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Martina Cole’s first novel Dangerous Lady caused a sensation when it was published, and launched one of the bestselling fiction writers of her generation.


Martina has since gone on to have more No. 1 original fiction bestsellers than any other author. She won the British Book Award for Crime Thriller of the Year with The Take, which then went on to be a hit TV series for Sky 1.


Four of her novels have made it to the screen with more in production, and three have been adapted as stage plays.


Her unique, powerful storytelling is acclaimed for its hard-hitting, true-to-life style – there is no one else who writes like Martina Cole.







Praise for Martina Cole:


‘The stuff of legend . . . utterly compelling’ Mirror



‘Her gripping plots pack a mean emotional punch’ Mail on Sunday



‘One of Britain’s best crime writers’ Woman’s Own



‘A blinding good read’ Ray Winstone


‘Intensely readable’ Guardian



‘I was hooked from page one . . . an enthralling, brilliant read’ Best



‘Dark and dangerous’ Sunday Mirror



‘She has enjoyed unqualified approval for her distinctive and powerfully written fiction’ The Times



‘Another nail-biting thriller’ Woman & Home



‘One of the most popular novelists of our time’ Literary Review



‘An extraordinarily powerful piece of family drama’ Daily Mirror



‘The acknowledged mistress of the insanely readable gangster thriller, Cole has delivered another addictive tale . . . brutally compelling’ Sunday Mirror 

 

‘We always get excited when a Martina Cole novel drops on our desk, and she continues to maintain her reputation as one of the best fiction authors around with this gritty and unforgettable story of a family immersed in a world of violence and revenge. Spectacular’ 5 ★★★★★ Closer



‘Martina tells it like it really is and her unique, honest and compassionate style shines through’ Sun



‘The queen of crime’ Woman & Home



‘Thrilling, shocking and exceptionally written, you’ll get lost in this gritty novel, which proves there really is only one Martina Cole’ Closer



‘The undisputed queen of British crime thrillers’ Heat



‘Cole has the amazing talent of making characters appear larger than life.’ Sun



‘A masterpiece of plotting, characterisation and drama . . . Terrific stuff from a terrific lady’ Mirror



‘Cole is brilliant at portraying the good among the bad, and vice versa, so until the very end we never quite know who to trust’ Daily Mirror



‘Her gripping plots pack a mean emotional punch, and this latest is no exception’ Mail on Sunday



‘The author is taking the reader into Irvine Welsh territory and beyond’ Daily Telegraph



‘Martina Cole deals with a gritty contemporary subject in an intelligent and compassionate way that’s bound to make you think’ Daily Express



‘Martina Cole pulls no punches, writes as she sees it, refuses to patronise or condescend to either her characters or fans’ Independent on Sunday



‘A violently realistic thriller of East End life, with Essex-born Cole once again proving adept at getting authentic language down on the page’ Closer



‘Another gritty novel from an author who knows intimately the world she writes about’ Express



‘The story will grip you from the first pages – but it’s not for the faint-hearted!’ Best



‘Cole has a remarkable story-telling capacity’ Sunday Express
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The Runaway (Sky 1 2011)


* Martina Cole’s No. 1 bestsellers – Martina has held the record for spending more weeks at No. 1 than any other author
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About the Book


A killer is on the loose. It’s up to DI Kate Burrows to stop him.


But Kate has a problem. The Grantley Ripper has attacked the daughter of one of London’s most infamous gangsters, Patrick Kelly, and now Kate’s investigation, along with her heart, are dangerously entwined with him.


As the worlds of crime and law collide, will Kate take down the Ladykiller, or will he be her undoing?



The Ladykiller is the first book in the DI Kate Burrows series







I dedicate this book to 
Les and Christopher







I would like to thank my agent, Darley Anderson, for his faith, his trust and most of all his friendship.


Many thanks to Sergeant Steven Bolger of the Windermere Police Department, Florida, for all his help while I researched this book.


And a little thanks to Julie, for typing and typing and typing.


And a special thanks to my husband and son, they know what for.







Book One


Of all the griefs that harass the distress’d
 Sure the most bitter is a scornful jest;
 Fate never wounds more deep the gen’rous heart,
 Than when a blockhead’s insult points the dart


– Samuel Johnson, 1709-84



 


I have chosen thee in the furnace of affliction


– Isaiah, 48:10







Prologue


‘All I asked you to do was take off your muddy shoes. For Christ’s sake, George, are you thick or something? Can’t you even take in the most simple thing?’


Elaine Markham looked at her husband’s expressionless face and fought down an urge to slam her fist into it. She could feel herself gritting her teeth and made a conscious effort to relax. Once more her eyes went to the wet mud all over her kitchen floor.


Sighing heavily, she took out the floor cloth from underneath the kitchen sink, slammed the cupboard door shut and began to fill a plastic bowl with water. George Markham watched his wife as she sprinkled some Flash into the water. Sitting down on one of the kitchen chairs, he began to remove his gardening shoes, careful not to let any more mud or dirt fall on the pristine floor.


Elaine turned from the sink with the bowl of water and shrieked at him: ‘Can’t you do that on a piece of newspaper? Are you so stupid you can’t even think of doing a simple thing like that?’


George stared at his wife for a few seconds, chewing on his bottom lip.


‘I’m sorry, Elaine.’ His voice was low and bewildered. The sound of it made his wife screw her eyes up tight.


Pulling off his shoes, George went to the kitchen door and dropped them outside. Shutting the door carefully, he turned back to his wife.


‘Give me that, Elaine. I’ll clean up the mess.’ He smiled at her sadly, causing her breathing to become laboured. She shook her head in irritation.


‘No. You’ll only make it worse. By God, George, no wonder you can’t get on at work. It’s a wonder they even allow you to go there every day.’ She put the bowl of steaming water on the floor and knelt down. As she began washing the floor she was still complaining.


‘Honestly, you’re enough to drive a person up the bloody wall. You can’t do anything . . . anything . . . without ballsing it up in some way. Look at last week . . .’


George watched his wife’s ample buttocks moving under her apron as she worked and talked. The rolls of fat around her hips were shuddering alarmingly as she scrubbed at the floor. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself getting up from his seat and kicking her as hard as he could in the rump, sending her and the bowl of water flying. The fantasy made him smile to himself.


‘What are you grinning at?’ He brought himself back to the present with difficulty and focused on Elaine’s face. She was staring at him over her shoulder, her bright green eye-shadow and ruby red lips lurid in the glare from the strip light.


‘Nothing . . . Nothing, love.’ He sounded confused.


‘Just piss off, George. Out of my sight.’


He continued to stare at his wife. He watched as her strong arms and hands wrung out the floor cloth, her fingers squeezing until every last drop of water was gone. He wished he was squeezing Elaine’s neck. Instead he went towards the back door.


‘Where are you going now?’ Her voice was high and querulous.


George stared at her.


‘I still have some things to do in the shed.’


Elaine rolled her eyes to the ceiling.


‘Well, why on earth did you come in in the first place? Messing up the floor, causing all this.’ She spread her arms in a gesture of wonderment.


‘I just wanted a cup of tea. But I can see that you’re busy . . .’


He made a hasty exit from the kitchen and pulled on his gardening shoes again outside the back door. Elaine stared at the closed door for a few seconds. As always after she had ‘been at’ George, as she termed it to herself, she felt guilty. Guilty and flat. He was just so useless. Over the years, his placid acceptance of their way of life had driven her mad. Sighing, she carried on washing the floor.


Inside his shed, George bolted the wooden door and leant against it for a few moments, the sweat cold on his forehead. Licking his lips, he closed his eyes and began to breathe deeply.


One of these days Elaine was going to get a shock. She was going to open her mouth once too often. He could feel the hammering of his heart against his ribs and placed his hand over it as if to quell the movement.


He turned from the door and walked to the opposite end of his shed. Pulling a pile of gardening magazines from an old school desk, he opened the top. Inside the desk were a couple of scruffy jumpers – his gardening jumpers. Taking these out, he smiled. Underneath them were his books. His real books, with real women in them. Women who did not nag and chide and want. Women who just lay passively and smiled. Whatever you might do to them.


He picked up the top book. On the cover was a young girl of about twenty. Her arms were tied behind her back and she had a leather collar around her neck. Her long golden blond hair lay across her shoulders and partially obscured her breasts. A man’s hand was pulling her head backwards, his hairy maleness messing up the girl’s lovely locks. She was smiling.


George stared at the picture for a while. His small, even teeth just showed beneath his lips in a slight smile. Licking his lips again, he sat in his chair. He opened the magazine slowly as if for the first time, wanting to savour the pleasure of every picture.


He looked at the girl in front of him, a different girl this time. Oriental-looking, with tiny pointed breasts and a curtain of black hair. She was on all fours; the leather strap around her neck was attached to her feet. If she struggled against it, you could see that she would choke to death. A man was behind her. He wore a black leather mask and was about to plunge his erect penis into the girl’s anus. Her back was arched and she was looking at the camera, a smile of beatific pleasure plastered across her face.


George sighed with contentment. He slowly looked through the magazine, pausing here and there to hold the book away from him, to see the pictures from a different angle. He could feel the familiar sense of excitement building up inside. He pushed his hand into the crease of the chair. He felt around for a second, then his hand found what he was looking for. He drew out an army knife, then, placing the magazine carefully across his knees, he pulled the knife out from its cover. It was a large knife with a seven-inch serrated blade. He turned it around in the sunshine that was streaming through the window, watching it glinting. He looked down at the girl in the centrefold of the magazine. Her face was looking up at him in a mixture of agony and ecstasy as a hooded man ejaculated into her face, the semen running down her chin and on to her breasts.


Carefully and precisely, George began to dismember her. He drew the knife across her throat, slitting the paper. Then he began to tear at her breasts and vagina. All the time she watched him. Smiling at him. Encouraging him. He could feel his erection building, could feel the cold sweat under his arms and across his back. He began to hack at the magazine, pushing the knife into the paper. He heard the rush in his ears as if he was swimming underwater and then the graceful, almost euphoric waves of the orgasm as it reached its crescendo.


George lay back in the comfortable old chair, his breathing coming in small gasps, his heartbeat gradually returning to normal. He closed his eyes and gradually the sounds and sights of the day came back to him.


He could hear his neighbour’s strimmer outside his shed. Could hear the children next door playing in their paddling pool. Their high-pitched baby laughter drifted into his consciousness. A bead of salty sweat dripped into his eyes and he blinked it away. He shook his head slowly and looked down at his lap. That was when he saw the blood.


He blinked rapidly for a few seconds. The girl was covered in blood. The body that he had slashed to pieces was slowly being stained crimson. George stared.


He pushed the magazine from him, every nerve in his body vibrating with shock.


He had cut himself! He stared down at the gash on his thigh. It was pumping blood everywhere. He jumped from his seat in a panic. The knife had slit his jeans and pierced his own flesh!


He must tell Elaine. Get her to take him to the hospital. He went to the shed door in a blind panic.


Then he remembered the books.


Holding the injured leg with one hand, he gathered the magazines from the floor. He thrust them into the child’s desk with the others. Bundling the jumpers on top, he shut the lid. He could feel the blood running down his leg.


He picked up the pile of gardening magazines and threw them on top of the desk. Blood was everywhere now.


Pulling the bolt from across the top of the shed door he burst out into the sunlight. The sound of splashing and shrieking coming over the larch lap fence assaulted his ears. George ran up the path to the back door and thrust it open.


Elaine was preparing the vegetables for dinner. She turned towards him in dismay. He stood before her, covered in blood.


‘I – I’ve cut myself, Elaine.’ He was nearly crying.


‘Oh my God, George!’ She grabbed a tea towel and would it round his leg, pulling it tight. ‘Come on. I’ll drive you to the hospital.’


George lay in a cubicle of the Accident and Emergency department of Grangely Hospital. He felt sick. A young nurse was trying to remove his trousers.


‘Please, Mr Markham. I must take them off.’ Her voice was young and husky.


‘No! No, you mustn’t. Cut the trouser leg off or something.’


George and the nurse stared at one another. Then both looked towards the curtain as it was pulled back. The young nurse breathed a sigh of relief. It was the Charge Nurse, Joey Denellan.


‘What’s the matter, Nurse?’ His voice held the false jocularity peculiar to male nurses.


‘Mr Markham won’t let me remove his trousers.’


The man smiled at George. ‘Bit of a shy one, are you? Well, never mind. I’ll do it for you.’


The nurse left and before George could protest the young man was pulling off his jeans. George tried to grab the waistband but the boy was too strong. They were off.


George swallowed deeply and turned his head away from the boy’s face.


Joey Denellan stared at the wounded leg with an expert eye. Deep, but it had not affected any main arteries. His eyes flicked over the man before him and stopped dead. No wonder the old boy was so against Jenny pulling his trousers off. The stains were very recent and still sticky. What had he been up to that could have got him such a large gash in his leg? He shrugged. Theirs was not to reason why.


‘What kind of knife was it?’ Joey was careful to keep his voice light.


‘Oh, a Swiss army knife.’ George’s voice was small and the younger man felt sorry for him.


‘Well, it will need a few stitches in, but don’t worry. You didn’t sever anything important. Would you like me to see if I can find you some clean pants?’


George heard the ‘man to man’ inflection in the other’s voice. He nodded. ‘Please. I . . .’


‘Righty ho then. I’ll be back in a minute. The doctor will be here soon, OK?’


‘Thank you. Thank you very much. Would you . . . keep my wife away, please?’


George’s eyes were pleading and Joey nodded slowly.


‘OK. Don’t worry.’ He walked from the cubicle and went out to the reception area.


‘Mrs Markham?’ He looked around the assembled people and was not surprised to see the fat woman with the dyed red hair and bright green track suit stand up and walk towards him. He had somehow known that this would be the poor bloke’s wife.


‘Is he all right? My God, only George could cut himself while sitting in a bloody shed. Honestly, Doctor . . .’


‘Nurse. I’m a nurse.’


As Elaine went to speak again he interrupted her.


‘We’re going to stitch your husband after the doctor has seen him. If you would like to get yourself a coffee or something, there’s a machine at the end of that corridor.’ He pointed to the swing doors to the right.


Elaine knew when she was being shut up and her eyes took on the steely glint usually reserved for George. Turning away, she walked towards the swing doors and pushed them open with such force they crashed against the walls.


Joey Denellan watched her. No wonder the poor old sod looked so downtrodden. Being married to her must be like being married to Attila the Hun. Still Joey was puzzled. How did the old boy get the gash on his leg? What had she said? In a garden shed. How did that account for the semen, which it definitely was, in his underpants? He heard someone call him.


‘Joey, an RTA on the M25.’


‘How many involved?’ He walked towards the reception desk.


‘Four. Estimated time of arrival seven minutes.’


‘OK. Call Crash.’


Joey began to make arrangements to receive the casualties from the road accident. George Markham was pushed from his mind.


‘Are you coming, George?’ Peter Renshaw’s deep booming voice seemed to bounce off the walls of the office and hit George in the face.


‘Coming where?’ He peered at Renshaw.


‘To the do, Georgie. The bloody leaving do – for Jonesy.’


‘Oh, yes. Jonesy’s leaving do. Of course, of course. Yes, I’ll be going.’


‘Good on you. Got him a strippergram, the lot! Tell you what, Georgie, it will be a great do. Bl-oody great!’


Peter Renshaw had a habit of stressing some words by chopping them in two to get his point across. It drove George up the wall.


Renshaw was a salesman for the clothing company for which George worked. He towered over George in height and it was obvious he liked this. Peter Renshaw was in his early thirties and from what everyone could gather, he earned a lot of money. He was the number one salesman. He liked George for some strange reason and always made sure he was invited to any dos that were on the agenda.


‘I arranged the strippergram meself, Georgie boy. Biggest set of Bristols this side of the water. Can’t wait to see old Jonesy’s face.’


George smiled.


Old Jonesy . . . Howard Jones was younger than George himself. About forty-five was Howard Jones. George was fifty-one. He shuddered inwardly. Fifty-one. His life was nearly over. Peter Renshaw’s voice was still booming on.


‘It’s all arranged. The Pig and Whistle first. Twenty quid whip-round by the way. Then on to that new night-club – what’s it called? The Platinum Blonde, that’s it. Watch all the little birds stru-tting their stuff. Be a right laugh!’


George carried on smiling.


‘Well, I’ll let you get on then. Got a hot piece of pussy down in accounts who’s just dy-ing for it. See you Friday then?’


George nodded. ‘Yes. See you on Friday, Peter.’


He watched the man walk from his office. Old Jonesy . . . He supposed they called him Old Markham. He looked at his watch. It was five thirty-five. He got out of his chair and, putting on his jacket, made his way out of the building.


Kortone Separates was a thriving firm, even in the recession. George worked in the book-keeping department of accounts.


He left the small corridor and went to the stairway that led to the car park. He never used the lifts. As he walked down the stairs he saw Miss Pearson kneeling on the floor picking up some papers. She was young, only about eighteen, and had worked for Kortone’s for a year. George had never spoken to her. She had left three buttons undone and from the landing above her George could see the swelling of her bosom as she stretched out her arms to gather the papers.


He stared down at her. The creamy flesh was firm and inviting. The girl looked up at him. He saw the heavily made-up face and forced himself to move down the stairs. He bent down and retrieved some papers, handing them to her silently.


‘Thank you, Mr Markham.’


She knew his name! George felt an enormous surge of pleasure over this little fact.


‘You’re welcome.’ He stood up and looked down at her again. Then the door above opened and Peter Renshaw’s voice boomed down to them.


‘There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You sly old fox, George. Might have known you’d be where the pretty girls are!’


Miss Pearson looked at Peter and gave a broad smile. George watched her face closely.


‘Oh, Peter.’ Her voice was husky and breathless. ‘I waited for you but . . .’


George was aware of Peter Renshaw’s footsteps on the stairs, bringing him closer. He quickly picked up the rest of the papers from the floor and handed them to Miss Pearson.


 



George walked away from them, certain that he would not be noticed. He was right. Neither of them said a word to him. He walked out of the building and unlocked his car, an A-reg Orion. He sat in the driving seat, waiting.


The couple finally left the building and walked towards Peter’s car, Renshaw’s arm draped across the girl’s shoulder, one hand squeezing her breast. Miss Pearson giggled and pushed it away.


Another slut. Another whore. What had Peter said? Dying for it? George closed his eyes and savoured the picture his words had conjured up.


He visualised Miss Pearson, her body open to him, her legs sprawled apart, tied to the legs of a bed. Her hands tied behind her back, her heavily made-up face smiling at him as he approached her. She was begging for it. Begging and pleading with him . . .


‘Mr Markham?’ George’s eyes flew open.


‘Are you all right? You look very white.’


George stared at the man looking in at the window of his car. It was the car park attendant.


‘Yes, thank you.’ George smiled timidly. ‘I felt a bit tired, that’s all.’


The man made a salute and straightened up.


George watched him walk away, his heart hammering in his ears. He tried to get the picture back in his mind but it was no good. Trembling, he started up his car and drove into Grantley town centre. The books he had ordered were due in today. He smiled, enjoying the late summer sunshine and the exquisite feeling of anticipation.


It crossed his mind briefly that his ‘hobby’ was now becoming an obsession, but he thrust the thought aside. His leg was still sore and he rubbed it absentmindedly as he drove.


It was the end of September 1989.







Chapter One


Elaine Markham looked at her husband as he watched the television. His shiny balding head was nodding up and down as if he was agreeing with everything that the newscaster said.


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, George! Stop agreeing with the TV.’


He turned in his chair to face her, a hurt expression on his face. Elaine closed her eyes. She could feel her hands clenching into fists and made herself relax.


‘Shall I make you a cup of Ovaltine, dear?’ George asked in his soft voice.


‘Yes, you do that.’


George went out to the impossibly clean kitchen and set about making the bedtime drinks. He put on the pan of milk and then, opening one of the kitchen cabinets, took out Elaine’s sleeping pills. Carefully grinding one between two spoons, he placed the powder in the cup with the sugar. Smiling, he poured steaming milk into the cup and stirred it vigorously. Then, removing two more of the sleeping pills, he took the Ovaltine and the pills into Elaine.


‘Here you are, dear. I brought your pills in for you as well.’ She took the drink and pills from him.


‘Thanks, George. Look, I know I go on at times . . .’ Her voice trailed off.


‘I don’t take the slightest bit of notice, Elaine. I know that I – well, that I irritate you is the word, I suppose?’


George smiled at her, the sad smile that always made her want to rip him to shreds.


She put the sleeping pills into her mouth and washed them down with the Ovaltine, burning her lips.


George was still smiling.


‘This tastes bitter.’


He raised his eyebrows and took a sip of his own drink.


‘Well, mine is fine, dear. Maybe it’s the aftertaste of the pills?’


‘Could be. I think I’ll take my drink up with me.’ She pulled herself from her seat with difficulty.


‘Night, Elaine. Sleep well.’


She stared at her husband.


‘If I slept well, George, I wouldn’t be taking sleeping tablets.’


‘It’s just an expression, dear. That’s all.’


Was it her imagination or was George different lately? Although she could not pinpoint what had changed, she had the distinct feeling that the balance between them was shifting slightly. Looking at her husband now, she would swear on a stack of bibles that he was laughing at her.


‘Good night then, dear,’ he said again.


She tried to smile at her husband.


‘Yes. Good night, George.’


She walked from the room and his gaze followed her. As she made her way up the stairs to their room, the feeling of uneasiness came over her once more. It was the beginning of December and George had been ‘wrong’ somehow for the last couple of months. Nothing she could put her finger on exactly, but subtle little differences. He had taken to going out in the evenings for walks, for instance. He was only gone an hour or so but . . .


She pulled off the candlewick dressing gown and sat on the edge of the bed. He had never once, in twenty-seven years of marriage, gone out walking anywhere. In fact, it was his pet hate.


She took off her sheepskin-lined slippers and rubbed at the corn on her foot. Her legs were fat like the rest of her and were disfigured by varicose veins. She stared at them and shrugged.


She sat against the pillows, picked up her latest Mills and Boon and read while the pills took effect and she finished her Ovaltine.


The words were becoming blurred. She blinked her eyes, trying to focus. The pills were working quicker and quicker lately.


Finally she gave up. Turning off the bedside lamp, she settled down to sleep.


Ten minutes later, George popped his head around the bedroom door and grunted in satisfaction as he heard his wife’s heavy snores.


