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He heard a rumble, felt a blast of warm air from the tunnel mouth, smelled its familiar odour of dust and metal.

The train was coming.

About bloody time.

The mass of people on the platform prepared itself for the impending squeeze onto the tube, ready to fill every available gap.

Hyde saw lights in the tunnel, heard the rumbling grow louder.

Soon be home now.

The train burst from the tunnel like some oversized, jet-propelled worm, the blast filling the station.

Hyde thought about Maggie and smiled.

He was still smiling when he threw himself in front of the train.
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Children begin by loving their parents. After a time they judge them. Rarely, if ever, do they forgive them.


 


Oscar Wilde
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PART ONE


Hell is for children.
 And you shouldn’t have to pay for your love
 With your bones and your flesh



 


Pat Benatar


 



 



Do you hear the children weeping, O my brothers,
 Ere the sorrow comes with years?



 


Elizabeth Barrett Browning




One

If he hurried, he might just make it, thought Peter Hyde as he scuttled across the crowded concourse of Euston Station. He glanced at his watch, apologising as he bumped into a woman dragging a large suitcase on a set of wheels. It looked as if she was taking the luggage for a walk, Hyde mused, weaving his way through the maze of bodies which thronged the busy area.

He was torn between the options of using his briefcase as a weapon to clear a path through the milling throng or holding it close to him in case he accidentally struck anyone with it. Ahead of him he saw a young man with an enormous back-pack turn and slam into an older man in a grey suit who was sweating profusely, perspiration beading on his bald head. The suited man slapped angrily at the back-pack and marched towards the platforms.

Hyde glanced beyond him and saw what he sought.

He had minutes if he was lucky.

Would there be time?

He pushed past two porters who were standing pointing at the huge departures and arrivals board which towered over the concourse and he heard them speaking loudly to a foreigner who was having difficulty understanding their accents. Hyde thought that it would have been hard enough for someone English to  decipher the words of the porters, jabbering away as they were in a curious combination of South Asian tinged Cockney.

Not far now.

Another few yards and he should make it.

He saw his objective come into view.

Up above him, the huge clock on the board clicked round to 18.00 hours.

Now or never.

The doors were actually closing before him.

Hyde slipped through the narrow gap and smiled broadly at the assistant in the Knickerbox shop.

‘I know you’re closing,’ he said, smiling even more broadly. ‘I won’t keep you two minutes.’

The assistant, a girl in her teens wearing an enormous pair of Doc Martens, nodded and returned to her till where she was cashing up.

Hyde glanced around the rails at the array of silk and cotton underwear.

He began to browse.

He knew that Maggie loved silk. He wasn’t averse to the feel of it himself. Especially when it was wrapped around his wife’s slender form. He smiled to himself as he gently rubbed the material between his thumb and forefinger, running approving eyes over the range of lingerie.

Basques, body suits, camisoles and knickers.

Heaven, he thought, almost laughing aloud.

He selected a camisole in burgundy.

Very nice.

Now, which size?

Oh, shit. Ten or twelve? Or maybe even fourteen?

No, if he took a fourteen home she’d go crazy. She  wasn’t that big, he was sure of it. A twelve should do it.

He selected a pair of knickers to go with the top, and crossed to the cash desk, laying the garments beside the till, reaching for his wallet.

The assistant dropped them into a bag and took his money, watching as he slipped the underwear into his briefcase.

She smiled at him and then he was gone, once more part of the crowd heading towards the escalators like some immense amoebic mass.

As Hyde stepped onto the escalator he glanced at his watch. He had arrived back in London earlier than he’d expected. For once the train from Birmingham had been on time and the meeting he’d attended there had finished two hours earlier than scheduled. Maggie would be surprised to see him. He glanced down at his briefcase, amused by the thought of its secret silk contents, and wondered what her reaction would be to his little present.

As he stood on the crowded moving stairway, he smiled to himself, picturing her in the flimsy attire. All around him, stern faces met his gaze, and Hyde felt he was the only one who looked happy. Two or three men were attempting to read newspapers as the escalator carried them deeper into the bowels of the earth. He glanced across to his right and saw several people pushing their way hurriedly towards the top of the up escalator. Late for a train, Hyde reasoned, or perhaps simply rushing out of habit.

The ticket area was even more crowded.

He moved as swiftly as he could through such a dense mass, and headed for the next set of escalators, glancing back to see a man trying to push his suitcase  through the automatic gates, ignoring a porter’s attempts to help him.

Hyde didn’t stand on the next set of steps: he followed the line of hardier souls who had decided to walk down.

At the bottom he turned to the left, and was hit by the warm air of the subterranean cavern. The familiar stale smell, tinged with what he recognised as the smell of scorched rubber, clawed at his nostrils.

He made his way down onto the platform, groaning inwardly as he saw how crowded it was. It was going to be sardines all the way to East Finchley, he thought. He’d left his car at the station there; it was a short drive from the tube once he got there. Hyde wondered if the Northern Line would be plagued by its usual delays. He moved down the platform a little way, pushing past a tall man wearing a Walkman and tapping his fingers on his shoulder bag in time to the inaudible rhythm. Close by, another man was reading his strategically folded broadsheet. Somewhere further along the platform, Hyde could hear a baby crying, its shrill calls echoing around the cavernous underworld. He decided to head back the other way: he didn’t fancy making his journey crushed up against some howling infant.

