until their eyes pop.


But when their mothers come to pick them up from the nursery I smile at them and talk to them and wave the children goodbye, when all the time I want to hurt them and I know it’ll start all over again the next day.


So I’m leaving.


Don’t try to find me. I know you understand why I’ve got to leave.


I’m sorry.


If I was brave enough I’d kill myself. Perhaps I’d be better off dead.


Sorry.


Forgive me.


Love


Catherine


xxxxxxx
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The lids of both coffins were gone.


Emma Tate didn’t know where. She didn’t know who’d taken them or why. She didn’t really care. All she knew was that their abscence revealed the lifeless forms within.


Cocooned inside wood and silk, the bodies of her mother and father lay motionless.


Both were wearing the clothes they had died in. Both still bore the devastating injuries they’d sustained in the car crash. Emma could see part of her father’s ribcage gleaming whitely through the pulped mess that was his chest. Needle-sharp pieces of glass were still embedded in her mother’s face like monstrous acupuncture needles. One particularly large shard had pierced her right eye, burst the orb and drilled through her skull. The bloodstained tip protruded a good four inches from the back of her head.


The bodies had been dumped in the coffins as unceremoniously as rubbish hurled into a skip.


The coffins had been dragged through the mud at the grave side. Not lifted by pall bearers but hauled by their brass handles, leaving furrows in the wet earth right up to the lip of the deep hole in the ground.


It had been crudely dug, the dirt hurled in all directions, as if speed had been of the essence.


Emma shivered in the freezing cold breeze that swept across the cemetery. Her long blonde hair whipped about her face. It stuck to her cheeks where tears had dampened her skin. She brushed it away angrily and staggered helplessly around the grave where her parents lay.


She wondered why none of the other mourners seemed troubled by the situation.


She was curious as to why they were all dressed in black and she was naked.


As naked as the day she’d been born. Born of the two people who now lay dead below her, ready to be swallowed by the earth.


Friends. Family members. Acquaintances. None of them seemed to care that the coffins had no lids. That the bodies had been bundled into them with so little dignity. They didn’t even seem to notice Emma.


She ran up to a number of people and shouted at them but they ignored her and continued to gaze blankly ahead. They weren’t troubled by her nakedness. They seemed as oblivious of that as to her suffering.


Emma finally dropped to her knees at the grave side, eyes fixed on the bodies of her parents, sobs racking her body.


She didn’t recognise the figure that jumped down into the grave.


She watched silently as he took the first of the coffin lids and began screwing it into place over the battered body of her father.


Emma screamed at him to stop, but he merely continued with his task. Sealing the first of her parents beneath the wood, hiding him from her sight.


As the figure reached for the second coffin lid and began fixing that into position, Emma could contain herself no longer. She leapt into the hole beside him, tearing madly at his clothes in an attempt to stop him.


He turned and gripped her wrists, leering into her face. She could feel his breath on her tear-sodden cheeks. He smiled, his eyeballs rolling in the sockets until only the whites showed.


Emma screamed but no sound came forth. He hurled her to one side then continued sealing her mother’s coffin. Again she tried to scream at him to stop, once more she attempted to prevent him completing his task but, as before, he pushed her away.


When he was finished he clambered effortlessly up out of the hole, standing on the lip above her. She tried to follow him but could gain no purchase on the slippery walls of the grave and fell back on to the now closed coffins.


The other mourners had moved forwards so that they ringed the makeshift grave.


Each of them was holding a shovel piled high with dark earth and, as Emma screamed again, the first clods began to rain down upon her.
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She didn’t wake screaming from the nightmare.


Emma Tate merely let out a long sigh as she sat upright in bed, her eyes open and staring into the darkness. She blinked three or four times, hoping to drive the last vestiges of the bad dream from her consciousness.


She then swung herself out of bed and padded towards the bathroom.


In the warmth of the bed she’d left behind, her husband stirred slightly but didn’t wake.


Emma shivered as she sat down on the toilet and urinated. She could see herself in the mirror opposite. She wasn’t naked as she had been in the dream (as she always was in the dream) she was wearing a short, baggy T-shirt.


Emma crossed her arms over her chest as she sat gazing at her own reflection for a moment longer, then she flushed the toilet and wandered back into the bedroom.