George slipped out of the house. He had on his heaviest overcoat as the night air was cold and damp. In the street light he looked no different from anyone else who walked the streets late at night. He pulled on the cheesecutter hat he had recently purchased and began his prowling.


He felt a freedom he had not experienced for twenty years in this new pastime. He walked the length and breadth of Grantley. Silently and diligently he walked. Tonight he had decided to walk by the flats that were on the other side of town. Taking a deep breath, he began his lonely trek.


As he walked, he kept a vigilant eye out for open curtains and movement. He walked to the end of Bychester Terrace and turned right. Peabody Street took him on to a dirt road that led round the perimeter of Grantley. No busy traffic, only a lone car containing a courting couple here and there. George was outside the flats in Beacham Rise within fifteen minutes.


Stationing himself under a large cherry tree opposite the small block he waited. It was eleven fifteen before he saw anything, and as usual it was the woman who lived on the second floor. The flats were what was termed ‘low rise’, only three storeys high. George had been here many times in the last eight weeks and it was always the woman on the second floor who provided his show. Where he was standing, under the cherry tree, was a small hill, part of the council landscaping plan, which gave him the perfect vantage point to see into the woman’s flat. Taking the small opera glasses from his pocket, he watched.


Leonora Davidson yawned cavernously. She stretched her hands above her head and pulled up her thick black hair. She was dead tired. She would have to stop all the overtime, it was killing her.


She unbuttoned her blouse slowly, letting it fall from her rounded shoulders on to the floor. She unhooked her bra and let her breasts fall free, rubbing them furiously as the itching started. Lifting one breast with her hand, she looked into the mirror of her dressing table. A thick red line marked the tender flesh. She sighed. She would have to get herself some decent bras.


She cupped her breasts in her hands and pushed them up, as if weighing them. She had definitely put on weight. Then she unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor. Stepping out of it, she kicked it away from her.


Leonora looked at her body in the mirror. Not bad for her age. A bit saggy these days but everyone lost the war with gravity eventually. She automatically held her stomach in, then let it out. Sod it! There was no one to admire her any more. Why bother?


Yawning again, wider this time, she went to her dressing stool and picked up her nightie, a winceyette affair that kept her warm if nothing else. After one last stretch, she turned out the light and climbed into bed.


George stood under the cherry tree entranced. When the light went off in the bedroom, he mumbled a curse under his breath and pushed the opera glasses back into his overcoat pocket. He was sweating. Taking a handkerchief out of his trouser pocket, he mopped his forehead.


Stupid bitch! What he would not give to be in that flat now. He would show her what it was all about, by Christ! Standing around naked. Inviting people to look at her. The slut! In his heightened excitement George was unaware of the two youths who had been watching him watching her.


‘What you doin’?’ The voice caused him to swivel around on the balls of his feet.


‘I . . . I beg your pardon?’ His voice squeaked with surprise. Two youths stood there, one wearing a long leather coat and with straggly brown hair. The other was wearing a large sheepskin and was what George knew was called a skinhead.


‘You heard, you old ponce. What was you doin’ watching Mrs Davidson getting undressed? You a nonce?’


The boy in the leather coat stepped towards him, a menacing look on his face.


‘Got any money?’ This from the skinhead. George smelt a distinct odour of glue and vomit.


He stared at them, nonplussed.


The youth in the leather coat lurched towards him and he stepped back nimbly.


‘If you two don’t go away I will call for assistance.’


The leather-coated boy mimicked him.


‘“If you two don’t go away I will call for assistance.” Well, we –’ he pointed to his friend and himself – ‘might just call the Filth ourselves. You’re a fucking peeping Tom, ain’t ya? So just give us your dosh and you can go. Quietly.’


The skinhead heaved and George watched in revulsion as a stream of vomit ejaculated from the boy’s mouth. It landed just by his shoes, splashing them. The odour wafted into his nostrils as the sick steamed in the freezing night air.


The leather-coated boy laughed uproariously at his friend, who was now hanging on to the cherry tree for support.


Fumbling inside his coat, George pulled out two five-pound notes and handed them to the boy. Leather coat took them from him and pushed them into the pocket of his jeans.


‘Come on, Trev. Let’s trounce the bastard.’


Trevor was not capable of letting go of the cherry tree and so the leather-coated boy launched himself at George alone. He held up his arms in self-defence as the first blows hit him in the face and head. He could feel himself being pushed down to the ground and the knowledge that he would end up lying in the skinhead’s vomit was all that kept him upright. He felt the cold sting as the boy’s fist came into contact with his face. Then he was rolling down the small hill, the leather-coated boy kicking him.


‘Oi! What’s all the racket about out there?’ A man’s deep voice echoed across the road and the boy looked up in its direction. A light was on on the third floor and a large man in a string vest was leaning out of a window, shaking his fist. Lights were going on all over the flats. George heard the two boys stumbling away while he lay on the cold ground, gasping for air.


Leonora Davidson heard the shouting and leapt from her bed. She pulled on her dressing gown and slippers and looked out of her bedroom window. She saw the body of a man lying at the bottom of the small rise, underneath the lamp post. She could see the two youths running away. One of them, in a leather coat, was dragging his friend along. She gritted her teeth. No one was safe these days. It was obvious the poor man had been mugged! She walked from her flat, picking up her door keys as she went, and ran down to where a small crowd had gathered around the injured man.


‘What happened, Fred?’ Her breath steamed in the cold night air. She shivered.


‘Little buggers want slaughtering. Mugged this poor old bastard as he walked by!’


George still lay on the ground, quite enjoying all the attention.


‘Oh, you poor thing.’ Leonora’s voice was filled with pity. ‘I called the police. They’ll be here in a minute.’


George’s ears flapped at the word ‘police’. He was up off the ground and brushing himself down in record time.


‘Really, there’s no need for the police. They’ll never catch them anyway. And I’m in a hurry.’


He began to walk away from the small gathering.


‘But if you saw them you could give a description like.’ Fred’s voice was cajoling.


George was shaking his bald head. He was aware that he had lost his hat somewhere along the line. He looked around for it frantically.


Leonora walked over to him.


‘You’ve had a terrible shock. Shall I make you a nice cup of tea?’


George could not believe what she was saying. She was inviting him into her home. If it had not been for her he would not be in this condition. The stupid whore!


‘It’s perfectly all right. I just want to get home.’


His voice held its usual meekness and he saw her smile at him pityingly.


A police car sped around the corner of the flats and screeched to a halt by the little crowd. George put his hand over his face in dismay. This was all he needed.


‘All right, all right. Calm down. What happened?’


Everyone started talking at once.


Sergeant Harris’s voice boomed out and George guessed it would wake up any of the residents who were not already up.


Sergeant Harris looked at Leonora.


‘What happened, love?’


‘This poor man was mugged. Right here.’ She pointed to George who was trying to creep away.


The sergeant looked at him, bewildered.


‘Where are you going?’


‘I . . . I really must get home. My wife will be worried . . .’


Harris smiled at him. In shock, he thought to himself.


‘Come on, sir. Come to the station and we can get this all sorted out in no time.’


‘NO!’ George was amazed at the sound of his own voice. ‘I . . . I . . . Oh, leave me alone!’


Harris stared at him stonily. ‘We’re only trying to help, sir.’


‘You know you won’t catch them. I just want to go home and forget about it.’


He began to walk away as quickly as he could.


The small crowd stared after his retreating back. Sergeant Harris nodded at PC Downes and they got back into their Panda car and followed him.


‘Get in, sir. The least we can do is give you a lift.’


George got into the car, his heart in his boots.


‘Well I never, Fred! That poor man was in shock, I reckon.’


‘You’re right there, Leonora love. Poor old git. Not safe to walk the sodding streets these days . . .’


‘That’s the truth, Fred. I even get worried in me flat, with all the doors locked. You hear so much about rape and violence, it makes your blood run cold. Then to see that poor old man getting beaten up like that . . .’ She left the sentence unfinished.


Sergeant Harris kept up a stream of chatter all the way to George’s house.


‘Look, sir. If you change your mind just pop into the station.’


‘I will, Officer. At the moment all I want is to get home. This is the house.’


The Panda car pulled up outside George’s home and he made a hasty retreat. Once inside he pulled off his overcoat and hung it on the banister, then went up to the bathroom. His face was slightly swollen but not too much. He breathed a sigh of relief.


He went back downstairs and checked his overcoat. It was covered in vomit. He cursed silently and set about cleaning it.


Fifty minutes later, there was no evidence of his escapade whatsoever. He made himself a cup of tea, and carrying it into the front room went to the lead light cupboard that housed the brandy and poured a generous measure into the cup. He sat on the settee and drank it gratefully.


When he had finished he felt better, and getting up from the sofa went up to his wife’s room and popped his head around the door. Her snoring was loud and heavy. He smiled to himself. Three Mogadons to knock the old bag out, but it was worth it.


Sneaking downstairs, he went to the hall cupboard. Opening it, he pulled up the carpet and folded it back. Then, using the screwdriver he left there for this express purpose, he prised up one of the floorboards. There, staring up at him, was his Mandy!


He picked up the video almost lovingly, afterwards replacing the floorboard and the carpet. He took the video into the lounge. Pouring himself another measure of Three Barrels brandy into his dirty cup, he watched the film. As he did, he felt the tension and pain of the last few hours leave his body. As Mandy was assaulted over and over by a motley crew of degenerates, George Markham finally relaxed.


Visions of Mrs Davidson cupping her breasts kept coming into his thoughts. Her furious rubbing of them. He watched Mandy take a man’s penis into her semen-smeared mouth and suddenly her face was Mrs Davidson’s, the man was him. He felt his breathing getting heavier.


One good thing had come out of the evening: at least he knew her name now.


The next day, George did not go to work. His face was swollen and he told Elaine that he had an abscess on his tooth. She dutifully rang his office and then left to go to her own job.


She worked in a large supermarket in Grantley town. She was a ‘checkout girl’ and hated it.


Left alone, George had an idea.


Dressing himself meticulously, he got into his car and drove to London. As he admired the Essex countryside (even in the cold and wet it looked magnificent) George made his plans. After the fiasco of the night before, he decided that he should get himself kitted out properly.


He turned on Essex Radio and sang along to the Carpenters as he drove. Lighthearted and gay, he made his way to London’s West End.


George walked nervously into the shop in Soho. It was his first time in a sex shop; he’d always sent for his books and videos by post. But once inside he felt strangely at ease.


Behind the counter was a man of about his age who smiled at him as he browsed around the shop. The only disappointment was that the books and videos were tame. Tame and boring. He picked up a leather mask and took it to the counter.


‘Eighty-five quid, please, guv.’


George meticulously counted out the money. It would be his Christmas present to himself. He felt almost jovial.


‘You into bondage?’


George nodded shyly. ‘Yes.’ He smiled his secret smile that just showed his teeth. ‘Yes, I am.’


‘Was you after the hard porn like? Only if you was, I think I can help you . . .’


George picked up the carrier bag with the mask in and smiled again. Wider this time.


‘I’ve got snuff movies here for two hundred quid a throw.’


George was perplexed. ‘Snuff movies?’


The man saw his confusion and pulled him to one side to explain.


‘Look, they’re films with birds in . . . getting the business like. But they ain’t pretend, see? It’s really happening to them. That’s why they’re called “snuff” or “stuff” movies.’


The man could see that George was still unsure. He sighed. He had been in this game for thirty years, man and boy. He knew a nonce when he saw one, and he would swear on his granddaughter’s head that this bloke was one. A prize nonce.


‘Look, it’s the Yanks who thought them up. They kidnap some bird. Tie her up. Rape her and all that, you know . . . And her screams and moans are real, get it? Real. It’s true. I’ve got a new lot in and they are well dawdy, I can tell you. There’s one where the bird is actually dead and they still fuck the arse off her. Going like hot cakes they are.’


George’s eyes were gleaming.


‘How much did you say they were?’


‘Two hundred smackers, mate. And cheap at the price. I can tell yer.’


‘Can I pay by Barclaycard? Only I haven’t got any more cash, you see.’


‘’Course you can, guv. We take everything here. Even American Express. Just as long as you have some other form of identification, we’re cooking with gas.’


The man smiled and George smiled back. He felt as if he had found a true friend.


‘If I was to give you a ring every now and then to see what was in stock, so to speak . . .’


The man patted his shoulder.


‘’Course you can, my old cocker. I’ll save you anything a bit near the mark. How’s that?’ The man knew a policeman from thirty paces and was patting himself on the back. This bloke was a right prat.


‘Oh, thank you so much. Where I live . . .’ He spread his hands helplessly.


‘I know what you mean. People don’t understand us real men, do they?’


The shopkeeper was busy taking the credit card from George before he had time to change his mind.


‘No, they don’t.’


He left ten minutes later, with his mask and his new film, both in a plain brown carrier bag clutched in his sweaty hand.


Looking around him at the faces and sounds of Soho, George Markham felt as if he had finally come home.


When Elaine opened the front door after her day at work, George had the dinner on and a pot of tea waiting for her.


‘Sit yourself down, my love, you must be tired out. I’ve made us a nice bit of steak and chips.’


Elaine stared at her husband as if she had never seen him before. He seemed almost happy.


‘Thank you, George. I must say I’m glad you bothered to cook. I didn’t feel like it one bit.’


He chucked her under the chin as he placed a cup of steaming tea in front of her.


‘For you, my precious, anything!’


He grinned at her, and Elaine grinned back.


There was definitely something odd here. The last time George had chucked her under the chin had been over twenty years ago, when they had still been happy. She sipped her tea and tried to shake off her suspicions. That had been before they’d had to move. Before everything had started going wrong.


Elaine drank her tea, watching George as he cooked.


She shook her head. There was no doubt about it: he was happy.


But why?







Chapter Two


George sat at his desk, blind to the ledgers in front of him. All he could see was the movie that he had purchased from the sex shop in Soho. Ever since he had watched it, he’d had a sense of unreality. Sometimes it frightened him, like the night before when he had been sitting with Elaine watching a programme about Giant Pandas. He had sat, sipping his tea, watching the film – and then he had just gone. Gone away in his mind to the other film. He was in the other film. He was the star. He was in complete control.


He had been brought back to reality by Elaine’s voice. It could crack glass and sour milk, all in one fell swoop. But his aberration had scared him. Because lately he could not control his thoughts at all. They ran away with him any time of the day or night.


He shook himself mentally and told himself to get on with the job in hand. He stared once more at the sales ledger in front of him.


‘Mr Markham, have you five minutes to spare?’


The voice of Josephine Denham broke into his thoughts. He turned in his seat to see her standing in the doorway, smiling at him.


‘Of course, Mrs Denham.’ His voice was soft and polite.


Josephine Denham turned and walked back to her office. George Markham gave her the creeps and she did not know why. He was always polite. Chillingly polite. He never took days off for no reason, he always kept himself to himself, never took long lunches or tried to engage her in banter, like some of the other male employees. All in all he was a model worker. Yet she had to admit to herself there was something about his soft, pudgy body and watery grey eyes that gave her the willies. She sat at her desk and observed the little man in front of her.


‘Please, take a seat.’


She watched George take the material of his trousers between his thumb and forefinger and pull it up before sitting down. Even this action irritated her. She saw his funny little smile, that just showed his teeth, and felt even more annoyed. George on the other hand was surreptitiously looking at Josephine’s enormous breasts. He could see the rise and fall of every breath she took.


As far as he was concerned, Josephine Denham had a chest of Olympian standards.


She saw his smile widen, and forced herself to grin back.


‘I am sorry to have to call you in, George. You’ve always been a good worker . . .’


He was more alert now. The smile had gone.


‘I’m afraid that in these difficult times . . . with the recession . . . well, we’re going to have to let some of the staff go. You will be paid redundancy money, of course.’


George felt as if someone had burst his own private bubble of happiness.


‘I see.’ But he didn’t see. He didn’t see at all. He had been with this firm for fifteen years.


‘How many will be going?’


Josephine Denham took a deep breath. He may as well know now as later.


‘Five. Johnson, Mathers, Davids and Pelham. Not forgetting your good self, of course.’


George stared at her. His expressionless face seemed to be drinking her in. She shuddered.


‘I see.’ So all the older men were to go. The young so-called dynamos were all staying. George felt an urge to leap from his chair and slap the supercilious bitch with her painted face, her dyed blond hair, her fat, wobbling breasts. The dirty stinking slut! The dirty whore! He hoped she died screaming of cancer. He hoped they sliced her breasts inch by inch. He hoped . . .


‘Are you all right, Mr Markham?’ Josephine Denham was nervous. He had sat staring at her for over five minutes. No expression on his face, nothing. He knew and she knew that he was finished. No other firm would take him at fifty-one. He just did not have what it took. He had no charisma, no personality. George Markham had nothing going for him at all.


‘I really am dreadfully sorry, George.’ She said his name timidly. Unsure of herself.


He looked at her before turning towards the door. ‘You will be.’


His voice was muffled and Josephine could not hear him. ‘Sorry, I didn’t quite . . .’


George turned to face her and smiled again.


‘I said, you will be.’


Was he being sarcastic? She watched as he shuffled from her office, his shoulders even more rounded and dejected-looking than when he had come in.


She breathed a sigh of relief. At least she had got that out of the way.


She picked up her cigarettes and lit one. For some unknown reason she was shaking. She grinned to herself. Imagine being nervous of a little runt like George Markham!


But her uneasiness stayed with her all day.


George went back to his desk and sat silent and still until lunchtime. His mind was whirling underneath his calm exterior. He got into the little pub, the Fox Revived, at five past twelve and ordered himself a large brandy.


The barmaid was about forty-five with long bleached blond hair and enormous false eyelashes. Her tiny, empty breasts were visible through her cheesecloth top. George looked at her in disgust.


Another slut. They were all fucking sluts. He put his hand to his mouth, shocked at even thinking such a word.


‘That’ll be one pound ninety, please.’ The barmaid’s voice had a nasal twang as she tried to speak in a refined manner.


‘Thank you very much, dear. Please have one yourself.’


She answered his tiny smile with a wide one of her own, showing big tobacco-stained teeth.


George handed her the five-pound note and waited for his change. Then, taking his drink, he went to a small corner table and sipped his brandy.


Elaine would go stark staring mad when he told her. It would be another thing to hold against him. Oh, Elaine was good at collecting grudges. She collected grudges like other women collected hats or shoes. She still hadn’t forgiven him for that other business. She never mentioned it, oh no, but he knew that it was there between them, like a silent ghost. He took a gulp of his drink, the rawness of the cheap brandy burning his throat.


It was not his fault. He had hardly known what was happening. One minute they had been smiling and laughing and the next the girl had been screaming. Oh, that scream! It had gone right through his skull and into his brain. The silly little bitch. Surely she had known what was going to happen?


‘Hello there, Georgie boy!’


Peter Renshaw stood in front of him, positively beaming with good humour and camaraderie. George felt his heart sink to his boots. This was all he needed, that bloody numbskull Renshaw twittering on.


‘Hello, Peter. Can I get you a drink?’


‘No. It’s my shout, Georgie. Not every day I see you in my little love nest!’


George watched him click his fingers at the blonde monstrosity behind the bar and wink at her.


‘Vivienne, my cherub. Bring me a G and T with ice and a slice, and whatever my good friend here is drinking. Oh, and not forgetting one for your lovely self.’


George watched the woman preening as she smiled her assent. Peter sat down beside George and whispered: ‘She’s been round the turf a few times, but she can warm a man’s cockles when the fancy takes her.’


George wrinkled his nose in disgust and Peter laughed.


‘Listen, Georgie boy, a bit of advice, man to man.’ He nudged George in the ribs. ‘You don’t look at the mantelpiece when you’re stoking the fire. Know what I mean?’


George smiled for lack of anything else to do. He wished that Renshaw would have a massive heart attack and die if that was what it took to keep him quiet.


‘If you say so, Peter.’


‘Pete! Pete, for God’s sake, Georgie boy. No one calls me Peter, not even my old mum, God bless her.’


Vivienne brought their drinks to the table and George saw her tickle Peter’s neck with her fingers as she walked away. Bloody dirty filthy slag!


‘What you staring at, Georgie? Fancy a quick bonk with her, do you?’ Leaning back in his seat, Peter went to call the woman back.


George, mortified at what Peter meant to do, dragged the man’s head round by grabbing the collar of his sheepskin coat.


‘NO! Peter . . . I mean, Pete.’ He calmed his voice. ‘I was just thinking, that’s all. I had a bit of bad news today.’


‘So they told you then?’


George looked at him, perplexed.


‘Told me what?’ Peter could not detect the edge to George’s voice.


‘That they was “outing” you. It’s been common knowledge for months.’


George was dumbstruck. So everyone knew? Everyone but him. Everyone had been looking at him and laughing at him. Oh, yes, laughing at him. Laughing up their bloody sleeves at him!


Peter watched the amazed expression on George’s face turn to one of virulent anger. It shocked even him. He’d thought that George had known. Everyone else had. Sorry now, he put his hand on George’s arm.


‘Hey, I’m sorry, old man. Christ, I thought you knew. I really thought you knew.’


George took a deep breath.


‘No, Pete. I didn’t know. I really didn’t.’


George’s voice was his own once more. Quiet and polite. ‘I never even guessed.’


‘Come on, Georgie boy. Best thing that could happen really. I mean, what are you – fifty-eight? Fifty-nine?’


‘I’m fifty-one, Peter. Fifty-one.’


‘Oh. Well, never mind anyway. Get an early pension. Live a little. See the kids.’


‘I have no children, Peter. Elaine and I never . . .’


‘Oh.’


Peter was finding it increasingly difficult to find things to say. He himself had a wife, four children and a string of mistresses and one-night stands the length and breadth of the country. People like George amazed and intrigued him. How could you live fifty-one years and have nothing to look forward to? He saw himself in years to come, when he was a bit long in the tooth for affairs and fumbling encounters, living with his wife and watching his grandchildren grow up. With hundreds of happy memories to see him through the twilight years.


‘Come on, Georgie boy, drink up. Think of the great leaving do we’ll have for you! There, that’ll cheer you up.’ He snapped his fingers at the barmaid again. ‘Another round here, Viv, if you please.’


The pub was beginning to fill up and George watched Peter greet friends and acquaintances. He nodded hello at different introductions and all the time his mind was in a turmoil.


What the hell was Elaine going to say?


Elaine sat in the canteen at work and stirred her coffee listlessly.


George was not right, yet she had to admit he had been a lot better to live with these last few weeks. He had been lighthearted. Like before all the trouble.