A couple in their early twenties were kissing passionately, oblivious to the dozens of eyes turned in their direction, which quickly turned away again when the couple paused for breath. Hyde ducked past them, glancing back momentarily.

The girl was pretty. Tall, dark hair.

A little like his Maggie, only not as good looking.

He’d thought, when he first met her, that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and even now,  after eight years of marriage, he still thought the same way. She was perfect.

And she’d look even more perfect in this silk stuff, he thought to himself, glancing down at his briefcase as if the underwear inside were some kind of illicit secret which only he knew about.

He heard a rumble, felt a blast of warm air from the tunnel mouth, smelled its familiar odour of dust and metal.

The train was coming.

About bloody time.

The mass of people on the platform prepared itself for the impending squeeze onto the tube, ready to fill every available gap.

Hyde saw lights in the tunnel, heard the rumbling grow louder.

Soon be home now.

The train burst from the tunnel like some oversized, jet-propelled worm, the blast filling the station.

Hyde thought about Maggie and smiled.

He was still smiling when he threw himself in front of the train.




Two

Manchester

In less than two hours it would be dark.

She feared the coming of the night but she also knew that she would be away from this place by then.

Away from them.

Shanine Connor pushed a pair of leggings into the hold-all, cramming trainers, knickers and T-shirts in with them. There was no order to her packing, she merely shoved in whichever item came to hand next.

She hurried through to the bathroom and picked up her toothbrush and toothpaste, which she pushed into a plastic bag, before dropping that into the bag along with her clothes.

As she crossed in front of the window she paused to look out, ensuring that she was hidden from any prying eyes by the sheet of unwashed nylon that passed for a net curtain. She could see no movement on the ground floor, three storeys beneath her own flat. A couple of kids were kicking a ball about in the small playground over the road. Another child, no more than seven, was trundling around happily on a tricycle, careful to avoid the football which was bouncing back and forth.

She spotted a car parked a little way down the road and screwed up her eyes in an effort to see inside it.

It seemed to be empty.

She swallowed hard.

Could she be sure?

For interminable seconds she stood squinting at the stationary vehicle—then the moment passed and she remembered the urgency of her situation.

She hurried back into the kitchen and pulled open a drawer, scanning its contents.

She pulled out a long-bladed carving knife, hefting it before her, satisfied with its weight.

As she turned to go back into the sitting room she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror on the wall above the Formica-topped table.

She looked older than her twenty-three years. More  sleepless nights than she cared to remember had left her looking pale and puffy-eyed. Dark circles nested beneath her eyes and her skin was the colour of uncooked pastry. Her shoulder-length brown hair needed combing, and she ineffectually ran a thin hand through it before returning to her task.

Shanine slid the knife into the side pocket of the bag.

It would be easy to reach should she need it.

She glanced at her watch.

Come on, hurry up. You’ve taken too long already.

She heard a shout from downstairs and crossed back to the window.

The two kids with the football were kicking it against the low fence surrounding the play area, banging it as hard as they could, shouting encouragement to each other.

The car was still parked.

Waiting?

Shanine finally zipped up the hold-all and pulled it onto her shoulder.

She was about to open the door of the flat when she heard footsteps climbing the stairs outside, echoing on the concrete surface.

She sucked in an anxious breath, one hand sliding towards the knife.

The footsteps drew nearer.

They were almost on her landing now. She looked at the door expectantly, her hand now touching the hilt of the weapon.

Silence.

The footsteps stopped.

Shanine took a step nearer to the door, her heart thudding against her ribs.

She closed her eyes for a second, trying to still the mad beating, afraid that whoever was on the other side would be able to hear it.

The moment passed and she heard the footsteps heading up the narrow corridor, away from her door towards one of the other flats.

She waited a moment longer, then opened the door and peered out.

Two or three doors down there was an old woman carrying two bags of shopping, her face flushed with the effort. She looked disinterestedly at Shanine then pushed her key into the lock and stepped into her own flat.

Shanine stepped out onto the landing, locked her door and hurried down the concrete steps, avoiding a mound of dog excrement a few steps down. Graffiti had been sprayed on the walls in bright blue letters. She glanced at the words UNITED ARE CUNTS as she scurried down to the next landing.

As she reached ground level she slowed her pace.

Don’t make it look as if you’re running.

The car was still parked further down the street.

Still motionless.

Still waiting?

Her attention was torn from it by a loud shout from one of the kids across the street. She looked at him blankly for a moment, aware that he was staring back at her, his gaze never wavering.

Shanine finally began walking, aware of the watchful eye of the boy, her back to the parked car.

If it was them they would know by now. They would have seen the hold-all and they would know.

She quickened her pace.

There was a bus stop at the end of the road. She could catch a bus into the city centre from there. One should be due any minute.

She prayed it wouldn’t be late.

The last thing she wanted was to be standing around, in plain sight, for all to see.

For them to see.