She listened to the low, even breathing of the form before her for a moment longer, then, sure he was still sleeping, she made her way along the landing towards the stairs.


She cursed the creaking boards as she descended quickly, moving swiftly across the hallway and shutting the kitchen door behind her. She slapped the lights on and crossed to the fridge to retrieve some milk.


She poured some into a mug and stuck it in the microwave.


As she waited for the milk to heat up she glanced back at the door of the fridge. There were two photos Blu-Tacked there. One of her and her husband, taken on their honeymoon eight years earlier. Standing on the white sand beach outside the hotel in Bermuda where they’d married. Emma looking stunning in a white bikini. Above it was a picture of her in a tight-fitting red dress that hugged her lithe form like a second skin. She smiled at the recollection that she had been naked beneath it that night. She complimented herself on the fact that she hadn’t put on more than a couple of pounds in the intervening years.


The microwave bell interrupted her musings and she spooned some sugar into the warm milk before seating herself at the kitchen table to drink it.


On the walls all around the kitchen there were photos of her or her husband at some of the places they’d enjoyed holidays. Either photos or mementos of those locations. A photo of her outside the Colosseum. A framed menu from a New York deli. Two charcoal caricatures they’d had done with the Eiffel Tower in the background.


Emma got to her feet and retrieved a packet of cigarettes and a lighter from a drawer beneath the worktop. She lit the Silk Cut and looked down at the ashtray they’d bought at a museum just outside Lisbon.


She took a drag on her cigarette, blowing out a stream of smoke and curled her toes against the kitchen floor, still shivering slightly.


From the cold or the recollection of the nightmare?


‘I woke up and you weren’t there.’


She turned towards the source of the voice.


Nick Tate closed the kitchen door behind him and sat down opposite Emma.


He was wearing a pair of faded jogging bottoms and holding a towelling robe.


‘I thought you might need this,’ he said, handing it to Emma.


She smiled and slipped it on.


‘I didn’t mean to wake you,’ she apologised.


‘You didn’t. Like I said, I turned over and you weren’t there.’


There was a long silence as he watched her sipping from the mug of warm milk.


‘Same dream?’ He yawned, running a hand through his short brown hair.


Emma nodded.


‘You know why you’re having these dreams, don’t you?’


‘Tell me.’


She pushed the cigarettes and lighter towards him and he lit one for himself.


‘It’s stress,’ he told her. ‘Same as it was the first time.’


‘I don’t need a psychiatrist to tell me that, Nick. Is it any wonder? It is only two years since they died. That memory’s still strong. I’m about to lose my job and—’


‘Come on, Em, you don’t know you’re going to lose your job,’ Tate cut in. ‘You’ve worked at that record company for nearly ten years now. They’re not going to get rid of you. They’ll start with junior staff. People who haven’t put in as much time.’


‘We heard that no one’s job was safe. It’s got nothing to do with time worked or anything like that. They’re cutting back on staff, Nick. It could be anyone.’


‘Look, even if the worst comes to the worst, you’ll get another job without any trouble. You—’


‘It’s not as easy as that,’ she interrupted. ‘It’s not just about me.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Your photography business, Nick …’ She allowed the sentence to trail off, almost reluctant to finish it.


He took a drag on his cigarette.


‘Your business, our lives,’ Emma continued. ‘They’re … not like they used to be. You know that. You know the money’s not there like it was eight, nine years ago. It’s harder finding money to pay the bills. We’ve still got twenty-six grand left to pay on that loan we took out last year and the mortgage went up again last month.’ She lowered her head.


‘Something’ll turn up.’ Tate wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince Emma or himself.


‘And what if it doesn’t, Nick?’ she demanded. ‘What if I lose my job? What if your photography business doesn’t pick up? What if we do have to sell the house?’


‘It won’t come to that.’


‘How can you be so bloody sure?’ There was a note of anger in her voice. ‘I hate having to live like this. I wake up every morning and I’m terrified. I’m scared of what’s happening to us, what could happen to our lives. I don’t want to live in fear for the rest of my life, Nick. I can’t. If only there was a way out. I wouldn’t care what I had to do. I’m sick of being afraid.’


The heavy silence that settled over them was finally broken by Emma. She pointed at the photo of them stuck to the fridge door. ‘Remember them, Nick?’ she said bitterly. ‘That used to be us. When we had money to burn. When we didn’t have a care in the world.’