She pushed the unpleasant thoughts from her mind. George had paid his debt to society. He had a clean slate. They had built themselves a new life of sorts. After twenty years, maybe it was time to let go of the past.


‘Oh, Elaine, I hate Fridays, don’t you?’


Margaret Forrester sat down at Elaine’s table and slipped off her shoes.


‘My feet will end up in the Guinness Book Of Records one of these days. The most swollen feet in the world.’


Elaine laughed at her friend.


‘Why do you insist on wearing those heels? Get yourself a pair of comfortable flats.’


‘No. My legs are me only vanity. I won’t let them go till I have to.’


Elaine shook her head. ‘Shall I get you a coffee?’


‘Oh, yes please, Elaine. And a bowl of cold water if they’ve got one.’


Elaine got her friend a coffee and they sat together chatting.


‘So where you off to on holiday then?’


Elaine shrugged.


‘Probably Bournemouth again.’


‘Oh, sod off, Elaine. No one goes to Bournemouth these days unless they go in a wheelchair. Why don’t you come to Spain with me and the girls? Sun, sand, sea, sex . . .’


Margaret did a little dance in her chair.


‘I can’t wait to get there! Last year we was in this hotel, right on the seafront, and next door was only a bloody parrot sanctuary. All bloody night the sodding things screeched. And you know Caroline from frozen foods? She threw all our shoes at them one night. Pissed out of our heads we was. We had to go and ask for them back the next day. It was a scream!’


Elaine smiled.


‘I don’t know, Margaret. George . . .’


‘Oh, balls to George! It’s only a hundred and twenty quid for the fortnight, full board. I know it’s in March and it’s not that hot. But, oh dear me, do we have a good time! Please come.’


For the first time in her life Elaine felt a surge of pleasure in doing the unexpected. George was quite capable of looking after himself.


Margaret put her hand on Elaine’s arm.


‘Come on, girl. Let your hair down before it’s too late.’


Elaine ran her tongue slowly over her teeth, then bit her lip. Margaret could see the indecision on her friend’s face.


‘All right then . . . I’ll go!’


Elaine began to laugh in excitement.


‘We’ll go and book it after work. That way you can’t change your mind.’


‘George will have a fit when I tell him.’


‘Let him! My old man did the first time, but as I said to him: “You only live once”.’


‘That’s the truth.’


Elaine bit her lip again. This time in excitement. Two whole weeks without George! Bliss . . .


Elaine heard the front door shut and squared her shoulders as if waiting to begin a fight. But George wouldn’t fight. George never fought about anything.


He would give her his wounded soldier look, his baffled schoolboy look, or his ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ look. She carried on mashing the potatoes. George entered the kitchen. Summoning every resource she had, Elaine put a smile on her face and looked at her husband.


‘Hello, George. Sit yourself down, the meal’s nearly ready.’


She saw George’s right eyebrow rise and forced herself to carry on mashing.


He sat in his usual seat at the table. The white Formica table that they had bought from MFI aeons ago. When white Formica tables had been important to them.


‘Have a good day?’ She was determined to be friendly.


Oh yes, Elaine, George thought, I had a great day. I was called into Mrs Denham’s office and all but kicked out of the firm on my arse. He put the back of his hand over his mouth. He must stop swearing to himself. One day he would forget and swear at Elaine.


‘Not bad, love. You?’ His voice was low and flat.


She put the mashed potato on the plates next to the pork chops. George watched her as she patted it into shape with her fingers. Then she began to ladle out the peas.


‘I had quite a good day actually, George.’


He allowed himself another lift of the eyebrow. Well, well, well. That was a turn up for the book. Elaine enjoying herself at work . . . If she was to be believed, she ran the whole store single-handed from her till.


‘That’s good, dear.’


Elaine was pouring the gravy and had to stifle an urge to pour it over George’s bald head.


‘That’s nice, dear. That’s good, dear. Hell’s bells, George! I’m your wife. You don’t have to be polite to your own wife.’


George could see the confusion in her face as she looked at him. Elaine was such a difficult woman. He could just imagine the reaction if he told her that she bored the arse off him. That her voice went through his head like a marauding migraine. That he wished she were dead so he could claim the insurance money.


Elaine put his dinner in front of him.


She was still talking, but George was on the special auto pilot he reserved for Elaine’s chatter about work.


‘Anyway, when they asked me . . . I mean, one of the girls had dropped out you see . . . I thought: Why not? I’d love to go to Spain.’


George was in the process of eating a piece of tough pork chop when he realised what she was saying.


‘Spain? Did you say Spain?’ Elaine heard the incredulity in his voice and it annoyed her. What did he think then? That she was not the Spain sort?


‘Yes, I said Spain, George. You know, where the Spanish people live.’


‘And you’re going? You . . . to Spain?’


Elaine put down her knife and fork, balancing them on the side of her plate.


‘Just what’s that supposed to mean?’


George opened his mouth to answer but Elaine was in full flood by then.


‘I suppose you think of Spain as full of page three girls and blond Adonises? Well, let me tell you, George, the girls at work have a bloody good time there, mate. A bloody good time. And just for once in my life –’ she poked herself in the chest with her thumb – ‘I am going to join in with the real world. I am going to have fun. Have a laugh. I’m not too old to enjoy myself.


‘Let’s face it, if I waited for you to show me a good time, I’d be six feet under.’


George watched her face as she spoke. Her features were bunched like a screwed-up handkerchief and for one dreadful moment he imagined her topless on the beach.


Then he started to laugh. He laughed until the tears ran from his eyes and he had an attack of coughing. He laughed while Elaine slapped him on the back to stop him choking. Finally he was too weak to laugh any more and slowly his breathing returned to normal.


She was staring down at him, bewildered.


‘I am sorry, Elaine. Sorry for laughing. It’s just that you gave me a shock. I mean, you’ve never wanted to go before, have you? And now out of the blue . . . You go, Elaine. You go and enjoy yourself. I can just see you with a lovely tan. It will do you the world of good.’


She was nonplussed. She had a sneaking feeling that George was taking the piss.


He read her mind and spoke again.


‘I laughed because after all these years you can still surprise me.’


Elaine relaxed.


‘Shall I open a bottle of wine, dear? To celebrate?’


‘Yes, George. Do that. You do that.’


She sat back at the table and resumed her meal. She was too hard on George, that was the trouble. He was pleased that she was going off to enjoy herself. He didn’t begrudge her a little time away from him. She made up her mind to be more friendly, try and understand him a bit better. A short while later they clinked glasses.


‘To Spain, my dear.’


‘To Spain.’


They finished their meal in peace, and George left Elaine finishing the bottle of wine while he went for a walk.


George walked the streets for twenty minutes, his hands deep in his pockets and his head burrowed into the neck of his overcoat. He liked the winter months, liked the anonymity the dark nights created. He made his way to Motherwell Street and walked slowly along the lines of houses.


How the hell was he going to break the news to Elaine about his redundancy? From what he could gather from Renshaw, he would be out on his ear in February. He shuddered. He had calmed her tonight but that wouldn’t last long. He closed his eyes briefly, pondering his problem. His redundancy would only make her more convinced that he was an all round loser.


Geraldine O’Leary smiled at herself in her mirror. Still not satisfied with her make-up, she applied more fuchsia pink lipstick. Opening her mouth wide, she spread it liberally then rubbed her lips together. She smiled at herself again, satisfied. Picking up her hairbrush, she began to pull it through her long brown hair, the electricity crackling as she did so.


Mick O’Leary watched his wife from the bed. Even after twelve years she could still excite him. At thirty-four she was the mother of his three children and did not look much older than the day he’d married her. He gazed at her as she slipped on her bra and pants. Their eyes met and they smiled, an intimate smile.


‘I wish you wouldn’t go tonight, Gerry.’


‘I don’t want to go, Mick. But if I stay home I’ll regret it next week, you know that. Fifteen quid is fifteen quid. And Christmas will be here soon . . .’ Her voice trailed off.


Mick sighed. Getting off the bed, he pulled on his trousers.


 



‘I suppose you’re right. You’re not wearing that blouse, are you?’


Geraldine looked down at the blouse she was buttoning up. ‘Why? What’s wrong with it?’


‘You can see your bra through it.’


‘Oh, Mick! You’re crazy . . .’


‘Well, I don’t like the thought of men looking at my wife.’


‘Women come in the wine bar as well, you know.’ She pursed her lips at him and he laughed.


‘Not as good-looking as you though, girl.’


Geraldine smiled and slipped on a black skirt. Then she stepped into her high-heeled shoes and sprayed herself liberally with perfume.


Checking her make-up one last time, she left the bedroom with her husband and they went downstairs.


Sophie, Donald and Grania, aged three, five and ten respectively, looked up as they came into the lounge.


‘See you all later, and be good for Daddy.’


Sophie, in pink pyjamas, put out her arms for a cuddle and Geraldine picked her up, smelling the babyness of her and cuddling the little girl to her chest.


‘You be good, madam.’ She looked over at her husband who had sat down and picked up the TV section of the paper.


‘Don’t let her play you up. Eight o’clock is bedtime for the three of you.’


Grania and Donald groaned.


‘I mean it. Or no sweets tomorrow.’


 



She placed Sophie on the couch with her brother and sister and pulled on her coat. As she buttoned it up she gave her orders.


‘There’s some chicken left in the fridge, Mick, if you fancy a sandwich, and I got you in some beers. Oh, and before I forget, I’ve left my Avon order by the phone. The girl will be calling around tonight.’


‘You just get yourself off, Gerry. I’ll sort out this end. See you later, love.’


She kissed him on the mouth.


‘Be careful, Gerry, and don’t take any lip. Right?’


Geraldine looked down at her husband’s face and grinned. ‘Right. ’Bye, kids.’


She kissed them all in turn and went from the house. The cold wind hit her in the face as she shut her front door and began walking the half mile to the wine bar where she worked. As she walked, she made Christmas lists in her head. She had already got most of the stuff for the two eldest. Grania had a bike which was at this minute hidden in her mother-in-law’s shed and Donald had an Atari game. She was deliberating whether to get Sophie a kiddies’ kitchen set or a doll’s pram when she turned into Vauxhall Drive.


She instinctively pulled her coat tighter around her. She hated this bit. The road was wide and pitted, banked on the left-hand side by woods. She had played in the woods many times as a child and knew every inch of them. Yet still they gave her the creeps. It was so dark, and only a couple of the houses were now lived in. The others had been demolished to make way for a new development that had never been built. Many years ago this had been the ‘good’ end of town. Now it flanked the woods on one side and the council estate on the other and the large Victorian dwellings were gradually being razed to the ground.


Her heels clattered on the uneven pavement as she walked and the sound comforted her. She could see the end of the road ahead and relaxed.


Silly cow! she chided herself. Frightened of shadows!


She began to walk faster, the lights at the end of the road like beacons drawing her towards them.


George had been standing in the entrance of the woods for about fifteen minutes. He looked at the luminous dial on his watch. Here she came. Right on time. It was a quarter past seven.


He swallowed and flexed fingers that were now encased in white cotton gloves.


As Geraldine passed him he stepped out from his hiding place and grabbed her hair. The long brown hair that was her best feature.


As she opened her mouth to scream, George grabbed her under the jaw and began dragging her into the woods. As she kicked out to free herself she lost one of her shoes. She was terrified.


George was puffing and panting; she was bigger than he’d thought. He dragged her along with difficulty, her muffled cries annoying him. He still had a good hold on her hair and jaw. Pulling her sideways with all his strength, he threw her down.


Geraldine hit the ground with such force it winded her. She lay in the dirt, stunned for a moment. But only a moment. George saw her pull herself to her hands and knees, and as she tried to rise he kicked her as hard as he could in the stomach, sending her reeling back on to the ground.


Geraldine was holding her stomach with both hands when she saw the man kneeling beside her. Gathering up every ounce of strength she had left she rolled away from him, trying to get to her feet.


George watched the woman rolling away again and tutted. She was getting on his nerves now. Picking up a piece of wood which lay close to hand he brought it back over his head and slammed it down on her skull. He watched her crumple and sighed with relief. He sat quietly beside her for a few moments until he got his breath back and his heart stopped hammering in his ears. Then, pulling out his handkerchief, he wiped his forehead clean of sweat.


Happier now, he looked at the woman. She was lying on her back with her head turned away from him and he smiled to himself. Good! He didn’t want her watching him. Going to her, he began to unbutton her coat. George decided he liked her coat and opened it up gently. Then, humming to himself, he began to pull off her skirt. No tights on, and in this weather as well! He tutted to himself again. Her limbs felt heavy as he undid her blouse and laid it back neatly with her coat. Still humming, he looked down at her bra. In the dimness he could just make out a piece of plastic. He fiddled about with it for a second and then her breasts seemed to burst out of it into his hands. She had been wearing a front fastening bra – she must have known what was going to happen! George caressed her breasts. He was feeling a deep tenderness towards the woman now. Then he used the knife to cut off her panties.


While he carried out his ministrations he felt the excitement building up within him. And such was his feeling of ecstatic happiness as he pulled her legs open, he had to stifle the cry that had gathered in his throat.


This was what she wanted. This was what they all wanted.


It was when George lay across her, spent and replete, that he found out why she had not moved at all during his little ‘game’.


The lump of wood, so convenient, had contained a six-inch nail. It had been forced through her skull and into her brain.


George looked at her and tutted once more.


It was her own fault. All her own fault. Women always caused trouble. They were just so bloody stupid . . . Stupid fucking bitches! Bringing his fist back he smashed it into her face as hard as he could.


Mick O’Leary looked at the policewoman’s face in disbelief. He had been up all night and thought that maybe his mind was playing tricks on him.


‘What did you say?’


The WPC had never felt so bad in all her life. She saw the three children huddled together on the settee. Their father’s fear had communicated itself to them. She could have cried herself.


‘Your wife was found an hour ago, Mr O’Leary. She’s been murdered.’


The WPC watched the man’s face crumple before her eyes, and put her arm around his shoulders.


‘Not my Gerry . . . Not my lovely Gerry. Please tell me that it’s not true? Please?’


Mick O’Leary’s voice broke as he spoke the last word and he put his hands to his face, the tears bursting through his fingers like a dam.


‘Dad! Don’t cry, Daddy!’


Ten-year-old Grania pulled her younger brother and sister into her arms. She had never seen her daddy cry before.


‘I want my mum. When’s my mummy coming home?’


At the same moment as Mick O’Leary was being told that his world had been ripped apart, George Markham was cooking his wife a nice breakfast.


Elaine walked into the kitchen, the smell of eggs and bacon making her mouth water.


‘Oh, George, I would have done that.’


He actually laughed.


‘I wanted to do it for you, my love. I do love you, you know, Elaine.’


‘Do you, George?’


For some unknown reason his saying that he loved her depressed her more than anything else he could have done.


George held out her chair for her and she sat down at the table.


‘Eat that up, my dear.’


Elaine stared at the eggs, bacon and tomatoes, and her appetite came back.


George watched her eat.


That’s why you’re so fat, Elaine, he thought, because you’re a greedy bitch.


‘Now then, my dear, what’s it to be? Tea or coffee?’ His voice was as polite as ever.


But George had a secret. A very important and exciting secret that he would not tell to a living soul.


He ate his own breakfast. For some reason he had a ravenous appetite this morning.







Chapter Three


Elaine sat at her till in the supermarket. Every customer who had passed through the large glass doors today had had only one thing on their minds: the rape and murder of Geraldine O’Leary. Since the body had been found, Grantley had been buzzing with news, views and assumptions. While tills crashed around her and people packed their shopping Elaine chatted to a customer, a woman who had known the victim.


‘It makes me go all funny, just thinking about it.’ The woman paused to force a large packet of cornflakes into her shopping bag.


‘I mean, poor Gerry, she had three of the most gorgeous children you’re ever likely to see. And she was happily married.’ She nodded her head sagely. ‘And how many can say that in this day and age?’


‘You’re right there. So who found her then?’


The woman rearranged her silk scarf. In the heat of the supermarket it was beginning to make her head itch.


‘It was a young kid. He was on his way to deliver the papers. Well, he used the cut through from Vauxhall Drive and there she was . . . dead as a bleeding doornail!’ She shook her head again.


‘I bet this will just be the start. You mark my words. This is just the start.’


Elain grimaced and totalled her till.


‘Seventeen pounds and eighty-five pence, please.’


The woman opened her purse and took out a twenty-pound note. ‘Bleeding daylight robbery, if you ask me. I ain’t even got the makings of a dinner here!’


Elaine smiled in sympathy but her mind was still with Geraldine O’Leary. Poor woman, to die like that. She shuddered.


Giving the woman her change, she went on to the next customer.


 



The whole of Grantley was appalled and shocked at the rape and murder. Every woman knew that it could easily have been her and they were all frightened.


Frightened and excited. Because nothing like this had ever happened in Grantley before.


Detective Inspector Kate Burrows looked down at the body and winced.


Detective Sergeant Willis watched her surreptitiously, smiling slightly as he watched her blanch.


Who, he wondered, in their right mind, would give a female copper a rape and murder? Women were too emotional for this type of thing.


He looked Kate up and down on the sly. Not a bad-looking bird for her age. Bit flat-chested to his mind, but she had good legs and nice eyes. Deep brown eyes that matched her hair exactly.


Willis dragged his mind back to the present as the pathologist spoke again.


‘The nail entered the head here.’ He pointed to Geraldine’s temple. ‘On the left-hand side, where it entered the brain. I would say that death was instantaneous. We found traces of semen on her thighs and breasts, which is unusual in these cases. Only a small amount was inside the vagina.’


The man rubbed his eyes with the forefinger and thumb of his right hand.


‘The blow to the face was administered after she had died. As you can see, he crushed the nose. She has several broken ribs. I would hazard a guess that she had been kicked. Kicked very hard as one of the ribs broke and punctured a lung.’


He shook his head. ‘A very brutal attack. Very calculated. She has scratches and particles of dirt on her knees. My guess is that she put up a fairly good fight.’


‘Any skin under the nails? Anything else for us to go on?’ Kate’s voice was low and subdued.


He shook his head. ‘Nothing, I’m afraid. Of course we can get a DNA reading from the semen . . .’ His voice trailed off. He shrugged. ‘Maybe some traces of hair or fibre will turn up off her clothes. I’ll let you know.’ The pathologist began combing Geraldine’s pubic hair slowly and carefully, his mind back on his job. Kate turned away from the woman’s rapidly greying body.


‘Thanks.’


She walked from the mortuary and Willis followed her. Neither spoke until they were back in the canteen at Grantley Police Station sipping cups of coffee.


‘Look, don’t let it get to you, love. These things happen.’


Kate stared at the younger man, frowning in concentration. She took a deep breath.


‘How dare you?’ Her voice was low and filled with rage. Willis was shocked. ‘How dare you patronise me like that? Just who the hell do you think you are? “These things happen”! Is that what you honestly believe?’


Her voice was incredulous. ‘Do you think that Mrs Geraldine O’Leary is standing in heaven thinking: These things happen. Do you think her husband and children are just shrugging their shoulders thinking: These things happen!’


Her voice was beginning to rise and Willis looked around him in embarrassment.


‘These things don’t just happen, boy.’ She stressed the last word. ‘Out there somewhere is a murdering rapist. Do you understand the enormity of that? Do you? Well, DO YOU?’


Willis sat rigid in his seat, crimson with shame. Everyone in the room had gone quiet and was sitting watching them.


‘It means that for the majority of women normal living will now be curtailed at four-thirty when it gets dark. It means that women who live alone or whose husbands work nights will be sitting uneasily in their own homes. It means that even locked in a car driving along they will not feel safe. It means that parents with young daughters will be sick with apprehension until they return from school, work, wherever they may have been. The list is bloody endless! How dare you sit there and tell me these things happen?


‘And one last thing, while we’re getting ourselves sorted out. I am a Detective Inspector. I am your boss. So in future you address me as such. In the six months I have been here there has been a general lack of respect, and as from today your lackadaisical attitude stops.’


Getting up from her seat, Kate stormed from the canteen, leaving a hush behind her.


Willis sighed heavily and one of his friends, DS Spencer, went to his table.


‘So the vixen’s got claws, has she? Flash bitch! If she’d spoken to me like that I’d have punched her in the mouth.’


A female voice from a nearby table said, ‘Very macho, Spencer. Sure you ain’t the rapist? I hear the victim had a broken nose.’


‘Get stuffed!’ Spencer went back to his cronies and sat down.


‘Bloody women. Whoever it was who let them in the force in the first place wants psychiatric help. As for that Burrows . . . Uppity cow!’


‘She’s been put in charge of the murder and rape, so you’d best get used to it.’


Spencer looked at the speaker. ‘Well, let’s see how well she does, shall we? Personally she gets on my wick.’


‘Maybe that’s what’s wrong with you, Spencer. She won’t be getting on your wick.’


Everyone laughed.


Spencer picked up his cup of tea and with his free hand shoved his middle finger under the other man’s nose.


‘Spin on it, Fisher.’


Fisher grinned.


‘Only if you ask me nicely!’ He fluttered his eyelashes suggestively.


Spencer drank his tea down. Bloody women. It would take a rape to bring out their true colours. He wouldn’t mind but the silly bitch O’Leary had probably been asking for it.


Kate Burrows sat in her office and tried to calm down. She admitted that she had been hard on Willis, but he got on her nerves. Most of the plain clothes at Grantley CID got on her nerves. She rubbed her hand over her face. She had been on the receiving end of discrimination since she had joined the force, it was an occupational hazard. But this lot here . . .


She turned her attention to the file in front of her. She wanted every bit of information imprinted on her brain. As in most of the cases she worked on, she wanted to be more knowledgeable than her male counterparts. She began to read.


A little while later there was a tap on her door.


‘Come in.’


The door opened and Willis walked into the room.


‘Yes?’ Her voice was clipped.


Willis nodded. ‘Ma’am, Superintendent Ratchette would like to see you, if you’re not too busy.’


‘Thank you, Willis.’


She watched him turn and walk meekly from the room. Mentally, Kate licked her finger and chalked one up to herself.


‘You wanted to see me, sir?’


Superintendent Ratchette smiled at her as she entered his office.


‘Sit down, Kate. I suppose you know that we have had the nationals on to us already?’


She grimaced. ‘I didn’t know, but I guessed it wouldn’t take long.’


‘Well, as usual they’re making a nuisance of themselves. We must try and contain this as much as possible. Hopefully this is just a one-off thing. It’s all we need, especially with Christmas not two weeks away.’ Superintendent Ratchette’s voice was tired and Kate felt sorry for him.