She glanced behind again and saw that the car was still there. Ahead of her she heard the rumble of an engine and saw the bus pulling in.

She ran towards it, waiting as passengers clambered off, then she hauled herself up inside, fumbling in her jacket pocket for some change. She didn’t have much. About a pound in coins, less than ten pounds in the pocket of her worn jeans.

She got her ticket and retreated to the back of the bus, glancing anxiously around her as it pulled away, past the kids kicking the football, past the parked car.

The journey to the city centre should take about fifteen minutes.

She looked at her watch nervously.

As she sat on the back seat she hugged the hold-all comfortingly, allowing one hand to rest on the part of the bag where the knife was.

As the bus rounded a corner, Shanine took one last look out of the back window.

The car was gone.

She felt her heart begin to thud more heavily in her chest.

Had it been them?

She looked at her watch again, as if repeatedly doing so was going to hasten the journey.

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

Time, it appeared, was running out faster than she had realised.

Clouds gathered more thickly in the sky.

Night was coming.

She wondered what was coming with it.




Three

A sickly sweet smell filled the air, which James Talbot recognised as burned flesh.

It was a smell not easily forgotten.

Six years earlier, when he’d been a Detective Sergeant, he’d attended a fire at a house in Bermondsey. Some old guy had fallen asleep and allowed his chip-pan to catch fire. The whole house had gone up in less than twenty minutes, and the old boy had been incinerated along with the contents.

Talbot remembered that smell.

Acrid, cloying. It caught in your nostrils and refused to leave.

The chip-pan fire had been an elaborate ruse to cover up a burglary. Two kids, no more than seventeen, had stolen what little there was of value in the house, then battered the old man unconscious and ignited the chip-pan to make it look like an accident.


Simple?

Except that they’d left fingerprints on the hammer they’d used to smash his skull.

Silly boys.

Both were doing a nine stretch in Wormwood Scrubs now.

It was that case which had secured Talbot’s promotion to the rank he now held.

The Detective Inspector walked slowly up the platform at Euston, which was clear but for a number of uniformed men: London Transport employees, police and ambulancemen.

One of the Underground workers was standing on the track with two ambulancemen and two constables, staring down at a blackened shape which looked more like a spent match than a man.

The train was gone. The line was closed. The power off.

Talbot could imagine the annoyance of other travellers delayed because of the incident.


Inconsiderate bastard. Throwing himself on the track. Didn’t he know people had homes to go to?

Talbot saw blood on the edge of the platform close to the tunnel exit. Large crimson splashes of it, congealing beneath the cold white lights of the station. There was more on the track itself. A large red slick had even spattered one of the advertising posters on the far side of the track.

The faces of a male and female model smiling out from a poster of Corsica looked as if they’d been smeared with red paint.


‘Discover the beauty’ screamed the shoutline.

A little further along, also lying on the track, was a briefcase, its contents scattered for several yards. Papers, typewritten sheets, pens. A Knickerbox bag.

Talbot stopped at the chocolate machine on the platform and fed some change into it. He punched the  button for a WholeNut but nothing happened. He hit it again.

Still nothing.

‘Shit,’ murmured the DI.

‘His name was Peter Hyde,’ a voice beside him said.

Talbot nodded but seemed more intent on wresting the chocolate from the machine.

He struck the button a little harder.

‘All that about the King’s Cross fire being started by a match,’ said Talbot. ‘That’s crap.’ He eyed the machine irritably. ‘It was someone trying to get a bar of chocolate out of one of these fucking things.’

He slammed his hand against the machine.

The WholeNut dropped into the slot at the bottom and Talbot smiled, retrieved it, and held it up like a trophy.

‘See, that’s all they understand. Violence.’ He looked at Detective Sergeant William Rafferty and nodded triumphantly, breaking off a square of chocolate and pushing it into his mouth.

‘What else?’ the Dl wanted to know, pacing slowly up the platform with his companion.

‘He worked for a firm of accountants in the City,’ Rafferty told him. ‘Good salary. Married. No kids. Almost thirty-one.’

Talbot offered him a piece of chocolate but the DS declined.

‘I’d rather have a fag,’ he said, gruffly.

‘Smoking’s bad for you.’

‘Yeah, and so is eating ten bars of chocolate a day. You’ve been worse since you gave up smoking.’

‘Fatter but healthier,’ said Talbot smugly, patting the beginnings of a belly which was pushing rather too  insistently against his shirt. ‘Anyway, a bit of exercise will get rid of that.’

‘You’ll be like a bloody house-side before you’re forty,’ Rafferty told him, smiling.

‘Four years to go, Bill,’ Talbot murmured, pushing another square of chocolate into his mouth. ‘Thanks for reminding me, you bastard.’

They continued their leisurely stroll up the platform.

‘Why did the Transport Police call us in?’ Talbot wanted to know. ‘They don’t usually for a suicide.’

‘They’re not sure it was a suicide.’

‘How come? Did someone see him pushed?’