Tate got to his feet, walked around the table and sat down beside his wife. He snaked an arm around her and pulled her closer to him. ‘It’ll be like that again,’ he murmured, kissing the top of her head. ‘Things are always quiet at this time of the year. Not so many weddings in January and February. People don’t put photographers at the top of their list of priorities. Everyone in my business is in the same boat.’


‘You said there might be some work for that catalogue,’ Emma reminded him.


‘I’m still waiting to hear. Like I said, things are quiet for the first two or three months of every year, it doesn’t matter which business you’re in. You just notice it more when you’re self-employed.’


‘And your wife’s about to lose her job too.’


‘You’re not going to lose your job.’


‘Can I have that in writing?’


‘Open a vein and I’ll write it in blood,’ he said with as much joviality as he could summon.


‘I’m sorry, Nick,’ Emma said finally.


‘We’ll be OK.’


Emma wearily swept her hair away from her face. ‘I wish I could believe that,’ she murmured.
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He knew it was cancer. He was convinced.


Jason Skelson lay on his bed looking down at his right leg, aware of the dull ache around the top of the limb. It had spread to his hip during the past two days. Since he’d seen the doctor. It hurt when he walked. It hurt when he lay in certain positions. Jesus Christ, it hurt nearly all the time.


A simple groin strain didn’t hurt as badly as this. He’d suffered similar injuries before when playing football. This was different. He’d told the doctor but the silly old bastard had just continued looking dismissively at him.


He hadn’t even been impressed by Jason’s declaration that he’d been losing weight for the last two weeks.


It had to be cancer. And there was nothing anyone was going to do to help him. It’d just spread through his body until it consumed him. At twenty-three he’d die in agony, his protests falling on deaf ears. It had happened to others his age, he’d read about it in newspapers. Seen it on the news. Cancer was no respecter of youth. It wasn’t just old people who got it. Why was he the only one who realised?


Why wouldn’t the doctor send him for an X-ray?


If he did they’d find the growth. They’d remove it. Save him.


In the darkness of his bedroom he ran a hand tentatively over the top of his thigh, using his thumb to probe the area around his groin where the lump was most prominent. He tried to control his breathing, using two fingers now to prod at the flesh beside his testicle.


There was a lump there. No question.


He felt a little nauseous. As he moved his leg he winced in pain. Jason reached across to the drawer of his bedside table and reached inside with a shaking hand. He drew out the Swiss Army knife and pulled the blade free.


He ran the pad of his thumb over the cutting edge, satisfied with its sharpness.


Fuck them. Fuck them all. He’d show them.


He pressed the point of the blade to the flesh close to his right testicle, near to where the pain was the most intense.


Go on. Cut it out. Show them the growth. Show them the pulsating, blackened lump of diseased tissue that’s going to kill you.


He closed his eyes, his heart thudding hard.


It won’t hurt that much. Better some pain now than to die slowly in agony.


Jason pressed the point more firmly against his skin.


Cut.


He pulled the blade away, perspiration running down the side of his face. Fear filled his stomach like undigested food.


No. He couldn’t do it. Not yet.


He needed something sharper. Something that could slice through skin and thick muscle more easily. A blade capable of hacking the lump free.


He would wait. He would find the instrument he sought in time. Then he would cut.
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Emma finished her cigarette and ground it out in the ashtray, watching the smoke rise in front of her.


‘Come back to bed,’ Tate said quietly.


‘What for? So I can have the nightmare again? It’s exactly the same every time.’


‘Like you said, you’re still grieving for your mum and dad. That’s only natural. Once we get away—’


Emma cut him short. ‘I realise that, Nick,’ she told him. ‘And I’m looking forward to this break. Honestly. I know we all are. It’ll be great spending time with Jo and Pete. Especially as we haven’t seen them much since they moved back to England. It’s like we’re all getting to know each other again.’


Tate nodded. ‘It hasn’t been easy for them since they got back, Em,’ he said.


‘Perhaps Pete should have thought about that before he started screwing around in New York.’


Tate shrugged. ‘He was like it before they went to the States,’ he said. ‘The only difference was, he didn’t get caught.’


‘I should have told Jo he was messing around behind her back.’