‘Well, at the moment, sir, there’s not that much to go on. We’re hoping that forensic will show something up. I’ve already arranged the door-to-door, it’s within a mile radius. The usual thing. Every male from fourteen to sixty-five will be interviewed – their make of car checked, where they work, where they were between six thirty p.m. and seven a.m. Oh, and before I forget, I’ve made DS Dawkins the office manager. She’s good.’


Superintendent Ratchette raised a bushy grey eyebrow. ‘I bet that went down well, didn’t it?’


‘Not really.’ Kate laughed ruefully. ‘Two women on a big case. Makes male CID eyes red just thinking about it!’


Ratchette laughed out loud. He liked Kate Burrows.


‘Well, whatever you think, Kate, it’s your case. If you could just keep me informed of any developments, as and when they occur?’


‘Of course, sir. But I don’t like the feel of this one. Geraldine O’Leary worked at Rudys wine bar, but from what I can gather she was not a woman who encouraged men, although she was good-looking and would obviously attract them. We’re checking out all the customers anyway. Most are local men. Her husband was babysitting last night and a woman called Conroy called around at seven-thirty to collect an Avon order and stayed chatting till gone eight when Geraldine O’Leary’s mother came round to drop off some Christmas presents. There’s no way it’s the husband. His alibi is watertight.’


Ratchette nodded at her.


‘Looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you.’


Kate stifled a yawn. It had been a long day and it still wasn’t over.


‘I have a feeling this is going to be a tough one, sir, a very tough one.’


George walked into his house and was grateful for the warmth of the central heating. He was freezing. Under his arm he had the local paper. He could hear Elaine clattering around as she cooked. Taking off his overcoat, he hung it up in the hall cupboard and silently entered the kitchen.


Elaine turned from the sink and jumped.


‘Oh, George! You gave me a start. I didn’t hear you come in!’


She waved her hand in front of her face as if cooling herself down.


He smiled.


‘Sorry, dear.’ He sat at the table and looked at the paper. He smiled wider. Across the front page in large black letters was one word: MURDER.


Settling himself into his chair, George began to read. This morning the body of a woman had been found in Grantley Woods. She had been raped and murdered . . . He felt the familiar excitement flow through his veins. The victim was a Mrs Geraldine O’Leary, a thirty-two-year-old mother of three.


The poor children! The poor, poor children. Shaking his head, he began to read again.


Elaine placed a cup of tea by his hand and he looked up at her.


‘Isn’t it terrible, George? That poor woman. Those poor little children losing their mother like that, and just before Christmas as well.’ George was surprised at the emotion in Elaine’s voice.


‘It’s all we’ve talked about at work. I mean, no woman’s safe, is she?’


George tutted and shook his head. ‘You be careful, Elaine.’ He pointed a finger at her. ‘Promise me you’ll get a taxi home from work? I don’t want you standing at bus stops in the dark.’


She stared at her husband and then smiled.


‘Oh, George! You old silly.’


Despite herself Elaine felt an enormous surge of pleasure at his concern. Getting taxis home from work! Well, she would, because as George said it wasn’t safe for her to be standing at bus stops in the dark.


She started to dish up the dinner.


Later in the evening, the sex murder was reported on Thames News. Elaine shook her head sadly. But George smiled. His secret smile that just showed his teeth.


Kate finally arrived home at eleven fifteen. She pulled into her drive and decided that she just couldn’t be bothered to park the car in the garage. She was too tired. Getting out of the car she locked it, stifling a large yawn.


The front door was opened as she approached it and a woman of indeterminate age practically pulled her into the hallway.


‘Get yourself in now, love, you must be frozen. I’ve got your dinner in the oven keeping warm.’


Kate smiled to herself. Her mother still thought she was eighteen.


‘Where’s Lizzy?’


‘Oh, she’s in the bath, she’ll be down soon. I heard about the terrible goings on today. Scandalous, bloody scandalous! Was it the husband?’


Kate followed her mother through the lounge and into the kitchen, where on a small breakfast bar her knife and fork were laid out. She sat on the stool gratefully and accepted a cup of steaming coffee.


‘It wasn’t the husband, Mum.’


Evelyn O’Dowd wasn’t listening which did not disturb Kate. Her mother never listened to anyone or anything.


‘It’s usually the husband or some other relative . . .’


Evelyn opened the oven and Kate felt her mouth water as the tantalising aroma of a good beef casserole wafted towards her.


‘Be careful of that plate now, it’s roasting.’


‘Thanks, Mum, this is just what I needed.’


‘I’ve made soda bread to go with it.’


Evelyn O’Dowd was tiny and thin, like a little bird. She had black eyes that darted continually and never settled on anything. She wore black all the time which accentuated her thinness. She still looked after her forty-year-old daughter as if she was ten. Kate loved her.


As she broke off a piece of bread her mother sat opposite her with a cup of coffee and the ever present cigarette. Taking a large draw on it, she blew smoke across the breakfast bar and smiled.


‘What a feather this one will be in your cap – when you finally solve it, of course. Which you will, I’m sure of that.’ It was said with absolute certainty.


‘Well, we’re doing the best we can, it’s early days yet, Mum.’


Kate ate the food with an enthusiasm that pleased her mother no end.


‘If only your father could have lived to see you, he’d have died of happiness!’


Kate grinned to herself. Her mother’s Irish sayings were not only unintelligible most of the time, they were often highly amusing – though Evelyn didn’t always think so.


Declan O’Dowd had been a London docker and had made sure his two children received a good education. Kate’s elder brother now lived in Australia to where he had emigrated to twenty years before. He was a civil engineer and had a wife and five children whom Kate and her mother had never seen in the flesh. Kate had made her career in the police force. Declan O’Dowd had died a happy man shortly after she had passed out from Hendon.


Kate’s mother had come to live with her shortly after Lizzy, her daughter, had been born. Danny Burrows, Kate’s husband, had left her when Lizzy was three months old. He showed up periodically over the years, turned everyone’s world upside down and then disappeared again. Kate was secretly dreading this Christmas because he was due on one of his flying visits. Lizzy adored her father, which made it hard for Kate to keep everything on an even keel.


She heard her daughter patter into the room in her slippers.


‘Hello, Mum. I heard about the murder. Me and Gran watched it on the news.’


‘Hello, baby, come and give us a kiss.’


Lizzy went to her mother and put her arms around her. At sixteen she was exquisite. Sometimes the beauty of her own daughter made Kate frightened. Lizzy had the O’Dowd darkness, like her mother and grandmother, but she also had porcelain white skin and startling violet eyes. She looked sixteen going on twenty-five. Unlike her mother she was full-chested, already a thirty-six B and still growing by the looks of her. She was as tall as her mother but far more graceful. One thing she had not inherited from Kate was brains. Though shrewd enough in her own way, she was no scholar, had no interest in anything academic. She worked now in the local Boots, filling shelves and waiting for the magical day they trained her for the tills. That was the height of her ambition and Kate accepted this.


‘How was your day then, love?’


‘Not bad, Mum, the usual. With the Christmas rush, we just don’t stop. I never even had my coffee break today. Mr Williams the manager said I was doing very well indeed, though.’


She put on a very posh voice for the last part and Kate and Evelyn laughed. Kate broke off some more soda bread and mopped up the gravy on her plate.


‘Shall I run you a nice bath, Mum? I got some bath crystals from the Body Shop last week. It’s the aromatherapy range. They’re lavender and supposed to make you relax.’


‘That would be gorgeous. Today has been pretty hectic.’


Lizzy went from the room and Kate and her mother smiled at one another.


‘Sure, she’s a good girl, Katie. That fellow’s been ringing her again. I think it’s love.’


Kate lit herself a cigarette from her mother’s pack and pushed her plate away from her.


‘Well, she’s young, the boys are bound to be after her.’


‘True, Katie, but I worry about her. I don’t think she realises the effect she has on them, you know.’


‘That’s part of her charm, I think. We’ll keep an eye on her.’


‘That we will. Now you smoke your fag while I clear this lot away. You’ll need all the sleep you can get, I’m thinking.’


Kate grinned again. Her mother was not happy unless she was looking after someone. Over the last sixteen years, Kate did not know what she would have done without her.


Going up to the bathroom a little while later, she lay in the steaming and fragrant water. She had been working for sixteen hours non-stop. She had seen a woman practically dismembered on a mortuary slab, had set up an incident room, and had organised over thirty policemen and women for the door to door inquiry. She had at her fingertips information about anyone and everyone.


Yet her mother still made her feel like a child. And after a day like this, it felt good.


George lay in bed with Elaine. He listened to her deep snores and smiled into the darkness. Every time he thought of Geraldine O’Leary he felt great.


Once more he replayed in his mind what he had done. He took himself through the act step by step, congratulating himself on his cleverness.


Then he frowned.


Into his mind’s eye came pictures of his mother. He wiped his hand across his face in the darkness as if that would erase them. He saw his mother as she had been when he was a child. Her bright red hair, naturally red not dyed like Elaine’s, was shining in the sunlight. Her sea green eyes were sparkling mischievously, and George could see himself smiling back at her. He could see the room: the cast-iron fireplace with the dried flowers in the hearth, the Victorian prints on the flock wallpaper and the black leather Chesterfield. He could also see the pipe and the bag and the china bowl.


George tried to shut out the images but they were too strong. He lay in bed and watched.


‘Come to Mummy, Georgie boy.’ Her voice was a caress. She held out her arms to the little boy in front of her. In the distance Georgie could hear the sounds of the anti-aircraft fire. He stood silently in front of her.


She spoke again, her voice harder this time.


‘I said, come to Mummy, Georgie.’


The little boy looked at the doorway and his mother laughed.


‘Come in, kids!’ Her voice was loud.


George looked at the doorway with frightened eyes. He watched his elder sister and brother come into the room.


‘Lie on the floor, Georgie boy.’


The child shook his head and began to edge his way backwards. He watched his mother’s red-lipsticked mouth twist into an ugly shape.


‘Don’t annoy Mummy, Georgie. Just lie on the floor.’


The child watched the others make a semicircle around him. His elder brother Joseph was so close he could smell the odour of bull’s eyes coming from him.


He closed his eyes at the inevitable. She had already given them the sweets. They would want this over with as quickly as possible. He felt the familiar sensation of ice water in his bowels as the older children pulled him to the ground. He felt a surge of hatred for his mother as his shorts and underpants were pulled off. He felt the contained violence from the others as they held him, face down on the floor.


He began to cry. Slowly at first, then violently, painfully, as his mother began pushing the rubber piping into his rectum. He tried to fight but it was useless. He felt the warmth of the soapy water hitting his bowels and then he felt the sick, wrenching feeling as they emptied. He winced as she ripped the rubber tubing from inside him. Then it was all over.


He lay on the floor looking up into his mother’s smiling face. The sweat was standing out on his forehead, and he felt the waves of nausea washing over him.


Then he saw his mother’s heavily made-up face approaching his own, felt the coolness of her lips as they sucked at his mouth.


‘That feels better, doesn’t it, Georgie boy?’


Lying on the floor of the parlour, weak and sick, he nodded at her. Fighting back the words.


Then his mother picked him up in her arms tenderly and took him to his bed. He felt the coolness of the sheets that smelt of Lux soap flakes and then the red pain in his behind.


He saw her smile again.


‘You’re Mummy’s little soldier, what are you?’


The child watched her through tear-filled lashes and sighed, sending a shudder through his thin little body.


‘I’m Mummy’s little soldier.’


Then he was pulled up from the bed and held against her ample bosom while she rained kisses all over his face and neck.


George watched it all as if it was a film. He closed his eyes to shut out the sight. But his mother just would not go away.


She never went away.


It was Saturday and George was alone in the house. After carefully washing up the breakfast things and putting them away, he made himself a pot of tea. While it brewed on the kitchen table he walked down the garden to his shed and brought back his scrapbooks.


Sitting at the kitchen table, he settled himself down and opened the first book. He felt the anticipation course through his veins as he looked at the familiar pictures and smiled.


Soon he would have his own album of death with pictures of his victims instead of Peter Sutcliffe’s. He had already started it.


George took a sip of his tea and began to read, though he knew the words off by heart. After a while he glanced at his watch. It was nearly lunchtime. He had hours yet until Elaine came home from work. He decided to watch his video. He clenched his fists tightly with sheer elation at his good luck.


No Elaine. No noise. No company.


Putting the scrapbooks back in the shed, he locked up the house, closed the front-room curtains, unplugged the phone and put on his new film.


As the pictures flickered before him, George finally relaxed.


The girl on the video looked just like Geraldine O’Leary and the most violent of the men looked just like him.


This was what they wanted. This was what they all wanted. Walking around, covered in make-up and perfume. Even the very young girls. He knew all about them.


In his agitation George started to blink rapidly.


He had seen films of school girls. The real life ones were as bad. Learning to be sluts, every last one of them. Oh, he had watched them, walking to school. He began to nod his head. Bare-legged, some of them. With bouncing bosoms, emphasised by their school uniforms. Oh, he knew all about women. Dying for it, the majority of them. Just dying for it. Well, he would show a few of them before he was much older. Oh, yes. He would show them.


The girl on the television screen was dead.


George cleared his mind. This was the best bit.


He smiled.


Detective Sergeant Amanda Dawkins brought Kate a cup of coffee.


‘Thanks. I could do with this.’


The other woman smiled. ‘You look beat.’


Kate nodded. ‘I feel terrible. I didn’t have a very good night and today isn’t much better.’


Amanda sat down opposite her.


‘Well, we’re gradually collating all the door-to-door info. The thing with this type of inquiry is that everyone with a grudge against their neighbour tries to implicate them.’


‘I know. The thing is that for every five hundred screwball accusations, there are normally one or two that are worth following up.’


‘Drink your coffee, ma’am. Before it gets cold.’


She grinned.


‘Call me Kate. I only threw my weight around yesterday because I am getting heartsick of this lot.’


She waved her arm in the direction of the male CID staff.


‘Bloody load of know-alls they are. Well, I’m going to make myself felt and heard from now on. I tried the friendly, tactful approach and it didn’t work.’


Amanda grinned, showing crooked white teeth.


‘This lot have never had a woman in charge of them before. It’s galling for them, to say the least.’


Kate sipped her coffee.


‘Shall I tell you something, Amanda?’


The girl nodded, a slight frown on her face at the other’s tone of voice.


‘I don’t give a toss what they think. If they give me any more hag, they’re off the case. I would appreciate it if you would be so kind as to set the rumour flying. Know what I mean?’


Amanda giggled.


‘I know exactly what you mean, ma’am.’


‘Kate.’


‘Sorry, Kate.’


‘That’s better. Now then, let’s get this show on the road because I have a feeling that this murder was only for starters. Whoever did it is getting ready for the main performance, and I want to find him before he does any more harm.’


Kate’s serious intention communicated itself to the younger woman. Amanda nodded at her boss, glad that she was going to be working with her and not one of the male officers.


DS Spencer was watching the two women. He sighed. Nudging his friend DS Willis, he poked his head in their direction, a frown on his ruddy face.


‘Looks like the Dolly Sisters are getting better acquainted.’ His voice was disgusted.


Willis shook his head in exasperation.


‘Oh, give it a rest, for Christ’s sake. She’s in charge and that’s that. Let’s just put all our combined experience together and find the bloody nutter who’s on the loose.’


Spencer’s face closed up.


‘Oh, yeah, of course. I suppose your experience with shoplifters and vandals will be invaluable, won’t it?’


Willis coloured slightly. He had not been a DS for long and this was his first big case. No one else had mentioned this fact except Spencer. But what more could he expect from the man? He was the most ignorant, bigoted and self-opinionated officer in the whole of the division.


‘Well, thanks for the little reminder, Spencer. All this new empathy policing should be just up your street, I reckon. Since we’re obviously looking for a complete and utter pratt, we can all just follow your line of thinking, can’t we?’


Spencer looked as if he had been slapped across the face. ‘You cheeky little bastard!’


Willis grinned. ‘And you’re a miserable old bastard. Know your trouble, Spencer? You never got further than DS, did you? Well, if you listened to yourself sometimes, you might find out why.’


Willis walked away, leaving Spencer open-mouthed with astonishment and rage. But against his will a phrase sprung to mind which he could not ignore: The truth hurts.


How many times had he said that to other people?


Too many.


He forced his mind back to the case, looking at the blown-up photograph of Geraldine O’Leary on the wall.


It was one of the pictures taken in the morgue. Her greying face with the splintered nose was pinned up beside another smaller photograph taken a few months previously by her husband. In it Geraldine was laughing, her eyes crinkled at the corners. She looked what she was: a beautiful young wife.


Spencer shrugged. Willis was right about one thing. The man who murdered her had to be caught, and fast. Before he struck again.







Chapter Four







1948



The two small boys walked fast. Driving rain was pelting into their faces. The smaller of the two had red-rimmed eyes and had obviously been crying. A large clap of thunder boomed overhead, followed by a flash of lightning that lit up the sky.


‘Come on, George, for Christ’s sake.’ The bigger boy began to drag his brother along by his coat sleeve. As they turned into a small cul-de-sac George tried to pull away.


‘I’m not going in there. I mean it.’


Joseph sighed loudly and faced his brother. He did not like the job he had been given. In his heart of hearts he couldn’t blame Georgie for running off, but their mother’s word was law. He looked into the terrified little face before him.


‘Look, Georgie, the sooner you get in there, the sooner it will be over. Now come on.’


He resumed dragging him along the pavement until they came to the house they both lived in. In the dark stormy light it looked sinister. The brickwork was stained black and the front door, even with its polished brass knocker, looked dingy. Joseph pulled his brother up the garden path and banged the knocker hard. The door was opened almost immediately by a mousy-haired girl of fifteen. She looked at her youngest brother with tenderness.


‘She’s a bit quieter now, George. Hurry up out of your wet things.’


They walked into the hallway and he pulled off his wet coat slowly. His heart was hammering in his chest. The house always seemed to smell of cabbage; the odour hung on the air, making him feel sick. It mingled with the smell of beeswax polish, and the heaviness of it burned his quivering nose.


‘Is he gone?’ Joseph’s voice was a whisper.


The girl shook her head.


‘You go on upstairs, I’ll take Georgie in.’ The brother and sister looked into each other’s eyes. Joseph turned away, unable to face his sister any longer. He forced himself to smile at the little boy beside him.


‘I’ll wait upstairs for you. Micky Finnigan gave me some comics yesterday. You can read them after me if you like.’


Georgie nodded and swallowed deeply. His grey eyes seemed to have taken possession of his whole face.


‘Pull your socks up, Georgie.’ He did as he was told. Clumsily he dragged the thick woollen garments up his shins. The three stood stock still as they heard a movement from the front room. Then Joseph ran lightly up the stairs as if the devil was after him. George felt his hands begin to tremble as the front-room door opened and a harsh light fell across him.


‘So you’re back home, are you?’ His mother’s voice was hard and low. She held the door open for him and at a little push from his sister he walked through. His mother’s fist hit him in the back of his head and sent him careering into the room.


‘Mum . . . Mum! Don’t hit him, Mum!’


Nancy Markham turned to her daughter. ‘Get upstairs now, before I give you more of the same.’


George lay on the cold lino, terrified. He watched as his mother knelt beside him and pushed her face close to his.


‘Run away from your mummy, would you, Georgie boy?’ She entwined her fingers in his hair and pulled his head towards her.


‘Where was you running off to this time?’


The child’s trembling communicated itself to her. She brought her red-stained lips back over her teeth and then, closing her eyes, began to lay into him. His skinny little body was unable to cushion the ferocious punching and he lay with his hands covering his head.


Upstairs Joseph lay listening to the muffled sounds of his brother’s beating. His mother’s foul-mouthed shouting reaching a crescendo.


Nancy stood up, her breathing laboured. ‘Now you go and apologise, Georgie boy.’


The child was sobbing, every so often gulping large draughts of air into his aching lungs. His nose had a thin trickle of blood running from it. He stood up unsteadily, grabbing the table for support.


‘You heard me, boy!’ She slapped the child hard across the face. He stumbled from the front room and through the connecting door to the kitchen.


He felt his mother stand close behind him and looked into the big man’s face.


‘Don’t you worry, Bert, I’ve given him such a larruping he won’t be so quick with his tongue in the future.’


The man looked at George with tiny dark eyes. The boy could smell the rancid odour of stale sweat and swallowed down the urge to vomit. The man’s belly was quivering as he moved to make himself more comfortable in his seat. His string vest was stained with tea and food. George tried to concentrate on the man’s red-veined, bloated face.


‘He ain’t saying much, Nance. What’s the matter, you little bastard? Cat got your tongue?’


George bit on his lip for a second.


‘I’m very sorry . . . I’m sorry.’


Nancy Markham put her face so close to her son’s he could smell her breath. ‘You know what else to say, Georgie boy.’


He swallowed and took another deep breath. ‘I’m sorry . . . Dad.’ The last word was barely audible.


‘Speak up, lad.’


‘I’m . . . sorry, Dad.’


The man saw the hatred in the child’s eyes. It was unmistakable. For one second he felt frightened, then pulling himself together he grinned, showing tobacco-stained teeth. This little runt was no more than five stone! He screwed up his eyes and made himself look as ferocious as possible, wanting to intimidate the child.


‘You remember to call me that, boy.’ He poked his finger at George. Then he looked at Nancy and bellowed: ‘Where’s me fucking tea, woman? Get this little shit out of me sight and get yourself sorted!’


Nancy pushed George out of her way and stood in front of the man.


‘Don’t you talk to me like that, Bert Higgins . . .’


He pulled his enormous bulk from the chair and brought his fist back.


‘You want a right-hander, Nance, or what? You might be able to sort out little kids but don’t ever think you can order me around!’


George watched his mother’s face as she battled with herself as to whether to carry on fighting or whether to retreat. As usual her fighting temper came to the fore and George bolted from the room as her hand went to the teapot on the table and she flung it at Bert.


George took the stairs two at a time, his injuries forgotten in the panic to get away from them. He rushed into the bedroom he shared with Joseph, straight for his sister’s arms. He began to sob again as he heard the crashing from below. Edith caressed the short-cropped head, wincing every time a loud crash thundered up from below. She saw Joseph lying on the bed staring at the ceiling and felt a sense of futility.


‘Oh, please God, make them kill one another. Please make them both die.’