Rafferty shook his head. ‘They just think—’

Talbot cut him short. ‘It’s a suicide, Bill, take it from me,’ the DI said, stopping and motioning behind him. ‘The bloodstains on the platform and track are right near the tunnel mouth. He wanted to make sure that if the live rail didn’t fry him then the impact of the train would kill him. Some of the dickheads who try and kill themselves down here jump from the middle of the platform. That gives the driver plenty of time to see them so he hits the brake and, nine times out of ten, the train doesn’t even hit them. Runs over them maybe. They might lose an arm or leg, get some nasty burns from the live rail, but that’s it. They jump from the middle because they’re not sure.’ He shrugged. ‘Same as the ones who cut their wrists, you know that. If they cut across the veins of the wrist they bleed slower. They want someone to find them. The ones that do it from elbow to wrist, now  they’re not fucking about. They’re sure. So was Hyde, that’s why he went off near the tunnel mouth.’

‘We couldn’t get much out of the driver, poor sod’s still in shock,’ said the DS.

‘I’m not surprised. What about the other witnesses?’

‘We’re taking statements upstairs now.

Talbot nodded.

‘Even money he topped himself,’ the DI said, looking down at the group of uniformed men gathered around the body. They moved aside.

‘Shit,’ muttered Rafferty, staring at the corpse.

The stench of burned flesh was almost overpowering now.

‘Where’s his right leg?’ Talbot wanted to know.

‘The train took it off at the hip, we found it ten yards further down the track,’ Rafferty replied.

‘I want a full autopsy report as soon as possible,’ the DI said. ‘And one other thing, Bill,’ Talbot pushed another piece of chocolate into his mouth, ‘someone had better tell his wife.’




Four

Catherine Reed felt sweat beading on her top lip. She tasted the salty fluid as she licked her tongue across it, her breath coming in gasps now.

Her long dark hair was plastered across her face and neck, the flesh there also covered in a sheen of perspiration.

She tried to swallow but her throat was dry, she could only manage a deep moan of satisfaction as the sensations grew stronger. She lifted her feet, wrapping her slender legs around the form above her.

Phillip Cross had his eyes closed, his own body and face covered in sweat as he kept up a steady rhythm, supporting his weight on his fists as he drove swiftly, deeply, into Cath.

‘Oh Jesus!’ she murmured, her legs gripping him tighter, her fingers now clawing at his back and buttocks as if to pull him deeper. ‘Go on. Go on.’

He opened his eyes and looked down at her pleasure-contorted face, an expression of joy etched on his own features as he continued with the hard thrusts.

The phone rang.

‘Shit,’ gasped Cross, slowing up slightly.

‘Don’t stop,’ Cath moaned.

The phone continued to ring.

Cross withdrew slightly.

‘Leave it,’ grunted Cath.

The answering machine clicked on.

Cath hardly heard the voice on the other end of the phone, her own growing exhortations drowned it out.

She pulled Cross closer to her.

‘I know you’re there, so pick up the bloody phone,’ said the voice, sharply.

Cross looked across at the phone and the machine on the bedside table.

He slowed his pace, his own breathing still laboured.

‘Leave it,’ Cath implored.

‘Phil,’ the voice continued. ‘Pick the fucking thing up, this is important.’

They both recognised the voice.

Cross shrugged and ruefully eased himself free.

Cath allowed her legs to slide from his glistening back, her chest heaving, perspiration running in rivulets between her breasts.

Cross snatched up the phone.

‘Cross here,’ he said, clearing his throat.

Cath didn’t wait to hear what he had to say. She swung herself off the bed and padded through to the bathroom, the blood pounding in her veins. She twisted the cold tap and splashed her face with water, studying her reflection in the mirror as she looked up. Her dark hair was ruffled, still matted with sweat at the nape of her neck. She eased it away with one hand. Naked, she stood before the mirror, glancing at the image which greeted her. Her smooth skin was tinged pink, particularly around her face, neck and breasts. She let out a deep breath, catching the odd word drifting through from the bedroom.

Why the hell couldn’t he have let the bloody thing ring?

She heard Cross say something else, then the sound of the receiver being replaced.

Cath stood where she was, finally seeing Cross’s reflection in the mirror behind her.

He too was naked and, she noticed, still sporting an erection.

‘That was Nicholls.’

‘I gathered that,’ she said. ‘Do you always jump when you hear his voice?’

There was an edge to her tone which Cross chose to ignore.

‘I’ve got to go to Euston. Now,’ he told her. ‘Some geezer’s just topped himself, Nicholls wants pictures. Do you want to come?’

She looked at him and raised an eyebrow.

‘If you hadn’t picked up that bloody phone I would have done,’ she said, a slight smile touching her lips.

‘Ha, bloody ha. So, what’s your answer? I’m going to  be gone about an hour. Nicholls said he called me because he knew I was nearer.’

‘How convenient for him,’ Cath said, heading back towards the bedroom where she lit up a cigarette. ‘It’s a good job you live in Camden and not Chelsea, isn’t it?’

Cross was already pulling on his jeans. ‘Are you coming or not?’ he said irritably, looking round, seeing one of his cameras on a cabinet close by.

‘Why not?’ she answered, already collecting her leggings, socks and trainers which earlier had been discarded beside the bed.

They dressed quickly in silence, then Cath spoke again.