‘I thought you always said she was the type that didn’t want to know if anything like that was happening. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her and all that.’


‘It hurt her in the end though, didn’t it?’


They sat in silence for a moment.


‘Have you said anything to Jo about us?’ Tate finally enquired. ‘Our situation?’


Emma laughed humourlessly. ‘Situation,’ she repeated. ‘What a lovely euphemism, Nick. She knows about my job being in danger, yes. If you mean have I told her that we’re up to our necks in debt, your business is going to pot and I’m scared shitless about our future, then no.’ She looked at her husband. ‘Have you said anything to Pete?’


‘No.’


‘Why not, Nick? If you’re so confident about us getting out of this, why not tell him?’


‘It’s our business, no one else’s.’


‘What’s the big deal if they know?’


Tate shook his head. ‘There’s no reason for them to know,’ he murmured.


‘You’re scared too, aren’t you?’ Emma said challengingly.


‘Everyone’s scared of something. I’ve never failed at anything in my life,’ Tate told her. ‘I don’t intend to start now. If we sell this house, it’s like giving up. If I let my business collapse, it’s like I’ve been beaten. I won’t give it up, Emma.’


She looked across at him and smiled. ‘How are we going to afford this holiday?’ she wanted to know.


‘Stick it on plastic like most of the fucking population do,’ Tate proclaimed. ‘Worry about it at the end of next month.’


Again Emma managed a smile before yawning.


‘That’s another reason we should be in bed,’ Tate reminded her. ‘Pete and Jo will be here at nine in the morning. You know what Pete’s like for time. They said they’d pick us up at nine and you can bet they’ll be here on the dot.’


‘Nearly everything’s packed. We’ll be ready.’


Tate got to his feet and walked around to Emma. He began massaging her shoulders gently, allowing his hands to stray to her neck every now and then. She pushed back against him slightly.


‘I’m sorry for being such a miserable bitch,’ she murmured.


‘I’ll forgive you, this once,’ he said softly. ‘Let’s just enjoy this holiday.’ He continued working his fingers over her flesh. ‘Try and forget about what’s going on here, at least for two weeks.’


‘Forget in the wilds of Derbyshire?’ she purred, turning her head slightly to kiss one of his hands when it came in range.


He continued to massage expertly.


‘I hope you remembered to pack the hot-water bottles and extra blankets,’ Tate said, smiling.


‘And scarves and thick coats and sweatshirts,’ Emma grinned.


‘It’ll be good for us to get away.’


‘Even if we come back with pneumonia?’


‘Yeah.’


They both laughed.


Emma stood up, her back still to her husband, his hands still kneading the flesh on her shoulders, pushing the towelling robe off. He slid his right hand up inside her T-shirt and cupped her breast, feeling the stiffness of her nipple against the pad of his thumb. Seconds later, his left hand also found its way beneath the flimsy material to her other breast.


Emma turned, looking into Tate’s eyes as he continued to gently squeeze and stroke her breasts. Her breathing became more ragged. She ran both her hands down his bare back, sliding them inside the waistband of his jogging bottoms then further down to play her well-manicured nails across his buttocks.


They kissed, Tate moving even closer to her as one of his hands left her breast and glided lightly over her stomach down to the inside of her thigh. He trailed his fingertips across the smooth flesh there.


Emma’s right hand slid to his groin and she closed her slender fingers around his rapidly stiffening penis.


‘Now do you think we should go back to bed?’ Tate whispered as he kissed the lobe of her ear.


‘What’s wrong with here?’ she asked, squeezing his erection and playing her thumb over the bulbous head.


‘It’s cold in here,’ he said, smiling.


‘We’ll warm up,’ she told him, stroking his cheek with one hand.


She shrugged off the towelling robe completely and let it fall on to the kitchen table behind her. The chill in the room was forgotten. She felt only a wonderful warmth that seemed to increase with each urgent touch of her husband’s fingers.


His left hand was still clasped around her right breast but the fingers of his other hand now found their way to the moist warmth between her thighs. She drew in a ragged breath as he brushed the teasing digits around her swollen clitoris and, in turn, she began to move her hand firmly up and down his shaft.


Emma moved back slightly, raising her slim bottom on to the kitchen table. She lay back, parting her legs slightly.