Her anguished voice was muffled with tears. Since Bert Higgins had moved into the house eighteen months earlier their lives had been even more disrupted than usual. Nancy had found in him a bully who was even more violent than she was. They had been alternately loved to death or beaten within an inch of their lives ever since they could remember. But since the advent of Bert, things had gradually grown worse. Their mother had never been stable; now she was positively deranged. Her main outlet for her frustrations was George. Edith did her best to keep him from her mother’s rages but lately it was getting more and more difficult. Bert drank, her mother drank, and the children, mainly George, took the brunt of it. Edith had been given the task of cleaning the house. Nancy Markham had pretensions to respectability, even blind drunk.


All three stood rooted to the spot as they heard their mother running across the front room and out into the hall. Her heavy footfalls on the stairs were followed by Bert’s.


‘Talk to me like that, would you, you slut? You bloody big fat slut!’


‘Take your filthy hands off of me, Bert Higgins, I’m warning you now.’


They listened to the scuffle on the stairs and then heard a thud and all went quiet. The three looked at each other in consternation.


‘Nancy? Nance?’ Bert’s voice was low and filled with fear.


Edith pushed George from her and ran from the room.


‘Oh my God!’ She ran down the stairs and pushed Bert roughly away. Her mother was lying sprawled on the stairs, her head bleeding profusely from the temple.


‘I never meant it, she fell and hit her head.’


Edith ignored the man and examined her mother. It was a flesh wound. As she peered at it, Nancy’s eyes opened and she pushed the girl away from her.


‘Get away out of it, you.’ Joseph and George stood at the top of the stairs dumbstruck.


Nancy put her hand to her head and brought the fingers away blood-stained.


‘You bastard! I’m bleeding.’


‘Look, Nancy, I’m sorry. Honestly, darlin’, I wouldn’t hurt you for the world, you know that. I could cut me hands off.’


Edith walked slowly up the stairs. She knew she wasn’t needed any more. It was the same thing over and over again. No worries about Georgie who would be bruised for a week or ten days, and who would get another hiding between times. No concern for Joseph who was getting iller and iller with his nerves each week. Not a thought for Edith who had to keep everyone together. Let’s just worry about Mummy and her bloody head. A bloody head she asked for, to all intents and purposes.


‘Come on, you two.’ She pushed the two boys into the bedroom and closed the door.


A while later the three heard Bert and their mother enter their own bedroom and the squeaking of the bed springs and loud groans that heralded their making up.







Chapter Five







23 December 1989



Mandy Kelly pulled her coat tighter across her breasts. It was freezing. Her toes in her flat-heeled boots had already gone numb. She would murder Kevin when he finally arrived. She looked at her watch again. It was eight fifteen, he was a quarter of an hour late. She stood by the light of the phone box and stamped her feet. She wouldn’t mind but he had her car, and if she got a taxi her father would guess immediately what had happened and then all hell would break loose. Plus it was Saturday night and they were supposed to be going out to eat with her father and his new girlfriend. Well, she had to be honest, she wasn’t worried about missing that so much, but her father would be upset. Sod Kevin! He always did this to her.


She pushed her hands deeper into the pockets of her sheepskin. The cold night air was burning her lungs with every breath she took. The street was deserted except for the occasional car. Everyone was either putting the finishing touches to their trees after a hectic day’s shopping, or ensconced somewhere warm with a drink or a meal. The world was at the quiet empty stage that seemed to suspend the laws of time until Christmas Day came. She pulled her long blond hair from inside the collar of her sheepskin. The air was damp and her hair was lank around her face.


Oh God, it was so cold.


She watched a dark blue Orion drive past her slowly and stared after it uneasily. She was sure that it had driven past once before. She shrugged. No need to worry, Kevin would be here soon. She smiled to herself. Her orange lipstick was smudged where she kept rubbing her lips together. Her father would be waiting for them, they were supposed to leave at nine. If Kevin didn’t hurry up she wouldn’t even have time to change.


She carried on watching the road, hoping against hope that Kevin would drive along in her white Mercedes sports and take her home.


Sometimes she wondered what exactly it was Kevin liked about her. Whether it was the fact that her father was Patrick Kelly, or whether it was her car, or whether it was in fact her he liked. She tried not to dwell on thoughts like these as they upset her. Like her father’s girlfriends who were getting younger and younger by the month. She looked at her watch again. Eight twenty-five. Oh, sod Kevin! She wasn’t going to stand here all night.


She went into the phone box and picked up the phone. It was dead.


That was all she needed. Pulling her coat tighter around her she began to walk down the road, still keeping her eye out for Kevin and her car. The car that she never got the chance to drive any more.


She saw a set of headlights coming towards her and her heart leapt into her mouth. Please let it be Kevin!


It was the dark blue Orion and it stopped beside her.


‘Come on, Kevin. Have one more drink.’


‘Nah. I’d better get going. Mandy will be doing her nut.’


Jonny Barker laughed out loud and looked at the crowd of men around him.


‘He’s well and truly pussy whipped, ain’t he, boys?’


Everyone laughed, none more so than Kevin Cosgrove himself. ‘Nah, I’ve got to, lads. I’m half an hour late as it is.’


Garry Aldridge clapped Kevin on the back. He was as drunk as a lord.


‘I’ll tell you sommick, mate, since that murder I won’t let my bird go nowhere unless she’s in a cab or a crowd.’


Kevin looked at his friend’s open face and for the first time worried about Mandy. She was a pain in the arse in a lot of respects, but he would not like anything to happen to her. Not just because he cared about her, though that was part of it, but because her father was what was known as a Bad Man. A very Bad Man indeed.


Putting his pint of lager on the bar, he said his goodbyes and made his way hastily to the car.


Opening the door, he climbed into the luxurious smell of leather and musk perfume. Mandy’s perfume.


He loved this car. He envied Mandy her father’s money, but admired her more because she still went to work. She was a beautician. In a few months her father was going to buy her her own shop.


He drove into Portaby Road and scanned the kerb looking for Mandy. She was nowhere to be seen. He had arranged to meet her here because it was quiet, and there would not be much chance of anyone who knew her father seeing her standing around waiting. If Patrick Kelly knew that his daughter did not really have the use of her own car he would go mad. He had bought her a car every year since she had passed her test at seventeen. Always a brand new car and always a very expensive one. Kevin knew for a fact that this Mercedes had cost well over forty thousand pounds. That was why he loved driving it. He loved the feel of being in something that was pure class. He turned around at the bottom of Portaby Road and began to drive back up it slowly. Mandy was definitely not here.


Kevin gripped the steering wheel tightly. That meant only one thing: she had gone home without him and without her car. He felt his heart sink as he began to drive to the outskirts of Grantley where Patrick Kelly lived with Mandy in a large rambling house.


Kelly would be furious. Though Kevin would never admit it outright to her or to anyone else for that matter, he admitted it to himself: Patrick Kelly frightened him out of his skin. He frightened anyone who had even half a brain.


Kevin drove slowly. All the excitement he usually felt at driving the car was gone now. It had been replaced by fear.


Bugger that bloody Mandy! Why didn’t she just wait like he’d told her?


Patrick Kelly poured himself a brandy in a large snifter and sat back in his chair. He looked at his new girlfriend Tiffany and hid the glimmer of annoyance that swept through his features as he watched her, watching herself, in the full-length mirror opposite her chair.


Tiffany was nineteen, three years younger than his daughter, and she was built like Jayne Mansfield. Kelly liked his women voluptuous. He allowed himself a slight smile. Tiffany would not even know who Jayne Mansfield was. She was what he commonly termed as thick as two short planks. But that was all right because he didn’t particularly want to talk to her. Just go to bed with her.


The large Christmas tree in the corner twinkled with lights and he glanced at it for a few seconds, then his eyes strayed once more to the photograph of his late wife, Renée, on the mantelpiece. Suddenly he was engulfed in sadness. He shrugged silently inside his Armani suit. A memory of another Christmas came to his mind, he could see Renée holding Mandy in her arms in their little bedsit, the bathroom was full of steam and the smell of camphor. Mandy, just turned one, had croup and both he and Renée had sat in the damp little bathroom all night with her.


He missed Renée, missed her every day of his life. They had worked together to build up their businesses, she was the real brains behind the repo business, not him. He had always been the muscle, the hard man. He had collected outstanding debts from villains, men who had done a robbery and then tried to ‘tuck up’ the other men with them.


Kelly had a knack of finding people, of making people tell him their whereabouts – he still had it to this day, despite his large house, his hand-made suits and his aura of semi-respectability. Deep down in his boots he knew that he was still an East End urchin, still got a thrill from his illegal dealings. Even though these days he mixed with the highest in the land for one reason or another, he knew that inside, he would always be Patrick Kelly from the East End. The years of living in coldwater bedsits, rat-infested tenements and watching his mother work herself into the ground would never be far from his thoughts, and as far as he was concerned, that was how it should be. He was honest enough to admit to himself that it was his dead wife’s business acumen that he could thank for his respectable way of life these days. It had been Renée who had somehow managed to get them their first respectable client. Without her, he would still be pretty well off, but the chances were he’d have been sent down by a judge years before. He had learnt from her, and now he missed her. He had respected her, loved her and built a life with her for their only child.


Suddenly, Tiffany annoyed him more than ever. He did not want her sitting there, with her tight dress and professionally tanned legs, he wanted Renée. With her blond hair swept up as it had always been and her tiny frame encased in a nice black dress that screamed of class, to him anyway. She had dressed quietly, had a quiet demeanour that he had loved. He looked at the tree again and felt the sting of tears. Christmas was always an emotional time. It was a time to think of absent loved ones, a bitter-sweet remembering. Ten years he had mourned her, taking on the responsibility for his daughter, a daughter who had all her mother’s zest for life, even if she had taken up with that geek of a boyfriend. He looked like he was a bit Stoke on Trent, but Mandy had assured him he was straight as a die. Patrick still had his doubts.


The silence was beginning to get on his nerves: Tiffany was a girl of few words. Even in bed she lay back with a serious expression while he did the business, then she got up silently and washed herself over the bidet before getting back into bed and going straight to sleep. It was like shagging a blow-up doll. The only time she showed any emotion was when she was admiring herself in the mirror. The telephone jangled into the stillness of the room and Kelly jumped in his chair. He went to the table and picked the phone up thinking it might be Mandy.


It was Bill Doon.


‘Pat, I’ve been to see the bloke and he’s skint. He’s blown the bloody lot on the horses. His wife never even managed to get a bit out of him for Christmas, the ponce.’


‘What did you do, Bill?’


‘That’s why I’m ringing you, shall I give him a hiding or what?’


Patrick closed his eyes for a second and then gritted his teeth.


‘Now you work for me, don’t you, Bill?’ His voice low and patient as if he was talking to a child.


‘Yeah.’ Bill’s voice was puzzled.


‘And I pay you a good piece of wedge to collect outstanding debts for me, don’t I?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Then go and break his fucking arms. Jesus wept, I might as well go and do the fucking job meself.’


‘All right, Pat, keep your hair on. He’s got six kids sitting in that flat with him.’


‘Then take him out of the flat, you prat, and as it’s Christmas you can give him a dig near a casualty department, how’s that?’ He slammed the phone down. After a couple of seconds he picked it up again and pressed 4. The phone was answered by Kelly’s right-hand man, Willy Gabney.


‘What do you want, Pat?’


‘I want you to make up a goodie bag, Willy, and drop it round Bob Mason’s place. He won’t be home for Christmas.’


‘Okey doke. Mandy back yet?’


‘Not a bleeding sign of her. That ponce Kevin’s probably still tarting himself up!’


He put down the phone and poured himself another large brandy. The ormolu clock on the mantelpiece showed ten to nine. Where the hell was Mandy? He had booked the table for nine thirty.


Kelly sat back in his chair and fingered a piece of paper in his breast pocket. It was the deeds to a small hairdressing salon and beauty parlour, his gift to his daughter for Christmas. He allowed himself a small smile.


Mandy would be over the moon.


He sipped his brandy in the silence once more. Tiffany, he noticed, was still watching herself in the mirror.


George Markham was smiling at the girl in his car. Her eye was already beginning to swell where he had punched her. It was her own fault for trying to fight him. Here he was trying his hardest to be friendly and nice and all she could do was sulk! He had driven to a piece of wasteground and now they were both watching each other warily.


Mandy was terrified. Since the man had stopped and asked directions, everything had gone wrong. She had walked to his car and the next thing she had known she was being dragged bodily into the car. She had kicked and screamed and no one had come to help her. She could feel a throbbing above her right eye, and it hurt her ribs every time she took a breath. As he had dragged her across his lap by her hair she had scraped her knees and thighs on the metal of the car. They had driven away fast and she had attempted to open the door and jump but he had held on to her hair, making it impossible. She would have landed under the wheels of the car.


Oh, please, please. Someone, anyone, help her!


George liked the look of her, he decided. The only thing he did not like was the orange lipstick. He hated orange lipstick. Mandy saw him scowl at her and her heart lurched. She inched her way round, her arm behind her back. She was going to open the car door and run for it. Run as hard as she could.


George read her mind.


Taking a length of rope from the glove compartment, he grabbed her hands.


Mandy began to fight, her long false nails flying dangerously close to his face. Sighing heavily, George punched her with all his might. He hit her on the cheekbone and heard the high cracking sound as it broke beneath his knuckles.


The girl slumped back on to the seat dazed, the red hot pain in her face making her quiet and subdued. The man was mad. Suddenly Mandy knew that with stunning clarity. If she didn’t play along he would kill her. Maybe he would kill her anyway. She lay back in the seat crying quietly. Wishing her dad was here. George tied her hands together as if she was going to say her prayers.


‘Please let me go.’ Her voice was low and surprisingly gentle and childlike.


George felt magnanimous, even happy at the humility of the request. She learnt fast, he would say that much for her. Rubbing his hands together, he leaned over her and took a carrier bag off the back seat. He pulled out the black leather mask he had purchased in the sex shop.


Mandy was in a state of fear so acute she was rooted to the seat. Her eyes opened wide as she saw the man putting the mask on. He even turned on the interior light of the car, and pulled the mirror above the windscreen towards him so he could fit the mask on properly.


It crossed George’s mind that she had seen his face clearly already, but he could hardly drive around Grantley with the mask on, could he? He felt the fear coming from the girl and was gratified. It was all working out even better than he’d expected.


Getting out of the car, he slipped off his ‘good’ overcoat, as Elaine called his Burberry. Folding it carefully, he laid it across the back seat. It was freezing cold and George shivered. Then he walked round to the passenger side and, opening the door, dragged Mandy out. Pulling her along by her coat, George led her to an old shed that had been standing empty for years. He opened the door and pushed her inside.


Mandy landed on the dirty floor, and was in too much pain to care. She watched as the man took two candles from his suit pocket and lit them.


George smiled. That was better. Going to Mandy, he untied her hands.


‘Take off your coat.’


She lay on the floor staring up at him. A thin line of blood was seeping from her nose and rolling down the side of her face.


‘I said, take off your fucking coat!’


George put his hand over his mouth. But the swearing seemed to do the trick because she pulled herself up slowly.


He felt the stirring of excitement and then grabbed the front of her sheepskin and tore it from her body. As he dragged it from her arms she seemed to spin over and George heard a heavy thud as she landed back on the floor.


He shook his head. Another one! Out in this weather in a little jumper and skirt. Still, at least she had the sense to wear tights. Thick tights.


He could see the fear in her eyes and he grinned.


Mandy watched the man lay her coat on the dirt floor. She tried to gather her wits about her and glanced around the shed. There were no windows, only the door, and he was wedging a piece of wood under that. Lying about on the floor were numerous pieces of wood and metal. Just to the right of her was a crowbar. She would await her opportunity and then make a grab for it. She swivelled her eyes back to George. Her face was so sore, she was having difficulty swallowing. She watched as the man came back to her.


‘Lie on the coat, dear, or you’ll get a cold.’


His voice was muffled inside the mask and he could feel the warmth of his breath against the leather.


George liked wearing the mask, it made him feel different. He had wanted one of these masks since he’d read Donald Neilson had worn one to murder Lesley Whittle.


Mandy dragged herself on to her sheepskin. Her whole body was aching now. Especially her face and knees. She looked down at her legs and saw the blood seeping through the holes in her tights. She felt panic welling up inside her and fought it down. She had to keep a clear head. She had to get hold of that crowbar. She pushed her hair from her face and George watched her through the mask’s eyeholes. It was a very feminine gesture, a graceful gesture, and George felt an enormous lump in his throat as he looked at her.


His mother had possessed a grace of movement just like that, a feline quality that had set her apart from other women. He smiled into the mask with tenderness.


‘What’s your name, dear?’


Mandy didn’t reply. Just stared at the mask.


George tutted to himself. She was getting difficult again. Women were always the same. You tried to be nice to them, to help them even, but were they grateful? Were they?


He began to breathe heavily and the mask grew even hotter. He was beginning to sweat now and it was all her fault. He kicked her on the leg, a savage kick that brought the tears back into her eyes.


‘I asked you your name, you little slut!’


‘It’s Mandy . . . Mandy Kelly.’


Her name was Mandy! His favourite name! The name of the girl in his video . . . Mandy.


He watched her tiny pointed breasts that poked through her jumper as if surprised to be there and felt an aching in his loins.


He knelt in front of her.


He wished he did not have to wear gloves. He clenched and unclenched his hands in anticipation.


Then she kicked him. He felt the sting as her boot came into contact with his chest. In a split second, she had rolled away from him, across the dirt floor, eyeing a lump of metal!


The dirty stinking bitch was trying to grab a weapon! But George beat her to it. He jumped up and ran to her. As her hand curled around the crowbar he stamped on it with his heel. She screamed, loudly and piercingly.


George picked up the crowbar and before he knew what was happening he had broken open her head. He threw down the crowbar. It made a dull and hollow thud as it hit the dirt floor.


Now look what you made me do, he thought.


It was all her own fault. They were all the bloody same. Troublemakers the lot of them.


Dragging the girl’s body back to the sheepskin, he dumped her on to it and arranged her limbs so that she was open to him. He was sweating like a pig now, even in the extreme cold. It was the mask.


George sat back on his heels and looked at her for a long moment.


Then he began to take off her clothes.


‘Well, I’m starving.’ Tiffany’s voice was like a spoilt child’s.


Patrick Kelly turned from the telephone and bellowed at her: ‘Then fuck off, love. Go on. FUCK OFF!’


Slamming the phone back in its cradle, Patrick Kelly stormed over to where Tiffany was sitting. Kevin saw her flinch. Kelly picked her up bodily and half dragged, half ran her from the room. He threw her from him as they entered the large hall.


‘Get your coat. Get a cab. Get out of my sight, Tiffany, or I’ll punch your stupid face in.’


She rubbed her arm.


‘Oh, come on, Pat. You know I didn’t mean it.’ Her voice was low and pleading and Kelly felt a moment’s pity for the girl.


He breathed out heavily, suddenly feeling deflated. Where the hell was Mandy? It was gone eleven now. He picked up the phone in the hall and dialled a number.


‘Jimmy? Drive the car around the front. Tiffany’s going home.’


Kelly saw her lips tighten. He replaced the receiver.


‘So when will I be seeing you then?’ Tiffany was slightly mollified by the fact he was sending her home in one of his cars and not a taxi.


‘You won’t, love. Not now. Not ever.’ His voice was low and hard.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You heard. Here’s Jimmy with the car. Get your coat and go.’


She watched him walk back into the lounge and shut the door. Bloody cheek! No one, but no one, dumped her without a by your leave. She had a good mind to give him a piece of her mind.


Luckily for Tiffany, she didn’t have one.


Kevin sat in the armchair. Neither man said a word as they heard the crunch of the wheels on the gravelled drive. Kelly poured himself another drink. He did not bother to offer one to Kevin.


‘Well then, I’ve tried all her mates. All me relatives. Everyone. Are you sure she ain’t got another bloke who she could be out with?’


Kevin bridled despite himself.


‘Of course I am. She’s not that sort of girl.’


Kelly nodded at him as if agreeing.


‘One thing I want to get straight in me mind. Why did you have her car? And if you had it, how was she going to get home?’


Kevin’s heart was beating a tattoo in his chest. He had been waiting for these questions all night.


He licked his lips nervously.


‘Well.’ He cleared his throat. ‘She said to me to use her car today to pick up some things like I said I would . . .’ His voice trailed off.


Kelly walked to his chair and stared down at him.


‘Yeah? Go on.’


‘I arranged to pick her up from the phone box in Portaby Road. Only when I got there – I was a bit late like – she wasn’t there.’ Kevin could see Kelly’s slate grey eyes hardening by the second. ‘So I come here, thinking she’d got a cab or something.’


‘What time was you supposed to pick her up then?’


‘Eight o’clock.’


‘And what time did you finally get there?’


‘About twenty to nine.’ Kevin’s voice was so low Kelly couldn’t hear it.


‘What time? Speak up, lad, for Christ’s sake.’


‘About twenty to nine.’


Kelly’s face screwed up in abject disbelief.


‘What do you want for Christmas, son? A Rolex or fucking Big Ben hung round your neck, eh? You left my baby standing outside a phone box for forty minutes in this weather!’


Throwing the brandy glass to the floor Patrick Kelly delivered a stinging blow to the younger man’s ear, knocking him off the chair.


‘You ponce! You little ponce! My Mandy could be fucking dead because of you. Start saying your prayers, boy, because if I don’t locate my baby soon, you’ll be dead. Do you hear me!’


Kevin wiped his running nose with the back of his hand. He was absolutely terrified.


‘Y-Y-Yes. I’m sorry . . .’


‘You’re sorry, are you? You’ve been driving round in my Mandy’s car for weeks. Oh, I know all about it, sonny boy. I’ve had you watched. Now I don’t doubt you’ve heard some stories about me. About my businesses up West, and the heavies that work for me. Well, you take all you’ve heard and times it by ten and you’ll get a little inkling of what you are so desperate to marry into. I make the Godfather look like Little Red Riding Hood. You remember that, boy, because if anything, anything at all, has happened to my little girl, you’ll be deader than an Egyptian mummy!’


Kelly’s face was contorted with rage. He had the same sick feeling inside him he had had the day Renée had died. It was like history repeating itself.


She had been killed driving home from her mother’s in West Ham. She had been over two hours late and he had known deep in his heart that something had happened. Her Mini that she loved so much she had named it Jason had been hit by a lorry on the A13, outside the Henry Ford public house. But his Mandy wouldn’t be in a car accident, because this pratt in front of him had her bloody car!