‘What’s so interesting about a suicide, anyway?’

‘Nicholls just asked me to take some pictures. I’m a humble photographer, I do what I’m told.’ He smiled. ‘You never know, there might even be a story in it for you. I thought reporters were always on the look-out for a story.’

‘Yeah, very funny. A suicide at Euston. Real front-page stuff,’ she chided.

‘That’s the point,’ Cross said. ‘It might not have been a suicide.’

Cath’s expression changed.

‘Who was the bloke?’ she demanded.

Cross snatched up his camera bag and pointed to the name he’d scribbled on a notepad by the phone.

Cath looked at the name and nodded slowly, running a hand through her hair.

She was already heading for the door.




Five

James Talbot watched impassively as the four uniformed men lifted the body of Peter Hyde up onto the stretcher laid out on the platform edge.

Ambulancemen expertly fastened the plastic body bag around the corpse, but before the zip was closed Talbot looked at what was left of Hyde’s face.

The skin around the right cheek and jaw was burned black, the remainder was a vivid red. One eyelid had been scorched off, leaving the orb glistening in the socket. It seemed to fix Talbot in a baleful stare as he looked on.

He watched as the severed leg was passed up from the track, and tucked neatly into the bag along with the body.

At the far end of the platform, two cleaners stood waiting, mops in hand. Ready to wash away the blood.

The DI swallowed the last square of chocolate and nodded permission to the ambulancemen to seal the bag once and for all. The zip was fastened.

As Talbot turned he saw a white light which momentarily blinded him.

‘Fucking press,’ Rafferty snapped.

‘How did they get down here?’ Talbot asked wearily.

‘We only closed off this platform,’ Rafferty informed him, striding towards the figure at the far end of the platform.

Phillip Cross continued snapping away. At the bloodstains. At the rails. The policemen.

The black body bag.

Catherine Reed followed him, glancing around her as if trying to commit what she saw to memory, anxious not to miss a detail.

She saw a bloodied tooth lying close to the platform edge.

Smashed loose by the impact of train and body, she assumed.

‘Who’s in charge?’ she wanted to know.

‘Get off the platform, please,’ Rafferty said. ‘You haven’t been given official clearance to be down here.’

‘Was it suicide or was he murdered?’ she persisted.

‘There’ll be a statement issued in due course.’

‘You must think it’s murder,’ Cath said, nodding towards the approaching figure of Talbot. ‘Why else would a DI be here?’

As Talbot drew nearer he slowed his pace, seeing the dark-haired woman dressed in a loose-fitting sweatshirt and leggings. He recognised her. He knew those features.


He knew ...

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ he hissed, his gaze fixed on Cath.

‘The same as you, DI Talbot, my job.’

Both Rafferty and Cross watched the journalist and policeman as they faced one another.

‘You haven’t got permission to be down here, so piss off,’ Talbot snarled.

‘Are you treating this as a murder investigation?’ Cath said.

‘No comment,’ Talbot grunted.

Cath considered Talbot for a moment and then asked matter of factly, ‘When did you get promoted?’

‘What the hell does it matter to you?’

‘Just curious.’

‘Yeah, curiosity’s part of your job, isn’t it?’ Talbot rasped.

‘A Detective Inspector,’ she said. ‘You’ve done well.’

‘Fuck off, Reed. I told you, you’re not supposed to be down here. Now move it, before I have you arrested for obstruction.’

‘As charming as ever, nice to see some things never change.’

‘I’m only going to tell you once more. Piss off.’

‘When can we expect an official statement?’ Cath wanted to know.

‘You just had it,’ Talbot responded as he turned his back on her and walked back up the platform.

Cath watched him for a second then she and Cross ducked back through the archway which led to the escalators.

‘What the hell was that about?’ Cross asked as they rode the moving staircase.

Cath exhaled deeply.

‘Did you get plenty of pictures?’ she said, sharply.

‘I asked—’

‘Forget it, Phil,’ she said, looking back down towards the platform area.

Talbot was standing in the middle of the raised area, arms folded across his chest, an expression of anger on his face.

‘Do you know her?’ Rafferty asked him. Talbot nodded slowly, watching as the body was lifted.

‘You could say that,’ he murmured.




Six

The air inside the pub was thick with smoke and James Talbot inhaled deeply as he headed towards the table in the corner.

What he wouldn’t give for a cigarette!

He tried to push the thought from his mind as he weaved carefully around other drinkers, anxious not to spill any of the liquor he carried.

The pub was in Eversholt Street, just across the road from Euston, and it was busy. The sound of a dozen different conversations mingled with the noise of a jukebox which seemed to Talbot to have been turned up so high that it necessitated everyone in the pub to raise their voice to be heard.

Two young women cast him cursory glances as he passed, but Talbot seemed more concerned with reaching his designated table with full glasses than he did with their fleeting attention.

One of them, a tall woman with short blonde hair and cheek bones that looked as if they’d been shaped with a sander, smiled at him, and the DI managed a barely perceptible smile in return, glancing back to run appraising eyes over the woman’s shapely legs as he reached the table.

He set down the two glasses, sipping his own Jameson’s, feeling the amber fluid soothingly burn its way to his stomach.