Tate knelt between her slender thighs then moved his head forward and kissed her moist sex, tasting her. He felt her body shudder as his tongue flicked gently along the outline of her tumescent cleft.


She murmured approvingly as he worked his tongue expertly over her clitoris and her labia, pushing her closer and closer to the release she sought.


Tate finally stood up, the tip of his erection touching her wetness. She looked imploringly at him and nodded almost imperceptibly, closing her eyes in delight as he pushed easily into her. Immediately he began to thrust slowly and rhythmically and Emma locked her legs around the small of his back to pull him further inside.


Her pleasure built rapidly and she looked up to see that Tate’s face was contorted as he drew nearer his own climax.


Waves of pleasure swept over her and she arched her back, gasping loudly as she reached her peak. He was moments behind her, his liquid warmth filling her.


She pulled him towards her and kissed him. ‘I love you,’ she whispered breathlessly.


He planted small kisses on her forehead, the tip of her nose, then her mouth.


‘And I love you too,’ he told her.


They remained locked together for what seemed an age, as if reluctant to be parted. Welded, by their mutual pleasure, into one.


‘Now it’s time for bed,’ she smiled.


‘And no more bad dreams,’ he whispered.


Emma hoped he was right.
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Catherine Pearce looked down at the note before her. Read it and reread it.


There were tear stains on the paper near the bottom.


She folded the single sheet and propped it up against the empty vase on her kitchen table, then she made her way slowly upstairs and began to pack.


The last thing she placed in the case was the bottle of Mogadon.


She had more than thirty of the tablets.


It would be plenty.
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The morning brought grey skies and a steady spatter of raindrops on the windows.


Emma applied the last of her make-up then inspected her reflection in the full-length bathroom mirror. Grey sweater worn over jeans. She noticed a smudge of dust on one of her boots and wiped it away with an index finger. As she passed through the bedroom she picked up her leather jacket from the bed then closed the bedroom door tightly behind her and made her way towards the stairs.


She was in the process of descending when the doorbell rang.


‘I’ll get it,’ she called, hurrying down into the hall and pulling open the door.


Joanne Morton smiled broadly as Emma greeted her. The two women embraced briefly.


‘Nick said you’d be here dead on nine,’ Emma chuckled.


‘You know my bloody old man and his time keeping,’ Jo said, following her friend into the hall. ‘We’ve been up since seven. He reckons there could be a lot of traffic on the motorway.’


At thirty-two, she was a year younger than Emma. The copper and blonde streaks in her shoulder-length brown hair seemed to gleam. She was wearing a thick grey coat over tight black trousers and a long-sleeved blue shirt that bore the legend:


JESUS IS COMING; LOOK BUSY


She followed Emma into the kitchen.


‘I only finished packing this morning,’ Jo explained, glancing around as if it was the first time she’d ever been inside the house. ‘Where’s Nick?’


‘He’s nipped next door to leave a spare key with the neighbours. Just so that they can come in and pick up the mail. Stuff like that.’


‘And their teenage son can nose around in your knicker drawer,’ Jo grinned.


‘As long as he washes them after he’s used them.’


‘You dirty cow,’ laughed Jo.


‘Morning, campers.’


Peter Morton’s voice echoed through the hall.


‘In here, Pete,’ Emma called, smiling at Morton as he walked through. He crossed to Emma and kissed her lightly on one cheek.


‘Hello, gorgeous,’ he remarked, running appraising eyes over her. ‘Come on, let’s get going. We’ll leave Nick here then I can have both of you to myself for the fortnight. You can share me. There’s enough to go round.’ He rubbed his hands together and leered at the two women.


‘In your dreams,’ Jo said, punching him on the arm.


‘Whose piece-of-shit Volvo is that parked outside at this time of the morning?’ Nick Tate called as he joined them.


‘Piece of shit Volvo Estate, you ill-informed bastard,’ Morton corrected him. He slapped Tate on the shoulder and smiled. ‘All right, mate?’


Nick nodded then kissed Jo. ‘I like the hair,’ he said, flicking it with one finger.


‘Thanks, Nick,’ Jo acknowledged.


‘For what it cost it ought to look good,’ Morton added.


Emma glanced at her husband then forced a smile back into place. ‘You get the cases in the car,’ she instructed. ‘I’ll make sure everything’s locked up.’