He went to the phone and picked it up. He dialled a number and turned back to face Kevin, who had pulled himself off the floor and was now sitting back in the armchair crying.


‘Bloody real, ain’t it? Patrick Kelly, the most feared man in London, phoning the Old Bill!’


Kate was at home putting the finishing touches to the Christmas tree with Lizzy. As her daughter put the old fairy on the top, she remembered when Lizzy had made it. She had been only five at the time and every year since, the pieces of cardboard and tattered lace had graced the top of the tree.


‘That looks lovely.’


Lizzy stepped back to admire her handiwork. ‘Not bad. I’m really looking forward to Christmas this year, Mum.’


‘So am I, love.’


As she spoke there was a loud banging on her front door. Lizzy ran from the room and a few seconds later there was a loud squealing. Kate closed her eyes briefly. The wandering hero had returned, as per usual. Her mother walked from the kitchen and looked at Kate, her eyebrows raised.


‘It’s himself?’


‘It is.’


 



‘Well, it makes her happy anyway.’


Kate plastered a smile on her face as her daughter tugged her father into the room. Kate was aware of the chaos of the room and grinned, this time genuinely. Gone were the days when she took trouble for Danny.


‘Hello, Dan, long time no see.’


He looked great, as usual. He was tall, blond and deeply tanned. Kate wondered, not for the first time, why men looked better as they got older. He was hugging his daughter to him with real affection.


‘Hello, Kate old girl.’


‘Not so much of the old, Dan, if you don’t mind.’


They looked at each other over their daughter’s head.


‘Oh, Mum, Dad’s laden down with gear. Presents for all of us.’


Kate saw the question in Dan’s eyes and sighed inwardly. He had his suitcase with him which meant he wanted to stay ‘for a while’. Over the years he had done this to her a few times. It meant that the current recipient of his affections had either caught him out with her best friend or just caught him out in general.


Evelyn walked into the room and Dan immediately embraced her, lifting her off the floor as he kissed her.


‘Evelyn, you never change!’ For once he was being truthful. She looked the same at seventy as she had at sixty.


Evelyn waited until he put her down and then said, ‘Neither do you, Dan.’ They looked at each other, the animosity between them almost tangible. ‘I see you’ve got your case with you this time?’


It was a question and Dan avoided her eyes, turning instead to his daughter.


‘I thought I’d spend some time with my girl. Now how about a cup of tea for a cold traveller?’


Lizzy skipped from the room to the kitchen, her grandmother following her. Dan looked at Kate. His deep blue eyes were sparkling.


‘You look great.’


‘So do you. How’s things?’


She picked up a couple of Christmas tree decorations and began to hang them precariously from the branches.


‘All right, I suppose. Look, Kate, can I stay, just for the holidays?’ His tone was wistful and Kate, with her back to him, afforded herself a little smile.


‘Of course you can, Dan, provided you don’t mind the settee?’


‘I’m quite used to it now, Kate.’


‘I’m sure you are.’


The silence between them was heavy. Kate made herself relax. She put up with Dan’s invasions for Lizzy’s sake, knowing that the girl enjoyed them. Dan was a wastrel, a lazy good for nothing – and his daughter adored every bone in his body.


Kate had never attempted to put her daughter wise about her father. Instead she allowed him to come into their lives when it suited him and then gritted her teeth and smiled until he breezed out again. Kate could even sympathise with Lizzy; once upon a time he had had the same effect on her. She was living for the day when Lizzy found out her father’s shortcomings herself. Then she would pick up the pieces and breathe a sigh of relief.


Lizzy came back in the room with a mug of steaming tea. Dan had ensconced himself on the sofa and Kate watched from the easy chair as Lizzy gave him the mug, careful not to let one drop fall on to her father’s natty outfit. She would bet her last pound that every bit of money he had was already spent. His presents would be large and as expensive as possible. Now he wanted somewhere to recuperate and relax that did not cost anything. Kate knew he was mugging her off and it annoyed her.


‘So how’s Anthea?’


‘Oh, she’s fine, fine. Got her boys home for Christmas, so I thought I’d come and see my poppet.’ He ruffled Lizzy’s hair as he spoke and she smiled at him.


Kate felt an urge to be sick but fought it down bravely. ‘When’s she expecting you back?’ It came out sweetly but Dan and Evelyn, who had walked into the room, both knew it was a loaded question. He was saved from answering by Lizzy.


‘Oh, Mum! He’s only just got here and you want to know when he’s going?’


The phone rang and Kate went out to the hall to answer it, glad of the respite.


‘Hello, DI Burrows speaking.’


‘Kate? Ratchette here. Bit of bother, I’m afraid. Could you sort it out for me, please?’


‘What’s up, sir?’


‘It seems that one of the town’s leading citizens has mislaid his daughter.’


‘Who?’


‘Patrick Kelly.’ Ratchette’s voice was flat. ‘I’ve had the Chief Constable on to me. It seems the girl went missing at eight this evening. The boyfriend was supposed to pick her up from Portaby Road and when he got there she was nowhere to be seen. She’s not a girl to go off without telling anyone apparently, so the Chief Constable himself wants the matter thoroughly investigated.’


Kate could hear the annoyance in Ratchette’s voice.


‘I’ll go and see him, don’t worry. It’s probably nothing. How old is the girl, by the way?’


‘Twenty-two. I think she had a row with the boyfriend and is holed up at a friend’s but the boy’s too frightened to tell the father.’


Kate laughed softly.


‘Well, you can’t really blame him for that, can you? Patrick Kelly isn’t exactly a calm and caring individual.’


‘No, Kate, he’s not. But he’s very friendly with the Chief Constable. At least, that’s how it seems to me anyway.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort it out.’


‘Thanks, Kate. Give the girls my best, won’t you?’


‘Of course. I’ll let you know what happens, sir.’


The line went dead in her hand.


She walked into the living room and smiled her best smile.


‘I’ve got to go in, I’m afraid. A girl’s gone missing.’


‘Oh no . . . Who?’ Lizzy’s face was concerned.


‘No one you know. Look, I’ll be as quick as I can, all right?’


‘Mum’s on the murder-rape, Dad, she’s in charge.’


‘Really, Kate?’


‘Yes. Look, you lot catch up and I’ll be back soon.’


She went from the room and pulled on her coat quickly. Evelyn followed her out with Lizzy.


‘I hope the girl turns up, Mum.’


‘I think she will, love, don’t worry.’


‘You make sure you ring me as you’re coming home and I’ll have something hot for you when you come in. Wrap up now, it’s bitter cold out there.’


‘Mum, I’m forty years old, you know.’ This was said playfully.


‘You don’t look that old, Mum. You only look about thirty-eight.’


‘Thanks a million, Lizzy, I feel much better!’


‘You don’t mind Dad staying really, do you?’


Kate looked into the lovely face and felt a twinge of guilt. ‘No, of course not.’


Lizzy kissed her and went back into the living room. Kate and her mother looked at each other for a few seconds.


‘She’s growing up at last, Kate.’


‘So it would seem. See you later, Mum.’ She kissed the tiny woman in front of her.


Evelyn held her daughter’s arm. ‘You be careful out there now, with a maniac on the loose. I’ll sort out his lordship if he starts his antics.’


‘’Bye, Mum.’


Picking up her car keys Kate went out into the cold night air. She felt a strange sense of relief to be out in her car. As she pulled away her mind was once more full of the investigation. They were nowhere near solving the case. It had not been planned but was a spontaneous act. Geraldine O’Leary had been murdered by a random killer. Those were the worst kind of cases. In almost eighty-five per cent of murders the killer was known to the victim, the percentage was even higher in rape cases. She honestly believed that whoever had murdered Geraldine O’Leary had not known who their victim was going to be. But even knowing this brought her no nearer to solving the case; quite the opposite in fact, it made everything harder, much harder. The door to door had not been much use, though there were a few leads they were following up. A sighting of a dark coloured car in Vauxhall Drive at about six fifty-five. They did not know the make, only that it was a saloon. It was like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. She turned right at the crossroads that led to the outskirts of Grantley and Patrick Kelly’s house. She did not need to find out his address. In Grantley, everyone knew where Patrick Kelly lived.


Especially the police.


Kate felt a flicker of annoyance, even though this call had got her out of the house and away from Dan. If Frederick Flowers was so worried on Patrick Kelly’s behalf, why the hell didn’t he come out here and investigate the matter himself? Normally a person had to be missing for over twenty-four hours before the police were interested, especially when it was a grown woman. It was different with children, but this Mandy Kelly was twenty-two, for Christ’s sake. She pulled into the sweeping gravelled drive and stopped in front of the large Georgian house, set in three acres of parkland. It was lit up like Battersea Power Station. Seems that massage parlours and repossessions paid well and earned friends in high places as well. Kelly’s electric bill came to more than her mortgage by the looks of things.


The entire house was floodlit and even the trees had lights in them. You’d have no chance of creeping up to Patrick Kelly’s door without being seen. Nursing her resentment she walked up to the front door and rang the bell.


One of the first things Kate noticed was that the house was decorated in superb taste. Not what she expected at all. She looked around, impressed despite herself. Obviously Kelly’s money ran to interior designers. She followed Kelly into the drawing room and took a seat on the chesterfield. The room was beautiful, with the original ceiling roses and cornices; the walls were lined with books, everything from leather-bound volumes to garish paper-backs. It was predominantly silver grey with dusky pink carpets and curtains. It was a room designed by a woman, Kate was certain. It had a woman’s feel for colour and space. Men tended to put things in the first place available and just leave them there. Women thought a room out, knew how a room would look at its best. Women, Kate had observed, took time with details. Small details that could make a room like this.


Despite its immense size, it was a homely room and obviously well lived in. A sleek black cat lay asleep before the fire. Her eyes rested on Kevin Cosgrove, who sat whitefaced and subdued. Kate guessed, rightly, that he was the boyfriend, and that he had been having a hard time from Kelly.


She took the Scotch Kelly offered and sipped it gratefully. This was the last thing she had wanted tonight. Even with Dan, the long lost father’s return, this was still not what she needed. The Scotch was good and she savoured it for a second before she looked at Kelly directly.


‘What makes you think that your daughter’s gone missing? She could be at a friend’s, anything.’


Patrick stared at Kate as if seeing her for the first time.


‘What did you say your name was?’


‘Detective Inspector Burrows.’


Kelly put his tongue between his lips and stared at her for a long moment as if committing her to memory. The action and the tone of voice were not lost on Kate and she felt her temper rising. He was trying to tell her she was here at Flowers’s express command and she had better take this seriously. Kate fought down the urge to confront him. Instead she broke his gaze by putting her drink on the small occasional table beside her and rooting around in her bag for her notebook and cigarettes. It was going to be a long evening.


As she put a cigarette in her mouth, Kevin Cosgrove gave her a light, his hands shaking. Kate put her hand over his and held her cigarette to the flame. His eyes held a warning and he shook his head imperceptibly.


Kate breathed in the cigarette smoke and sat back, crossing her legs.


Kelly watched her from his chair and approved of her. She had a bit of spunk and he liked that. Providing she didn’t ‘come it’ with him, she was a woman he’d want in his corner if the time came. He looked into her eyes as she spoke.


‘Why are you so worried about your daughter, Mr Kelly?’ As she spoke, Kate realised that the man really was worried. This was not an over-anxious father throwing his weight around, this was a genuinely worried man.


‘This prat here was supposed to pick my daughter up at eight.’ He flicked his head at Kevin, who kept his eyes firmly on the carpet. ‘He had her motor, her car. He went to pick her up and she wasn’t there. I’ve rung her mates, her aunt, the fucking manageress of the shop where she works, I’ve rung everyone in Grantley and I can’t find her. This is no girlish prank, Ms Burrows. My baby is definitely on the missing list. Now then, what are you going to do about it?’


Kate took another drag on her cigarette and met the dark blue eyes full on.


‘Has Mandy ever gone missing like this before?’


Kelly shook his head. ‘Nope. Never. Me and Mandy are like that.’ He crossed two of his fingers together. He licked his lips and took a large gulp of brandy.


Kate pushed her hair off her face and watched Kelly. He was handsome all right. In other circumstances she would have given him a second glance. This was the first time she had seen him in person. Oh, she’d seen pictures of him, everyone had. But in the flesh, he had a presence. He was a man who was all there, was alive. He crackled with energy and vitality. Now, seeing his concern for his daughter, Kate felt a stirring of pity for him.


‘Have you and Mandy had an argument, Kevin?’ She looked at the boy; his face was ashen and he still stared at the carpet as he shook his head dismally. With one bound, Kelly was out of his chair and had dragged the unfortunate boy from his seat. Holding him up by the hair he pushed him towards Kate and shouted.


‘Tell her anything she wants to know, boy, I’m warning you. If Mandy turns up here and her story differs from yours I’ll snap your bastard neck for you.’


Kate jumped up and separated the two men.


‘Mr Kelly, please! This is not doing anyone any good. Now calm down, will you? Can’t you see you’re frightening the life out of him? How can you expect him to tell you the truth when he’s so obviously terrified of you?’


Her words crept into Patrick’s brain. It was after eleven now and Mandy had still not been in touch. He could feel a panic inside him like the day Renée died. When she hadn’t been home at five thirty, he had known, deep in his gut, that she’d never walk in again. He felt the same now. He forced down the panic and went back to his seat. His haunted expression tore at Kate’s heart. If it was her Lizzy, so soon after the murder of Geraldine O’Leary . . . she shuddered.


Kevin Cosgrove was crying silently. Kate led him back to his chair and, without asking, poured them all another drink. Patrick took the glass from her and drained it, his handsome face haggard.


‘You don’t know my Mandy, she wouldn’t stay out without letting me know. No way.’ The last was said with the finality of a father who knows his child.


Kate glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece; it was nearly eleven thirty.


Patrick saw her looking and exploded again.


‘Want to get home, do you? Am I boring you or something?’


As he opened his mouth to speak again, Kate held up her hand for silence.


‘No, Mr Kelly, you’re not boring me, you’re annoying me. Until you calm down and speak rationally, we will get nowhere. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to ask you some simple questions. If you could just bring yourself to answer them, we might start getting somewhere.’


Kelly’s eyes were like slits. The cheeky mare, she was talking to him as if he was a naughty little kid. He felt a surge of annoyance and something else as well. Admiration. She was not intimidated by him and he was glad. If his Mandy had gone missing, then this woman would find her. The cold fear that had engulfed his body for the last two hours gradually let go its hold.


‘I’m sorry, Ms Burrows.’ He emphasised the Ms.


Kate looked at him and smiled slightly. ‘That’s all right, Mr Kelly. I have a daughter too. I can imagine what you’re going through.’


‘Can you?’ It was a question they both knew she could not answer.


‘Right, Kevin, what were your exact arrangements with Mandy?’


As Kate questioned the boy, Kelly watched her from his seat. Even in his agitated state he could see she was an attractive woman. What he really liked about her though, was her sass. He did like a woman with a bit of spunk in her. Mandy’s mother had had that. She was as quiet as a church mouse till you set her off, then you’d better watch out. This Ms Burrows was interesting. She was taking his mind off his child for a few minutes and for that, he was grateful.


Kate felt his attention and shrugged it off. She wanted to get her job done and get back home. This house was too fraught for her liking.


‘Listen you.’ Caroline’s voice had a smile in it. ‘I am not having it off in an old shed.’


Barry laughed with her.


‘Well, there’s one thing for certain, girl. My wife and your husband ain’t gonna let us use their beds, so it’s the back of the motor, or the shed. I’ve got a sleeping bag in me boot. We’ll be as snug as two bugs in a rug!’


Caroline screeched with laughter again.


‘What’s the time?’


Barry stared bleary-eyed at his watch.


‘Half-past twelve.’


‘My old man ain’t expecting me in till after two. He thinks I’m doing an extra shift.’


‘So what’s it to be then? Out here in the motor or in the shed?’


‘You’ve done this before, ain’t you?’


Barry nodded.


‘Yeah. I’ve got a sleeping bag, a bottle of wine and a couple of plastic glasses. All waiting for you, my darling.’


‘Oh . . . go on then. But you’re sure no one comes round this way at night, ain’t ya?’


‘Yes! Now help me lug all the stuff in.’


They got out of the car. Caroline carried the wine and the glasses. Barry carried a large sleeping bag. Caroline pushed open the shed door. As she walked in she stumbled over something and screamed with fright.


‘Here, hold up, girl. You’ll have the Old Bill here if you’re not careful.’


Dumping the sleeping bag on to the floor, Barry flicked his lighter into life.


He heard the real scream that came from Caroline this time and was hard pressed not to follow it with one of his own.


On the floor in a pool of blood lay a young girl. She was nearly naked.


The lighter burnt his fingers and he pulled his thumb off the fuel button. In the darkness Caroline began to panic and Barry pulled her from the shed. He held her to him tightly.


‘Calm down . . . Calm down!’


He could hear her teeth chattering and guessed she was in shock.


He took her back to his car, turned the engine on and put on the heater. Then, taking his torch from the glove compartment, he went back to the shed. His mind was in a turmoil. He stepped gingerly inside and shone the torch on to the girl’s body. Her head was stuck to the floor where the blood had dried on to her hair and the dirt. He knelt down beside the body and put his fingers to the main artery in her neck.


She was alive! Surely not?


He felt again with trembling fingers. He was positive there was a faint heartbeat. He jumped up quickly and, opening the sleeping bag, covered her with it. Must keep her warm. Must keep her warm. Don’t move her. Bless her little heart. Let her live, God. Oh, let her live!


Running from the shed, he jumped into his car and drove as fast as he could to a phone box.


Within fifteen minutes Mandy Kelly was on her way to Grantley Hospital and Caroline and Barry were explaining their embarrassing story to the police, who promised that neither of their spouses would be informed of the circumstances that heralded the finding of the girl.


In the pocket of the sheepskin the police found a purse. It contained Mandy Kelly’s credit cards.


A positive ID had been established.


Kate was listening to Kelly talk about his wife and daughter. Kevin had gone upstairs to lie down and, without his presence, Kelly seemed to relax a little. Kate knew that he was blaming the boy for whatever had happened to Mandy. Kate still thought there was a good chance Mandy would turn up any minute. She’d probably had an argument with Kevin and stormed off, possibly because he’d taken her car again. Kate could not begin to comprehend the wealth that enabled a man to give his daughter a fifty thousand pound car for her twenty-first birthday. She thought of the sovereign earrings she had bought Lizzy for Christmas, the struggle she had had to find the money for them, and shook her head. The funny thing was that Kelly, back to his old self now, was an interesting and articulate man. He spoke of his wife and child with a love that was almost tangible. He was telling her a story now about his first months of fatherhood.


‘Anyway, there I was, all on me own with Mandy, a baby like.’ He smiled. ‘Well, she wanted her dinner. She was crying her eyes out. Do you remember those big glass bottles in the sixties? I picked one up out of the hot water to check it on me arm and I dropped it. It shattered all over the kitchen floor. Well, that was it then. We only had the one bottle and I was beginning to panic when I saw the sauce bottle on the table. I put Mandy in her pram, she slept in a pram then, because we couldn’t afford a cot, see. And I washed out the sauce bottle and sterilised it with boiling water, then I made a feed up and put the teat on the top and fed her.’


Kate laughed with him, picturing the scene in her mind.


‘Well, Renée came home like, laden down with the shopping, took one look and went through the roof.’


It was the sort of thing she could see him doing. He was resourceful. She had been on the point of leaving when he had persuaded her to have another drink. She had guessed that he was frightened of being alone at this time, that he needed another human being. She had stayed out of pity and now she was glad. He was a good talker, a great storyteller and even though she knew what he was capable of, she liked him. She trusted him, too, though why this should be so after his earlier performance she had no idea. Kelly was a hard man, but he had an Achilles heel. Mandy Kelly.


Already, Kate felt as if she knew the girl. And if all her father said was true, she was most definitely not a girl to go off without letting him know. Kelly was the kind of father who would demand to know his daughter’s whereabouts. It was as much a part of him as his swearing.


‘I’m sorry about carrying on earlier, but I’ve been out of me mind.’ His voice was low. Kate knew it had taken a lot for him to give her an apology.


‘I understand, Mr Kelly.’


As if of one mind, they both looked at the clock; it was just after half past twelve.


‘Where the hell can she be? When she walks in, I’ll slap her from one end of this room to the other, I take oath on that. I’ve never raised me hand to her before but I will tonight, by Christ.’


Kate put her hand over his. ‘Calm down, hitting her won’t solve anything.’


‘No, but it might make me feel better.’


The phone rang and Kelly rushed to answer it.


‘Mandy?’


Kate saw his face dissolve from hope to fear in the space of seconds. He held the phone out towards her and said, ‘It’s for you.’


‘Burrows here.’


Patrick Kelly watched her face blanch and in that moment he knew that something had happened to his only child. He clenched his fists so tightly the nails dug into the skin of his palms, drawing blood.


Kate put down the phone and looked at him fully.


‘We’ve found your daughter, Mr Kelly. It seems she’s been attacked.’


Kelly stared at the woman in front of him, confusion and pain flitting across his face.


‘Attacked? My Mandy?’


His voice sounded like a little boy’s, full of hurt and disbelief.


Kate nodded. ‘She’s in Grantley Hospital and they’re operating on her. She’s in a bad way.’


Patrick Kelly felt the wetness in his eyes and did not care. He felt as if his world had just come to an end. He swallowed hard. When he finally spoke it was in a low croak.


‘Is she gonna die?’


Kate put her hand on his arm gently.


‘I think we’d better go to the hospital, don’t you?’


As she sat beside him on the way, Kate felt that she had received an insight into Patrick Kelly. He had his Achilles heel, just like everyone else.


All her problems seemed small in comparison to what the man beside her was going through.


They drove in silence.


George was still sitting in his lounge. It was just past one. He could hear the regular thud-thud of the music from a party a few houses down. He took a long drink of his Ovaltine. It was stone cold and he grimaced.


Elaine had gone to bed earlier and he had told her he was feeling overtired. She knew that when he got like that he could not sleep. She had been happy to leave him downstairs.


He smiled to himself ruefully, laid his head back on the chair and savoured once more the events of earlier in the evening.


She was a very silly girl. Well, he had shown her. Oh, yes, he had shown her all right. The little slut! Hanging around at night, in deserted streets. Well, he had put a stop to her gallop. Oh, yes. It might just make a few of the women of Grantley sit up and take notice of him.