Rafferty nodded gratefully and took a mouthful of his shandy.

‘I can’t stay too long, Jim,’ he said, almost apologetically.

‘One drink isn’t going to hurt, is it?’ Talbot muttered. ‘What’s your rush?’

‘I want to see Kelly before my wife puts her to bed.’

‘How is your kid?’

‘Beautiful,’ the DS said, proudly.

‘She must get her looks from her mother, then,’ Talbot mused, glancing at his companion.

‘It was her first day at school today,’ Rafferty began. ‘I wanted to—’

‘Who was on duty up top this afternoon?’ Talbot interrupted, apparently tiring of Rafferty’s conversation.

‘What do you mean?’ the DS asked.

‘I want to know how those fucking press arseholes managed to get down onto the platform.’

Rafferty contemplated his superior for a moment then cleared his throat. ‘Look, Jim, you can tell me to mind my own business, but who the hell was that reporter? You don’t usually react to press like that.’

Talbot took a long swallow of his whiskey. ‘Fuck them, they’re all vultures anyway,’ he snarled.

‘You said you knew her.’

The DI exhaled deeply and sat back in his seat.

‘She did a story on me about two years ago,’ he said, looking down into his glass. ‘It was all over the paper she works for, I forget which one. Not that I really give a  shit.’ He looked at the other man. ‘You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?’

Rafferty nodded slowly. ‘Paul Keane.’

‘Yeah, Paul fucking Keane.’ Talbot downed what was left in his glass.

‘Was it true? About you beating him up during questioning?’

‘Her fucking allegations got me suspended for two weeks, didn’t they? Her and her “sources”. Maybe I did rough him up a bit, but I’ll tell you something, I wasn’t the only copper who did.’

‘He did some kids, didn’t he?’

‘Three of them. The fucking nonce. He raped two five-year-old girls and sodomised a three-year-old boy. Whatever he got, the bastard had it coming.’ Talbot pushed away his empty glass. ‘Three years old, can you imagine that? Jesus.’ He sucked in an angry breath. ‘But that bitch cried “police brutality” and splashed it all over the front of her fucking rag and there was an investigation.’

‘No charges were ever made against you though,’ Rafferty offered.

‘That’s not the point,’ Talbot hissed. ‘She crucified me. She could have ruined my career, and do you know who her source was? Keane’s solicitor. He was more bent than his client. Keane nearly got off because of what she wrote. He could have been walking the streets now  because of her. Newspapers. Wrapping up fish and chips or wiping your arse, that’s all they’re any good for. All of them.’

He looked down at Rafferty’s empty glass. ‘Another?’ he asked.

‘I’ve got to get off, Jim,’ the DS said, getting to his feet.  ‘When are you expecting the autopsy results on Hyde?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘And you still reckon it was suicide?’

Talbot nodded.

‘I don’t know how anyone can do that,’ Rafferty said. ‘Kill themselves. I mean, they reckon it’s a coward’s way out, but I reckon you need a lot of guts to top yourself. How could things ever get so bad you’d want to end your own life?’

Talbot shrugged. ‘It could happen to any of us,’ he said, quietly.

‘Not me,’ Rafferty said, heading for the door. ‘I’ve got too much to live for.’ He chuckled. ‘See you tomorrow.’

And he was gone.

Talbot waited a moment then returned to the bar and ordered another Jameson’s.

The woman with the finely chiselled cheekbones was still there, only now she was talking animatedly with a man slightly younger than Talbot. She didn’t even see him this time as he passed her. As he sat back down he could hear her laughter, even over the jukebox.

Talbot glanced at his watch.

It was too early to go home.

Besides, there was nothing there for him anyway.

He sipped at his drink.

‘Too much to live for,’ he murmured, remembering Rafferty’s words. The DI raised one eyebrow. ‘You’re lucky.’

He swallowed some more whiskey, the smell mingling with the stale odour of cigarette smoke.

He’d have another after this.

Maybe two.

It would take that before he could face the trip home.




Seven

Catherine Reed rolled onto her back, her chest heaving, her breath coming in deep, racking gasps.

‘Jesus,’ she murmured, trying to slow her breathing.

Beside her, Phillip Cross was also trying to get his breath back. He reached across to the bedside table and retrieved the can of Carlsberg there, taking a swig, wincing when he tasted warm beer.

‘Can I have some of that?’ Cath asked, taking the can from him.

‘It’s warm,’ he told her. ‘I’ll go and get us a couple more.’

She too sipped at the lukewarm fluid, watching as Cross swung himself out of bed and walked naked across the room.

Cute arse.

She smiled to herself, stretching her long legs, then bending them, clasping her hands around her knees as if she were preparing for some kind of exercise routine.

Cross looked back at her and grinned.

‘I thought you were going to get the beers,’ she said, looking at him, framed in the doorway.

He nodded and disappeared through into the sitting room. She heard rattling around by the fridge in the kitchen and, moments later, he returned and sat down on the bed beside her, holding out a cold can for her. As  she went to take it he pressed it to her left breast, rubbing her already stiff nipple with the cold metal.