‘Anything I can do to help?’ Jo asked, watching as the two men carried the Samsonite suitcases out to the car and loaded them into the boot.


Emma checked that everything that needed to be was unplugged. Hurried around the light timer switches, checking once more that each was properly set, then she closed every door firmly behind her, ushered Jo outside and pressed the four digits on the alarm keypad.


‘All done?’ Jo asked, standing on the pavement as Emma locked the front door behind her.


Emma nodded. ‘Let’s go on holiday.’
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The stench from the dustbin was appalling.


Lisa McQuillan wrinkled her nose as she stood in her back garden emptying potato peelings into the large receptacle. She wondered what had decayed inside the bin. The dustmen didn’t call for another two days. Whatever lay at the bottom of the container would remain there putrefying until later in the week. A ripped and dirty plastic bag and the remains of a chicken carcases were spread around the small paved area near the bin. It looked as if next door’s cat had been scratching around for scraps again. Filthy thing. On more than one occasion, Lisa had also found dead mice in the garden, killed by the obnoxious, moth-eaten ginger menace that her neighbour doted on.


Lisa could never understand the attraction of pets. They left hairs on the furniture. They brought mud into the house. They littered the garden with excrement. In her head she ran through a long list of how unhygienic domestic animals were. They smelt. Their food reeked. The list was endless.


Lisa was thankful that winter at least saved her from the added annoyance of flies. She would have been quite happy to forgo the pleasures of spring and summer just to avoid the constant presence of the vile insects. Now, at least, she was spared the added distraction of the six-legged, disease-carrying pests as she scraped the last of the potato peelings into the bin and put the lid back on, securing it with a large stone she picked up from the garden. Perhaps that would dissuade that cat from poking its nose in there again.


She retreated back inside the house, pulled off her rubber gloves and began washing her hands, running hot water over them. Slowly and meticulously, she worked soap over every square inch of flesh, barely noticing that her skin was beginning to turn pink from the heat of the water. Steam began to form clouds around her in the kitchen. Finally, satisfied that every last germ had been removed, she switched off the taps and dried her hands.


She reached up and scratched her head, inspecting beneath her nails when she’d finished.


Two of her friends had children at one of the local schools and they’d both complained of nits in the class. Lisa wondered with horror if she might have acquired some of the filthy insects while visiting their homes.


She scratched again and examined the matter beneath her nails.


Nothing there. No lice. No eggs. Nothing.


She washed her hands again, taking slightly longer this time.


Then the itching began. At the crown of her scalp, right on her hairline.


Lisa raked it with her nails and looked for any signs.


She swallowed hard.


There was something small and black beneath her index fingernail.


Lisa shuddered and stuck her hands beneath the water that was now flowing fast from the hot tap. She barely seemed to notice that it blistered her flesh.


She dried her hands again, aware once more of an infernal itching, again close to her hairline.


The housework would have to wait. A thin sheen of sweat had already slicked her face and neck. She hurried upstairs to wash her hair.


The itching continued.
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‘Stupid old bastard. Look at him.’


The BMW in front of Morton’s Volvo stopped suddenly, brake lights flaring madly.


‘I bet he only bought the fucking thing a week ago,’ Morton rasped, flicking the windscreen wipers to double-speed as the rain began to fall even more heavily. ‘What is it with old people and flash cars? They buy the bloody things then can’t drive them. Have a look when we go past, I bet he’s wearing a fucking hat as well.’


Morton accelerated, moved into the outside lane of the motorway and drew up alongside the BMW. He, Emma, Jo and Tate all turned to look at the driver of the other car.


They all cheered as they passed, noticing the checked cap sported by the man behind the wheel.


‘Told you,’ called Morton, speeding away.


They drove for some way in silence until Jo spoke.


‘We should have rented this house in the summer,’ she said. ‘The village will be dead at this time of year.’


‘Good,’ said Morton. ‘It’ll be more relaxing.’


‘It’ll be bloody cold too,’ Jo muttered.


‘Jo, it’s a luxury home, not a fucking wattle and daub hut,’ Morton corrected her. ‘I know it’s up north but even they’ve got electricity now, you know. And central heating. I could be wrong but I think this place even has an indoor toilet.’ He shook his head dismissively.


Tate leant forwards slightly and adjusted the volume on the stereo.
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