They’d all be talking about him again tomorrow. Oh, he knew what would be said. Elaine, the hungry hippo, would fill him in on all the local gossip. He smiled to himself at the comparision.


In his mind’s eye he saw the girl as she had been when he had left her. Legs akimbo. He grinned. He knew all her secret places now. She had seen his face. That was a mistake, he realised it now. He should have put on the mask first.


He wondered vaguely if the girl had been found yet. Mandy . . . He liked that name very much.


The party was in full swing now and George could hear one of the records blaring out.


He liked people to enjoy themselves.


As the strains of ‘Blue Velvet’ wafted towards him he smiled again. In his mind he saw all the young girls dancing with men. He pictured tight dresses and straining busts against white silk.


Oh, they were all the same. Every last one of them.


It would be Christmas Day soon. He was glad, because he needed a holiday. It had been a hectic few months.


As they reached the hospital Kelly asked Kate to tell him all she knew. She explained that Mandy had been found with horrific head injuries and that they were operating on her. She did not elaborate. It was not the right time.


Together, they walked into Grantley Casualty Department and Kate explained who they were to the receptionist. Like most hospital receptionists, this one was a breed apart. She pulled her glasses down an almost non-existent nose and surveyed Kelly and Kate over the top of them. Her thin hair was scraped back from her face in a bun so tight her eyes had taken on a Chinese appearance. Kate could see her in a kaftan and clogs and had to stifle a bubble of laughter.


‘Name of patient again please.’


‘Mandy Kelly. I am Detective Insp . . .’


The woman held up a chubby finger in reproof. ‘One question at a time please.’


Patrick watched the performance with a darkening face. The woman was tapping Mandy’s name laboriously into her computer.


‘And how was she brought here?’


‘I beg your pardon?’ Kate was losing patience now.


‘How was she brought here? By ambulance, in a car . . .’


Kelly pushed Kate out of the way. He peered into the glasses that separated him from the receptionist.


‘She came by fucking bus. There was her, with her head smashed in. Two ambulance men and a fucking dirty great stretcher. Even you couldn’t have missed them walking through here. Now shut your trap and tell me where my daughter is or you’ll be going in to see the doctor yourself !’


The woman’s mouth puckered into a small O and a nurse, hearing the exchange, hurried out from the cubicle area.


‘Mr Kelly?’


Patrick nodded. Kate could see the tension in his shoulders and back. It was as if someone had stuffed a metal pole inside his coat to hold him up.


‘Where’s my daughter? I want to see my daughter.’


‘She’s still in theatre. If you’d like to follow me, I’ll take you to the waiting room.’


Kelly and Kate followed the young girl.


‘How is she?’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Kelly, I really don’t know, a doctor will see you soon.’


Kate followed Kelly up two flights of stairs and into a tiny waiting room off the ITU. She thanked the nurse, who offered to bring them coffee.


‘I knew this had happened, I knew it. I had a feeling in me bones.’


Kate didn’t answer. Amanda Dawkins walked into the tiny room and Kate motioned with her head that they should go outside, closing the door quietly on Kelly.


‘How is she?’


‘Bad, Kate. Really bad. Half her head’s gone. It’s obvious it’s the same man who attacked Geraldine O’Leary. She’s been raped. Buggered as well I think. She’s in a terrible state. Even the doctors were amazed at how she’s hanging on to life.’


Kate pursed her lips. Kelly would go berserk if anything happened to his daughter. He was wound up like a watch spring now. She nodded at Amanda.


‘Look, do me a favour. Keep everyone away from Kelly for a while. I’ll stay with him. Get someone out to interview Kevin Cosgrove. He’s at Kelly’s house. OK?’


‘Will do. Anything else?’


‘Not until we know more.’


As Amanda walked away Kate called after her. ‘There is one more thing: ring my house and leave a message on the answerphone. Tell them I’ll be there as soon as possible, OK?’


Amanda nodded and Kate went back in to Kelly.


‘What’s happening?’ His voice was flat, dead.


‘Nothing at the moment.’


‘Is Flowers here?’


Kate was startled.


‘Of course not.’


Kelly got up and began pacing the room. ‘Then get him here, tell him I personally request his presence. You can also find out who’s the quack on my daughter’s case and then find out who’s the best quack for her kind of complaint. I don’t care who the man is or how much he costs, just get him.’


Kate felt her mettle rise again. All her sympathy for Kelly evaporated out of the little window and she pulled herself up to her full height.


‘With respect, Mr Kelly, I am not a secretary. If you want Frederick Flowers, or another doctor, I suggest you get them yourself.’


Kelly looked at her with a stunned expression on his face. He was used to people jumping when he told them to jump. He was used to pure unadulterated agreement with everything he said and did. He stared into Kate’s face and she could see the battle raging inside him. His hand clenched into a fist and Kate knew it was taking all his willpower not to slap her a stinging blow.


What she’d said was tantamount to mutiny.


He bit his lip, his chest heaving. He pointed a finger at her, waving it up and down in front of her face.


‘If I don’t do something I’ll explode, and if I explode here you will never see the like again as long as you live. I just can’t sit here and wait. I have to do something.’


It was said simply and sincerely and Kate felt the power of him then, knew the depth of fear inside him and felt petty. Petty and nasty and childish. The man was trying to cope with his grief as best he could. He needed to be moving, doing, as if the act of movement would take away his fears. Would at least postpone them. If he was doing something he wouldn’t feel so useless. Kate swallowed hard.


‘I’ll arrange for a phone for you.’


As she walked past him he grabbed her arm. She looked first at his hand, the fingers digging into her arm, and then up into his face. She saw the terrible knowledge in his eyes and then he crumpled. It was as if someone had punctured him – he just crumpled before her eyes and instinctively she put her arm around him. He clung to her.


‘If she dies I have nothing, nothing.’


She steered him back to the chair and he put his head into his hands. Harsh racking sobs burst from inside his chest, exploding as they hit the air.


The nurse walked in with the coffee and Kate took the tray and hustled her out.


She gave him his coffee and lit a cigarette for him, placing it between his lips.


‘It’s the bastard who murdered that barmaid, ain’t it?’


Kate knew it had taken a lot for him to admit his real fears.


She nodded. ‘We think so.’


‘Has she been raped?’


Kate nodded again.


He sipped his coffee and a calm descended on him. He knew the worst now. Nothing else could be this bad.


‘You realise he’s a dead man, don’t you? Even if she lives. He’s a dead man.’


Kate sipped her own coffee.


There was nothing to be said.







Chapter Six


Patrick Kelly drove home from the hospital at eight in the morning. He looked terrible and he knew it. His mouth tasted foul from instant coffee and cheap cigarettes. And he was fuming.


His daughter was lying between life and death, raped and beaten nearly to death. He felt the tightening around his heart and for one horrible second thought he was going to have a heart attack. He tried to control his breathing.


When he had seen her, his baby, lying in intensive care, full of tubes and drips and bandages, he had felt a red rage behind his eyes the like of which he had never experienced. Some piece of filth had taken his child – his child! – and forced himself on her.


She had been buggered, that was the worst of it all. His child had been buggered by some piece of scum.


Well, that piece of scum had better start saying his prayers, because Kelly was going to find him – find him and rip him to shreds.


He screeched to a halt in his driveway and as he ran towards it the front door was opened by Willy Gabney. Without speaking to the man, he rushed through the entrance lobby, the large tiled hall, and up the curved staircase, taking the steps three at a time. By the time he got to the bedroom where Kevin Cosgrove lay asleep, his chest and lungs were burning with every breath.


He threw open the bedroom door and it crashed against a bureau, sending an antique jug and bowl crashing to the floor. Before Kevin had even opened his eyes properly, Patrick Kelly was on him. Dragging the boy by the hair he pulled him from the bed, shaking him like a terrier with a bone. He began to rain punches on Kevin’s body, kicking him and screaming at him at the top of his voice.


Kevin curled himself up into a tight ball, taking all that Patrick Kelly doled out to him. Frightened out of his life, he felt the savageness of the attack but was powerless to put a stop to it. Dragging him up by his shoulders, Patrick Kelly drew his head back and brought his forehead down on to Kevin’s face with all his might. The force of the blow stunned them both. Kelly let Kevin drop to the floor, the boy’s whimpering barely penetrating his rage.


Gabney, who had followed his boss up the stairs, stood in the doorway, his face neutral. The violence of the attack affected him not one iota. He was only surprised that Kelly had acted out the whole thing himself. It was precisely what Gabney himself was paid to do.


Kelly stared at the crumpled figure on the floor below him. He pointed, his finger shaking.


‘My Mandy was raped and half murdered last night, you fucking ponce! Some piece of shite buggered my baby! Do you hear what I’m telling you, wanker?’


Kevin stared up, bemused. Mandy, raped?


Kelly brought back his leg and kicked Kevin in the knees as hard as he could.


‘She’s in a coma. She could be a vegetable because of you. But I promise you this, dickhead, whatever happens to my baby, happens to you! Remember that. Keep it stamped in your mind.’


He was so exhausted by his exertions he could barely talk, every few seconds gasping for breath. ‘You’re dead meat, boy. Dead meat.’


He leant against the dressing table until his breathing returned to normal. Then he nodded at Willy. ‘Get all the lads here NOW. I don’t care if it is Christmas Eve, I don’t care if they’re at their mother’s death bed, get them here pronto!’


Gabney hurried away. When Patrick Kelly was annoyed, it was best to do exactly what he said.


Kelly stared down at the crumpled heap on the floor. Crimson stains were appearing as if by magic on the Axminster carpet. Gathering up the spittle in his mouth, he bent over the prostrate form and spat into his face.


‘Get up, Cosgrove, and piss off out of my house. You get yourself a sherbet dab and all, because my Mandy’s car stays here. Get it?’


Kate had been busy all day with the new development. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that it was the same man who had murdered Geraldine O’Leary. She had been shocked to see the severity of the beating the girl had taken. All the fingers of one hand were broken, as if stamped on, and a large chunk of her head had been literally hacked from the skull. Even the doctors agreed that the girl should by rights be dead. But she was a fighter, like her father.


In spite of everything Kate knew about Patrick Kelly, she still could not help liking him. He was arrogant, self-opinionated and a bit of a male chauvinist. That much was evident even to an inexperienced observer. He had obviously ruled his daughter’s life. A life that she was hanging on to by a thread. But after he had calmed down, she had seen another side to him. Inside the hospital she had witnessed the depth of his grief. Even with his bombast and his violent temper, Kate had felt an affinity with him. Anyone who had to witness the destruction of a child would feel the same.


She remembered when, years before, Lizzy had gone missing for an afternoon. Everyone had told her not to worry, that she was probably playing and had forgotten the time and Kate had felt the same rage inside her. Being a policewoman, she knew exactly what could have befallen her daughter. She had seen it enough times. She had wanted to slap the supercilious smiles off the faces around her. Lizzy had been found in the local woods setting up camp with a boy from two streets away. Kate had given her the one and only good hiding of her life. Not so much because she had gone missing but because of the fear she had caused her mother. Kate had sensed that same feeling in Kelly in the night.


She had stayed with him until Mandy had come out of theatre. During the long vigil he had talked again about his daughter and his dead wife. As if the very action of talking about her would somehow keep Mandy alive. It was this gentleness that attracted Kate to him. His more sinister reputation was overshadowed by his grief for his child.


Kelly had come up the hard way and Kate wondered if events in his childhood had made him what he was. Socialisation, the social workers called it. Kate had her own opinion. She thought that Kelly was a man who would have made something of himself whatever class he was born in: he had an inbred cunning, a need to achieve by whatever means he could. And she sensed that he wanted those achievements not so much for himself but for his wife and his child. He had worked to give Mandy everything, a fifty thousand pound car and a hairdressing salon and beauty parlour. She would love to be able to hand those to Lizzy on a plate. Wouldn’t all parents? No, Patrick Kelly’s reputation as a hard man was only true to an extent. Deep inside he was no different to anyone else; he just earned his money in unconventional ways.


When he had finally been able to see his daughter Kate had felt his anguish. It was obvious that Mandy was not going to live; she was so badly brain damaged, it would be kinder to let her die. But she was hanging on and Kate knew that Kelly would find it very difficult to accept that she was going to die. He felt pure willpower could pull her through.


Kate sighed. When she had finally left him to go home and grab a quick shower and a change of clothes before coming to work, she had felt as if she was abandoning him. As she’d walked from the ITU, she’d felt his eyes burning into her back. Now, at her desk, she admitted to herself that she found Patrick Kelly attractive. He was one hell of a good-looking man. She chastised herself. Your trouble, Kate Burrows, is you haven’t had a man for too long. You should get yourself laid. Do you the world of good.


She smiled.


She had only ever had one man in her life and she was divorced from him. Shows how much Kelly affected me, she thought. I haven’t thought about sex for years.


No, that was a lie. She’d thought about it, just never done anything about it.


She was glad when DS Spencer broke into her thoughts.


‘So, ma’am, what’s the next step?’


Kate sighed.


‘Well, as far as I can see, we just keep interviewing. I want you to find out if any of the door-to-door had a dark-coloured Orion car. One was reported seen on the waste ground last night.’


Spencer looked at the ceiling.


‘Look, ma’am, the man who reported that was not exactly a reliable witness . . . know what I mean . . .’


Kate chewed the inside of her mouth for a few seconds before answering.


‘I am well aware that the man is a tinker, a pike, a gypo – whatever you want to call him, Spencer. I am also aware that they are camped not five hundred yards from the waste ground itself. Whether the man was drugged, drunk or both is not the issue here, Spencer. I want every lead followed up. And you can tell Willis that I’ll be down to interview Fred Barkis myself in about . . .’ she glanced at her watch . . . ‘fifteen minutes, OK?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Spencer failed to keep the irritation out of his voice.


Kate studied the file in front of her. Fred Barkis was a known flasher. He had also acquired a dark green Mark One Cortina, and a dark car had been reported by three different people cruising around by Vauxhall Drive on the night that Geraldine O’Leary died.


Kate stared at the wall opposite her and tapped her pen on her chin. Fred Barkis was harmless, she would lay money on it. For a start he was not violent-natured. All her years of policing had proved to her that the most mild-mannered men could be animals beneath the skin, but by the same token she had also learnt that ninety-five per cent of policing was working from hunches. And she had a hunch that Fred Barkis was not the man they were after. Still, he had to be eliminated.


That was the trouble with Spencer and his ilk, she had seen it so many times: get a suspect and dress up the evidence to suit yourself. Well, she had never worked like that and she was not going to start now. How many times had she seen witnesses’ statements that had been doctored? Too many. She could understand that at times the job could be stressful – like now, when they had one woman dead and another fighting for her life and literally nothing to go on – but that did not excuse using a ‘live one’, as a pressured suspect was called. Barkis fit the bill, but in reality they could not tie him in to both cases and they now knew from the DNA samples that they were looking for one man. Anyway, Barkis had given samples of blood, urine and semen without a murmur. No, he was not their man, he was a common or garden sex pest which was a far cry from a fully fledged sex murderer.


The most annoying thing was that the local paper had nicknamed the rapist the ‘Grantley Ripper’. Whoever he was, he was local, Kate was sure of that, very sure; and she was also sure that when he read his ‘nickname’ he would feel pleased. The criminal psychologist had already begun his profile of the man, and certain things shone through. He was a misogynist. He also had a job or a home life that allowed him free rein to roam the streets.


The misogynist part of it Kate had already worked out for herself; the ferocity of the attacks had told her as much. There seemed to be no motive of any kind; there rarely was in such cases. He was a sick man.


What they had to try and find out now was something that tied the two attacks together in some way. Kate frowned. Could he have a job that had brought him into contact with the two women? But one worked in a wine bar and one in a beauty salon. No matter how hard she thought she could not tie them together.


Even as all the evidence was being collated, there was nothing. Not one single thing that gave even a hint of who or what the murderer was. He had worn gloves on both occasions. The fibres from the body of Geraldine O’Leary had belonged to a family of wool that was used in literally hundreds of thousands of jumpers, coats, and other garments.


Kate felt the steel band of a headache tighten over her eyes and rubbed them with her finger and thumb, pressing on the closed lids as if the action would conjure up something she or one of the other officers had missed.


Finally she stood up and made her way to the interview room. Alongside the photos of Geraldine O’Leary there were now two more. In one Mandy Kelly was smiling, long blond hair framing her tiny heart-shaped face. In the other she was lying in a hospital bed, her lovely hair shaved from her head. Deep gouges showed up in burgundy and black where her skull had been smashed. Both eyes were swollen and her nose was broken beyond recognition. Kate sighed. All around her the incident room was a hive of activity. Amanda Dawkins had tapped into the DVLC’s computer and was finding out the name and address of every person in Grantley and the surrounding areas who owned either a dark green saloon car or a dark blue Orion.


The tapping of the typewriters and the constant buzz of voices in the smoke-filled room had not given Kate the headache, it was the stress of this case.


Picking up a file from Amanda’s desk, she walked from the room.


Patrick Kelly lit a Dunhill cigarette with his gold lighter and exhaled noisily. By the time he had showered and changed, six men had arrived at his house. Now they were sitting in his morning room, uneasily awaiting their orders.


Kelly looked at the lighter for a long moment. Mandy had given it to him for his forty-second birthday. Every time he thought of Mandy he felt panic rise in his breast. If she died . . . Oh God in heaven! If she died he had nothing. Nothing in the world.


For the first time, his thirst for money had become a secondary thing. He realised he would cheerfully give up everything he possessed to have his daughter back as she had been the last time he had seen her.


Happy and smiling and alive. Bursting with youth and vitality . . .


He heard a discreet cough and snapped his eyes from the lighter in his hands to the assembled men.


‘I suppose you all know what’s happened?’


At his words they started to murmur condolences. Kelly held up his hand for silence.


‘I want this bastard caught, and I want him caught as fast as possible. I would not wish what has happened to me and mine on my worst enemy.’ He paused while he pulled himself together. ‘As you are all aware, the Chief Constable is a very dear and treasured friend of mine. He has assured me on the phone today that any information I want is open to me.


‘I don’t have a lot of faith in the Old Bill’s methods of catching criminals. After all, they’ve never caught me, have they? I want all of you to drop everything you are doing and find this cretin. And find him fast! I want him dead. As soon as is possible, I want him dead.


‘Now, later on today I am having some files delivered here. They will contain the name of every nonce in the South East of England. I want you lot –’ Kelly gestured to the men with a sweep of his arm – ‘to get yourself up individual armies. I don’t care how much it costs, or who the men are, as long as they are reliable. I want every shirt lifter and pervert rousted and trounced as soon as possible.’


He looked around as his words sunk in.


‘At the moment a skirt is on the case, a DI Burrows – a very nice woman by the way. You do not give her any grief, right? But you give as much grief as you like to the other officers! I want them questioned one by one, and anything that they even think is a bit dodgy you find it out, then take it from there. The wedge for the bloke who finds the wanker is two hundred and fifty thousand pounds, tax free. Now, any questions?’


The six men stared at Kelly with a mixture of sorrow at what had happened to his daughter and joy at the prospect of a quarter of a million pounds.


No one spoke and he nodded at them.


‘OK, lads. Report here with whatever you get. If you find him then I want him first, right? Now then, let’s all have a drink while we get our heads together.’


Kelly walked through to his bar and a fleeting picture of Kate Burrows came into his mind. She was a fighter – he liked people who stood up to him. He allowed himself a brief smile. He wouldn’t give her any grief. He thought there was a good chance she would find the bloke before he did. She was a good-looking piece as well, even in his trouble he had noticed that. No, he wouldn’t hurt Kate Burrows. He had a feeling that they were going to see more of each other. She’d sat with him through the worst hours of his life. He felt that he owed her something for that at least.


Once his Mandy was home from hospital and he could concentrate better, he’d make a point of seeing Kate, thanking her.


He would not allow himself to admit that Mandy might not come home.


It was like tempting fate.


Dan sat with his mother-in-law and smiled to himself. Even though he knew that Evelyn couldn’t stand him, he still had a grudging respect for her. Looking round the warm kitchen, he felt, not for the first time, that he had been a fool to leave Kate. That he had dumped her with a small baby sometimes gave his conscience a nasty twinge. Since then he had had his fill of women. They liked him. He knew that, and relied on it to keep a roof over his head and a pretty good standard of living. At forty-six, though, it was beginning to pall. Anthea had not been very nice to him at their final parting. In fact she had pointed out his age in rather a derogatory fashion. She could talk, the bitch! She was on the wrong side of fifty, not that she’d ever admit it. Still, the jibe had stung.


What really hurt, though, was the fact that she was holidaying in the Canaries for Christmas and he should have been with her. Instead he had had to throw himself on Kate’s mercy. Good old Kate. He knew he was all right with her because of Lizzy. She would do anything for their daughter. He grinned ruefully. Even put up with him. What was worrying him, though, was what he was going to do after the holidays. For the first time he was not going from one home to another.


Evelyn took the turkey out of the oven and basted it. The smell was absolutely delicious. Suddenly Dan knew without a moment’s doubt that the only course he had left to him was to stay in this house. Somehow he had to get Kate back on his side. She had wanted him for years after he had left. He had seen the naked longing in her face when he had turned up, ostensibly to visit his daughter. He had slipped back into her bed and then, when the time was right, slipped back out of it. He knew that she would not put up with that these days. She had told him once that he was her Achilles heel, but not any more. He would enjoy the chase all the more. Before she knew it she would be eating out of his hand. At least he hoped so anyway.


Kate had changed over the years. She had made a life for herself, had a good career in the police force. She wasn’t waiting there open-armed any more, but she would still put up with him for Lizzy’s sake and on that he could build.


He looked at Evelyn and closed his eyes. He’d have to get around her as well.


His mother-in-law put the kettle on for one of her endless cups of coffee.


‘You’re quiet, Dan.’


‘Just thinking, Eve, that’s all.’


‘Well, don’t strain yourself, son.’


He grinned.


‘I was thinking about Lizzy, actually.’


He watched Evelyn’s face light up with interest. Her granddaughter was the reason for her existence.


‘What about her?’


He had her interest and crossed his fingers. ‘I feel bad you know, Eve, that I never really saw her grow up.’


She snorted. ‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you? Always skedaddling off somewhere. You were a fool, you know, Dan. My Kate was a good wife and mother. I watched her die inside when you first left her.’


She pulled two mugs from their hooks on the wall and slammed them on to the worktop. ‘She worked like a frigging Trojan to give that child a decent upbringing. You never even gave a few pounds here and there to help her out.’