She yelped and slapped his shoulder, chuckling.

At thirty, Cross was two years her junior, but his face was heavily lined for one so young. Cath was aware of lines on her own face, but around the eyes she preferred to call them laughter lines. It was as good a euphemism as she could think of.

‘Do you think anyone at the office knows about us?’ Cross said, taking a sip of his drink.

She lay back, stretching her legs again, admiring their shape herself.

Cross ran a hand along her right calf and thigh, stroking the smooth flesh there.

‘I doubt it, we’ve been pretty discreet. Besides, nobody gives a shit. They’re too concerned with their own lives or how to fill the paper. Nobody cares about what we’re doing.’

‘What about you?’ he said, looking into her green eyes. ‘Do you care?’

‘Phil, don’t start this again,’ she said, smiling.

‘It’s not funny,’ he snapped.

‘I’m not laughing, am I?’

‘You smiled.’

‘What do you want me to do? Break down in tears?’ she swigged her beer. ‘Look, what we do together is fun, right? I enjoy being with you, but it’s not a big romance.’

‘Is that because you don’t want it to be?’

‘Can we save the big inquests for some other time, please?’

‘We just finished making love, I think that’s a fair enough time to ask about feelings, isn’t it?’

‘Phil, we just finished fucking,’ she smiled and touched his cheek. ‘There is a difference.’

Cross looked at her with accusing eyes. ‘You can be a right bitch sometimes,’ he said, acidly.

‘Sorry,’ she said, shrugging, taking a sip from the can. ‘I just don’t want you getting carried away with what’s going on between us.’

‘According to you, there’s not much to get carried away with anyway.’

Cath took one last sip of beer then clambered off the bed, pulling on her leggings.

‘What are you doing?’ Cross demanded.

‘Getting dressed. I’m going home.’

‘I thought you were staying the night.’

‘I didn’t say that, did I?’ she retorted, pulling on a denim shirt and fastening it.

‘I just thought ...’

She kissed him on the forehead.

‘You think too much,’ she said, pushing her feet into her trainers.

He pulled on his jeans and followed her through into the sitting room, watching as she gathered up her handbag and jacket, checking in the pocket for her car keys.

‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ she said, kissing him lightly on the lips.

Cross pulled her more tightly to him, easing his tongue past the soft flesh, happy when she responded.

‘You’re a pain in the arse,’ he said, attempting a smile. ‘No wonder that copper at Euston got so uptight when he saw you.’

She nodded.

‘I suppose he had his reasons,’ she said dismissively,  then turned and headed towards the hall. ‘I can find my own way out, Phil, and besides ...’ she nodded towards his crotch, ‘you don’t want to frighten the neighbours, do you?’ She giggled.

Cross looked down to see that his flies were undone.

As he hurried to zip them up, Cath stepped out.

He heard the door close behind her.

The photographer stood alone for a moment then sat down on the edge of the sofa, running both hands through his hair.

He could smell her perfume on his fingers.

He’d be able to smell it in the bedroom too.

He always could.

As he got to his feet, the phone rang.




Eight

‘What’s your name?’

Shanine Connor jumped slightly in her seat as the silence inside the car was suddenly broken.

She glanced across at the driver who took his eyes off the road momentarily and smiled at her.

Her own expression remained blank. Instead, she ran cautious eyes over the driver’s features. He was in his early forties, his face a little on the chubby side, his hair thick and lustrous, although in the gloomy interior of the Astra it was difficult to tell what colour.

The only other light was supplied by the lamps on the M60. There wasn’t much traffic travelling in either  direction, and even when vehicles did pass by on the opposite carriageway, Shanine hardly noticed their headlamps. She was too concerned with checking the wing mirror beside her. Glancing in it every few moments.


Checking.

She was sure she’d seen a dark blue Nissan tuck in behind the Astra about twelve miles back.

She couldn’t be sure it wasn’t still there.


Following?

The Nissan had had plenty of opportunities to overtake, but she was sure it had sat in the inside lane, keeping a respectable distance, sometimes dropping back out of sight, sometimes coming closer.

Wasn’t it?

She held the hold-all close to her, one hand resting on the side of the bag where she had secreted the kitchen knife.

The driver had offered to put the hold-all in the back seat for her but she’d shaken her head vehemently, preferring to keep it near.

He’d told her his name but she’d forgotten it. He’d been trying to make conversation for the last fifteen miles, ever since they left Manchester. All she could remember was that he’d said he was heading back home to Liverpool but otherwise her attention was elsewhere.

Like on the Nissan that was following?

Following?

She gazed into the wing mirror again and could see no sign of the vehicle.

Her heart began to thud a little faster against her ribs.

‘I said what’s your name?’ the driver repeated, again looking at her.

‘Shanine,’ she told him without looking round.

‘That’s a nice name,’ he said, tapping on his steering wheel gently, muttering to himself.

The car began to slow down.

‘What’s wrong?’ Shanine asked, a note of anxiety in her voice.

‘Bloody roadworks,’ the driver groaned. ‘It’s going down to one lane. We’ll be at a crawl for the next few miles.’

Shanine shot a glance at the wing mirror.

No sign of the Nissan.

‘They’re always doing something to this road,’ the driver continued. ‘Soft bastards.’ He looked at her and smiled. ‘Excuse my French.’

Shanine managed a nervous smile.

‘So why are you leaving Manchester?’ the driver asked. ‘I mean, I can understand why, but I was just curious, like. I mean, I only go there because I have to work there.’

She didn’t answer, preoccupied with what was visible in the wing mirror.

The Astra had slowed right down to around twenty miles an hour now, as the driver guided it between two rows of plastic bollards.

‘You seemed in a hurry to get away,’ he said, grinning. ‘Someone chasing you?’

She turned to face him, the colour draining from her face.

‘What makes you say that?’ she demanded.

He glanced across at her, saw the concern etched across her features.

‘Just joking,’ he said, almost apologetically.

Shanine spotted the Nissan.

The road had opened out into two lanes again, and the Nissan was moving up fast behind the Astra.

They were approaching a slip road, leading to a service area.

‘Can you drop me off there?’ Shanine asked.

‘I can take you all the way to Liverpool if you want.’

‘No,’ she said, watching as the Nissan swept past, its rear lights disappearing.

She felt her heart slow its frantic pounding and slumped back in her seat.

‘Where are you going, anyway?’ the driver asked.

‘Drop me on the slip road, you don’t have to drive right up to the service station,’ she told him, ignoring the question.

‘Don’t be soft,’ he muttered, indicating, guiding the Astra up the incline.

She was reaching for the door handle as soon as he began to slow down.

‘Thanks,’ she said, clambering out.

‘I can take you further ...’ he began, but she was already out of the car, walking hurriedly towards the Little Chef which lay beyond the petrol station area of the services.

The Astra driver watched her for a moment, then stuck the car in gear and drove on. As he passed he saw her entering the restaurant. She paused at the door and looked anxiously around her before stepping inside.

The driver glanced into his rear-view mirror, wondering about Shanine.

What was she running from?

Boyfriend? Parents?

As he guided the car back onto the slip road that took him back to the motorway, he pondered.

Had he known the truth he might well have been relieved she was no longer in his car.




Nine

Catherine Reed could hear the sound as she turned the key in the door.

A high-pitched beeping noise which came every three seconds. The audio alert on her answering machine. There were messages.

She pushed the door of the flat closed and locked it, pulling the chain across; then she put down her car keys and door key on the small wooden table just inside the hallway.

The drive from Camden Town to her flat in Hammersmith had taken longer than usual. There’d been some sort of security alert in Central London and traffic had been diverted. Cath felt as if she’d been stuck behind the wheel of her Fiat for hours.

She pressed the Play button on the answering machine and the metallic voice announced that she had five messages.

She turned up the volume on the machine and wandered into the sitting room where she kicked off her trainers, sitting on the edge of the sofa as she massaged her feet.

The first message was from a friend, asking if she wanted to meet up for a few drinks in a couple of days’ time.

Cath padded across to the TV set and flicked it on, pressing the mute button on the remote so that just the picture glowed before her.

The second message was a guy called John Linley. She’d met him at the opening of an art exhibition about a week ago and, for reasons which she couldn’t remember now, she’d given him her number. The message invited her to call back.

Cath shook her head.

She sat looking at the silent TV screen as the messages continued.

A wrong number.

The caller had even waited for the tone to apologise.

On the screen, two politicians were gesturing at each other, their posturing somehow more interesting without the benefit of their empty words.

She changed channels.

Boxing.

Cath pressed another button.

A seventies sit-com - at least she guessed it was, from the way the characters were dressed.

She pressed again.

A Western. She peered at it for a moment, recognised William Holden and Ernest Borgnine and smiled to herself.


‘The Wild Bunch,’ she said, chuckling as the ad break caption confirmed her guess.

The fourth message on the machine was from her brother.

Cath got to her feet and walked back to the machine, jabbed the Replay button and listened more carefully to the words.

‘Cath, it’s Frank. Give me a call tomorrow night will you?  I need to talk to you. Any time after nine o’clock. Hope you’re well. See yau.’

She scribbled a note on the small pad beside the phone and listened to the last message.

It was from her publisher.

They loved the book, there were just a couple of points they’d like to discuss if she had the time tomorrow. Could she ring the senior editor?

Thank you. End of messages.

Perhaps they were going to tell her the publication date, she mused. Inform her when they were going to pay her the remainder of the advance. She’d already spent the first part. The flat had needed decorating and it had come in handy for that. The publisher seemed to have a great deal of faith in the book though: ‘true crime’, they had told her, was a big seller. With her background in journalism she had the contacts. The book had been relatively easy to write and she’d finished the first draft in under three months.


Mind to Murder was Cath’s examination of some of the twentieth century’s most notorious murderers and, more to the point, the public fascination with them. What was it about people like Brady and Hindley, Peter Sutcliffe, Charles Manson, Dennis Nilson, Fred West and dozens of others like them that the public found so intriguing?

Cath had already been commissioned to write a second book along similar lines about violence in the movies, but that was a long way off. She hoped the two non-fiction books could be a stepping stone to what she really craved: to have a novel published.
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