Danny’s face was a mask of regret. This was not how he wanted the conversation to go. He wanted an ally, he didn’t want recriminations.


‘When I came here she was in a terrible state, but she got back to work and she’s done very well for herself, so you leave her alone, Daniel Burrows. I can see through you as if you was made of glass, my boy, always could.


‘Now, let’s have a coffee before that child gets in. It’s cold enough to cut the legs from you out there.’


Danny had the grace to redden. Evelyn knew him so very well. But ever the optimist he decided to wait a while then try again. There wasn’t a woman alive he couldn’t charm if he put his mind to it. He was absolutely certain of that.


‘Merry Christmas, George!’


Elaine smiled at him. Since booking her holiday and going out two nights a week with the girls from work, even life with him had begun to be bearable.


‘Merry Christmas, dear.’ He dutifully kissed his wife’s cheek.


George waited for Elaine to go back to her cooking before he curled his lip with contempt. The house stank of Christmas. Of turkey and mince pies.


‘Joseph and Lily will be here soon. Lily’s bringing one of her sherry trifles with her. I hope your mother won’t be a nuisance this year . . .’


George felt his heart sink down to his boots. It was the same every year. His elder brother Joseph and his wife came for dinner. The brothers rang each other every New Year and Easter, and every Christmas Joseph and Lily came to dinner. Other than that, they had nothing to do with each other. George wished he had the guts to pick up the phone and tell them to go to hell. He wouldn’t though. He never did.


He started fidgeting with his knife and fork. He didn’t want any breakfast now. The thought of seeing his mother had made him feel ill.


He saw her once a year, at Christmas. She lived with Joseph and Lily. Or, more precisely, they lived with her. Joseph might have worked all his life and bought his own house, but from the day his mother had moved in with them, it had become hers. She ruled the roost.


The only good thing about Elaine was the fact that she gave his mother short shrift. When she was told that Mother wanted to live with them, she had put her foot down firmly. Refusing even to discuss the situation. It was the one and only time in his life that George had been glad he had married her.


Elaine brought his scrambled eggs to him and he smiled his thanks. He noticed that she looked nice. He looked at her for a long moment and, noticing his look, she laughed. Picking up her own breakfast, she walked to the table and sat down.


‘So you finally noticed, then!’


George stared at her, more puzzled than ever.


‘I’ve lost a stone, George. I’m down to eleven and a half now. If I carry on like this I shall be about nine and a half for my holidays!’ She laughed gaily.


‘Well, you certainly look much better, dear.’


‘Thanks. Haven’t you noticed that I’ve been dieting at all?’


Her voice was half happy and half sad. George realised that she had been waiting for him to notice before mentioning it.


‘Well, I had an idea, but I didn’t like to ask outright . . .’ He was stumbling for the right words and Elaine dropped her eyes.


After all their years of marriage, there was not an ounce of closeness between them. Since her first night out with the girls, she had discovered a whole new world. A world where George did not exist for her. A world where she could forget about him, just for a while.


Joseph Markham was at screaming point. Lily had gone into one of her painfully long silences, interspersed with black looks that she threw across the car at him at every set of traffic lights. Behind, Nancy Markham stared at the back of their heads. Her heavily lipsticked mouth was set in a grim line.


Nancy Markham was big. Her body, which in her young days could bring a grown man to his knees on first sight of it, bulged over the back seat of the car. Her dyed hair, now a vivid burgundy, was shampooed and set like a bloody halo around her face that now sported numerous chins. The only thing about her that were still young-looking and alert were her eyes.


They were still a startling green colour, except that the once pristine whites were now bloodshot and tinged with yellow. She held her large handbag across her chest like a weapon, her fat pudgy hands gripping the handles so tightly her knuckles were a livid white.


‘Mind that lorry!’ Nancy’s voice, naturally loud, was now set at a depth that could melt concrete.


‘Mother, the lorry is on the other side of the road. Please, let me drive. I have been doing it for over forty years . . .’


Nancy Markham interrupted him as if he had not spoken a word. ‘You’re like your father, God rest him. Always in a hurry, never taking his time. You’ll have a heart attack and die, you mark my words. Be careful of the motorbike!’


Her voice rose on the last few words. Joseph took a deep breath to stem the beating of his heart. If he had a heart attack it would be because of the woman sitting in the back seat!


She had driven his father to his and she would drive Joseph into having one. He knew that as surely as he knew that she would outlive the lot of them. Look at her! Eighty-one and still going strong. He shook his head as he drove. Please God George would take the brunt of her today, give him and Lily a bit of peace for a few hours. His own two children would not come near his house unless they absolutely had to, thanks to their grandmother’s presence.


Nancy’s voice broke into his thoughts again.


‘Did you see that maniac? My God!’ She swept her arms out in a gesture of hopelessness and knocked Lily’s Lady Diana hat over her eyes. ‘He must have been driving at two hundred miles an hour.’


Lily straightened her hat and turned to face her mother-in-law.


‘Cars can’t go that fast, Nancy. We’re only doing forty-five, so all the others look fast to us.’


Joseph was aware that his wife was talking between gritted teeth.


‘Joseph! Slow the car down. Forty-five miles an hour. Oy! If God had wanted us to travel that fast he’d have given us legs like a cheetah!’


Joseph carried on driving. He knew that his mother played up her Jewish ancestry to annoy Lily. Sometimes her performance as the Jewish mama was so good he felt like videoing her in action and sending it to BT to use on their adverts. It was a far cry from when he was a child and her Jewishness could never be mentioned, even in passing. Their given name had been Markowitz, but his father had anglicised it shortly after his marriage. In the East End of London then, Jews were classed lower than the Irish. At least the Irish were Catholics. Now, though, his mother revelled in her Jewish ancestry, not because of any love for her religion but because she knew it annoyed Lily who was a Christian Scientist.


He saw the signs for Grantley and heaved a sigh of relief. Soon they would be at George’s.


Kate got in just in time for Christmas dinner. She took off her coat in the hall and listened to the sound of laughter coming from the kitchen. Dan must be on top form today. He was a born raconteur. Kate could see him in her mind’s eye sitting up at the breakfast bar, with Lizzy hanging on every word, looking for all the world as if he was in an expensive restaurant.


She shook herself. For all his faults Dan loved his daughter, she was sure of that much. But sometimes, seeing him brought it all back. All the pain and heartache he had caused her. Especially today, when she felt low, when she had so much going on with the murder inquiry and had to be lighthearted and gay because it was Christmas.


She walked into the warmth of the lounge and through the door to the kitchen. Dan’s back was to her but Lizzy and her mother were facing her. Both were laughing out loud. Seeing her daughter, in her best dress, her dark hair brushed to a shine, eyes alight with happiness, brought a lump to Kate’s throat. If she ever had to go through what Patrick Kelly had, she would die, she thought.


‘Come away in, Katie, I’ve got your dinner nice and warm here.’ Evelyn was off her chair and going to the oven.


‘I’ll do it, Mum, you sit back down.’


Evelyn waved a hand at her. ‘You sit yourself down, young lady, and have a glass of the excellent wine Dan brought. I’ve nearly finished me own dinner anyway.’


Kate sat beside Dan and he smiled at her.


‘Merry Christmas, Kate.’


His voice was low and while Evelyn was getting the dinner from the oven he brushed her lips with his. Lizzy giggled. Kate was stunned. She expected a lot from Dan, none of it good, but that was the last thing she had anticipated. And the worse part of all was she had felt a shiver inside her as he had done it. She forced a smile on her face and grinned at her daughter.


‘Merry Christmas, love.’


‘Merry Christmas, Mum. How was it today?’ Her face was concerned.


‘Oh, not too bad, we’re getting there.’ She deliberately kept her voice light. Dan had unnerved her and she had a sneaking suspicion he had guessed the fact. He was looking at her now, a smile playing around his lips.


Evelyn put a large dinner in front of her and Kate felt her appetite return.


‘Oh, Mum, that looks great. I’m starving.’


‘Dad was just telling us about when he was in Egypt.’


Kate took a mouthful of turkey and nodded.


Evelyn sat back at the table and winked at her daughter. Kate noticed the flushed cheeks and guessed she had been on the whisky, or ‘Holy Water’ as her mother referred to it. Dan poured Kate a glass of wine and she sipped it.


‘Tell Mum about the Valley of the Kings, Dad.’


‘Your mother’s not interested in all that.’


‘Oh, but I am, Dan. You carry on with your story.’


Dan was where he wanted to be. He had an attentive audience and he loved it. He would try and impress Kate with his worldliness. She might deal with rapists and murderers and the lowest of the low, but he was an adventurer, a traveller, and that beat policing hands down!


‘Well, we got to Luxor. It was something else, you know, the Nile. I mean, it was just a thrill to be there. To be walking along the banks. Well, you get a boat and cross over to the Valley of the Kings . . .’


‘And Queens.’ Kate spoke through a mouthful of food.


‘Well, yes, and the Valley of the Queens. We went into Tutankhamen’s burial chamber. You would have loved it, Lizzy. The paintings on the ceilings . . .’


Kate let Dan go on. She felt like asking him why he hadn’t taken her with him; Lizzy would have loved it and Anthea’s boys had gone, she knew that for a fact. While Dan was describing the delights of Egypt, Kate drank her wine and carried on eating. She had heard it all before. Oh, not Egypt, but other places – all described in detail in the same sing-song voice. Kate closed her eyes and berated herself.


Dan’s kiss had affected her more than she liked to admit. She had been without a man for far too long, that was her trouble. There were plenty of men at work who had asked her out over the years, but they had nearly all been married. The few who had been divorced only wanted to talk about cases, with a bit of sex thrown in, and that had never appealed to Kate. One thing she had learnt in the police force: male police officers could be the biggest whores going but a policewoman, especially one in a senior position, had to be above reproach.


‘What’s the matter, Mum?’ Lizzy’s voice was concerned.


‘Oh, just thinking, poppet. That’s all.’


Dan put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her to him. ‘You leave that old job behind you now, Kate. You’ve got your family around you.’


She pushed his arm from her shoulders and looked into his face.


‘I’ve always had my family, Dan, thank you very much.’


The atmosphere at the table turned chilly. Kate carried on eating her dinner.


‘She’s always like this, Dad, with the big cases.’ Lizzy’s voice was placating and Kate felt mean for what she had done.


‘I think she does a grand job. How’s the young girl who was attacked?’ asked Evelyn.


‘In a very bad way, Mum. She took an awful beating.’


‘I’ve seen Mandy Kelly about. She’s really pretty, with long blond hair. Her dad’s a right one, always in trouble with the police.’


‘No, he is not!’ Kate’s voice came out louder than she intended and she bit her lip.


‘He’s been under suspicion but he’s never actually been charged with anything. He’s never even had a parking ticket, young lady, so just you get your facts right!’ Her voice was jocular now and Lizzy relaxed.


‘Well, Joanie’s mum said he owns massage parlours and places like that.’


‘And massage parlours and places like that are perfectly legal, love.’


‘More’s the bloody pity.’ Evelyn’s voice was disgusted.


‘Well, that’s the law for you. He’s done nothing wrong!’


‘I think men who live off women like that should be shot.’ Dan’s voice was low and hard.


Kate felt an urge to laugh.


‘There’s other ways for men to live off women than by putting them on the game, you should know that, Dan.’ Kate sipped her wine so she wouldn’t have to look at his face.


Dan pushed his chair away from the table and went into the lounge. Kate saw Lizzy bite her lip, her face a mass of confusion. But Dan was back almost immediately with a packet of cigarettes. ‘Let’s open our presents, shall we?’


‘Oh yes, let’s. We’ve been waiting for you, Mum.’


Kate placed her knife and fork on her plate and followed everyone into the lounge.


Dan gave Lizzy a large package which she opened slowly, taking off the paper carefully. Everything in their house was saved. Kate knew it was annoying Dan, who would have ripped the paper off regardless, and allowed herself a tiny smile from her seat by the fire. She heard Lizzy’s intake of breath as she took out a sheepskin flying jacket. It was the latest fashion, and for some unknown reason this annoyed Kate even more. Trust Dan to know exactly what a sixteen-year-old girl would want for Christmas! Lizzy threw herself into her father’s arms and hugged him.


‘Oh, Dad, it’s great, just what I wanted! Wait till Joanie sees this!’


Evelyn passed over Kate’s present and once more the slow ritual of opening began. Kate sat back in the chair watching her daughter with glee. As Lizzy took out the tiny box Kate caught her daughter’s eye.


‘Is it what I think, Mum?’


‘Open it and see.’


Lizzy reverently opened the box and squealed with delight. She threw her arms around her mother.


‘Oh, thank you! Thank you! I thought they’d be too expensive!’ She held up the sovereign earrings for all to see.


‘Come on, love, now open mine.’


Evelyn pushed a package into her hands and Lizzy opened it excitedly.


‘Oh, Gran!’


Evelyn laughed as Lizzy brought out a pair of Reebok bumpers.


‘I knew you wanted them so I thought I’d get them.’


‘Oh, Mum!’ Kate knew they cost over eighty pounds and shook her head at her mother. ‘You shouldn’t have spent that much!’


‘You only live once and money’s for the spending, I’m thinking.’


‘Hear, hear.’ Dan’s voice was wistful. ‘Now then, you two, here’s your presents.’ He gave Kate and Evelyn small packages.


‘Oh, you shouldn’t have, Dan, I never got you anything.’


Kate opened her present to find a bottle of Joy, her favourite perfume. Evelyn had a bottle of Chanel No. 5.


‘Now isn’t that grand? I’ve never had a bottle of real French perfume before. Thanks, Dan.’


‘You’re welcome. All women should be cosseted at some time, Eve, that’s my motto.’


Kate felt an urge to ask him how many he had cosseted over the years, but bit it back and instead smiled at him.


‘Thanks, Dan, it’s lovely.’


‘Still your favourite, I hope?’


‘Yes, it’s still my favourite.’


Kate watched as Lizzy shoved a present into her father’s hands. Then she went to the kitchen and poured herself out a glass of wine.


She stared at the perfume in her hands and sighed.


Oh Dan, she thought, why did you have to do this?


It brought back too many memories and she wasn’t fit to cope with them today. She had too much on her mind. She didn’t need to be reminded of how lonely she was.


Not today.


George watched his mother demolish a dinner large enough for two men. He smiled to himself. She could certainly put her food away. Gone were the days when her figure was the most important thing in her life.


‘Pass me the salt, someone.’


Nancy held out her hand and Joseph thrust the salt cellar into it. She belched loudly, holding her hand to her chest as if forcing her wind out. Lily and Elaine both pursed their lips in disgust.


‘Better out than in, eh, Georgie boy?’


‘Yes, Mother.’ He smiled at her.


Nancy poked her finger at him, a nasty light in her eyes. ‘Don’t eat too much stuffing now, you know it gives you constipation.’


George blanched.


‘Really, Nancy! We don’t want to discuss George’s digestion at the dinner table!’ Elaine’s voice was high. She could never understand her mother-in-law’s preoccupation with George’s bowels.


Nancy swivelled her huge bulk in her seat to see Elaine better.


‘George is a martyr to constipation. When he was a child it plagued him. Why, the hospital showed me how to give him enemas. Before that I had to give him what was called in those days a “manual”. I had to push my fingers . . .’


‘Oh, for God’s sake! We’re eating!’ Lilian pushed her plate away from her roughly. ‘Can we just for once . . . for one year at least . . . give George’s bloody bowels a rest!’


Nancy sniffed loudly and turned back to her food. ‘You know your trouble, Lilian?’ She shovelled a large forkful of vegetables into her mouth. ‘You’re too namby-pamby for your own good. Eighty-one years I’ve lived because I’ve always watched my bowels. They are the most important part of the body. They get rid of all the bad . . .’


‘Please, Mother.’ Joseph’s voice was strained. ‘As Lily says, let’s leave talk of bowels till later on, shall we? Now then, George, how’s work going?’ Joseph beamed across the table at his brother.


‘Fine.’ Oh, yes, Joseph, my work’s going so well they’re going to kick me out soon. I can’t afford a nice Daimler Sovereign like you. But you know that, don’t you? That’s why you ask me the same question every time I see you. Why Lily goes on and on about your large detached house. Well, it was your large detached house that lumbered you with Mother, wasn’t it?


‘George? Lily’s talking to you.’ Elaine’s voice broke into his thoughts.


‘He was always the same, Elaine, even as a child. Always in a world of his own. Always a dreamer, was my Georgie. That’s why he never got on like the others. Look at Edith, out in America. Her Joss is a surgeon. Living the life of Riley them two. Off to the Bahamas every few months. It does a mother’s heart good to know that at least some of her children did well.’


Her voice was reproaching George with every word she spoke.


‘Edith always enjoyed travelling, Mother. Do you remember when she ran off to Brighton with the travelling salesman?’


Elaine felt the tension she had created and was actually enjoying it. Edith’s foray down to Brighton was never mentioned. Neither was the child she gave up for adoption a year afterwards.


Nancy pushed her plate away from her, her heavily powdered face looking more wrinkled than ever with the deepness of her frown.


‘Only you, Elaine, would bring up something to break my heart. Joseph, George, help me into the lounge. I want to be alone.’


‘I’m sure Elaine didn’t mean anything by it, Mother.’


‘Shut up, George, and help an old woman to a comfortable seat.’


George and Joseph both rushed to their mother’s side, helping her heave her bulk from the chair. She leant on their arms as she slowly trekked from the kitchen to the lounge. Elaine and Lilian watched the three leave the kitchen. As soon as the door shut behind them Lilian whispered: ‘The woman is like a waking nightmare.’


‘I heard that, Lily! I may be old but I’m not deaf!’


Nancy’s voice seemed to drill through the wooden kitchen door.


Elaine put her hand over her mouth to stifle a high laugh.


‘She has ears like an elephant, Elaine, you don’t know what it’s like.’


‘I can imagine, thank you very much, and before you ask the answer’s no. Both George and I work and she can’t be left on her own all day.’


Lily sighed.


It was worth a try, even if you already knew the answer.


In the lounge George and Joseph had set their mother on the settee, packing cushions all around her.


‘Joseph, you go back to your dinner. I want to speak to George in private.’


Joseph left the room as quickly as possible. He was nearly sixty years old. He had his own prosperous business. Yet his mother could reduce him to an eight year old in a few sentences. When Joseph left, Nancy patted a tiny expanse of seat beside her.


‘Sit with your mama, Georgie boy.’


He sat beside her warily.


Nancy looked into her son’s face for a few moments.


‘The years haven’t been kind to you, my boy, have they? No. You know this yourself.’


George could smell her perfume. It was lily of the valley. The scent brought back his childhood. The terraced house in Bow, the war, his father’s death, his mother’s endless stream of men friends. His ‘uncles’ as he had had to call them. George could not remember his father and knew that there was something not right about his death.


After the war his mother had packed up what was left of their home and moved them all to East Ham where she had made a niche for herself.


Nancy Markham had been a formidable person all her life. She ruled her children. When she said do something, you did it or took the consequences. Like Edith’s baby. She had wanted to keep the child. It had broken her heart when she had had to give him up. But, as always, Mother knew best.


Nancy was still talking, her voice low and caressing as she enumerated every failure in his life.


George knew that his mother did not like him, though she swore that she loved him. As he watched her ruby red lips opening and shutting he had a vision of himself getting up from the settee, going out to the hall and getting his Swiss army knife from beneath the floorboards in the hall cupboard. He could see the fear in his mother’s face as she realised that he was going to plunge it into her fat body. Over and over again. Slashing and ripping at her fat breasts and overhanging stomach . . .


‘George boy, you’re sweating! Are you feeling all right?’


He smiled at her. His secret smile. ‘Yes, Mother, I’m fine. Absolutely fine. Never felt better, in fact.’


For the first time ever, Nancy Markham felt as if her son had the upper hand. And like Elaine before her, she didn’t like it one bit.


Patrick Kelly sat at his daughter’s bedside in Grantley Hospital. The bruising on her face was beginning to fade, but still she lay in a deep coma. The doctors had opened a little window in her skull because her brain had swollen so much they had to relieve the pressure on it.


He held on to her hand. Christmas had no meaning for him now. The big dinner he had planned, and the present giving, were all far from his mind.


Earlier in the day he had attended Mass in the hospital chapel. It was the first time in over twenty years. He’d prayed to God to save his daughter. Make her be as she was before she was attacked. Even as he prayed he knew he was a hypocrite.


While he sat in the chapel, paid muscle was looking for the perpetrator of the horrific deed. He gritted his teeth.


If it took him the rest of his life and every penny of his considerable fortune, he would find the bastard. And when he did, when he confronted him, he would exact his payment, which was death. A long slow death.


Putting Mandy’s hand to his mouth, he kissed it softly.







Chapter Seven







Christmas 1948



George lay in bed staring up at the ceiling. He pulled the blankets over his shoulders and rubbed his frozen ears with his hands, breathing into his palms every so often to warm them. His whole body was numb with cold. The sash windows had iced up inside, reflecting weird murals on the walls with the breaking dawn. He poked his head out of the blankets once more as he heard a noise from his mother’s room. He let his breath out slowly, carefully, watching it spiral like cigarette smoke in the cold dimness. He strained his ears to listen. Nothing. Gradually he relaxed. Then he heard the dull thud of footsteps on the linoleum. He squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could. Maybe it was Mother going to the toilet? Or Edith? But the footsteps stopped outside his door.


He hunched himself lower down in the bed. The inadequate bedding barely covered him – one sheet, one blanket, and an old overcoat.


He closed his eyes and tried to feign unconsciousness, his mouth quivering with apprehension. He listened as the door creaked open slowly and someone came into the room. George’s nose quivered as he smelt the heavy mustiness of the man. It was a mixture of sweat and beer. He was terrified. The man moved towards the bed purposefully, treading only on the boards he knew would not creak.


‘Georgie? You awake?’


The child lay there unmoving. His heart was beating so loud and fast surely the man could hear it?


He closed his eyes even tighter, then felt the warm breath on his neck. George’s head was tucked beneath the blanket and overcoat, and he instinctively brought his knees up to his chest until he was in a foetal position.


A large warm hand entered the bed and George felt the roughness of the skin as it began slowly to caress his buttocks. Then the bed was sinking with the weight of the man, and against his will the child was rolling into his heavy stomach.


At least he was warm.


Then the blankets were pulled over both their heads and George was being dragged down, down, into the fantasy world that was his only escape from this life.


Later the man crept from the bed, and George could finally sleep the sleep of the exhausted. His eyelashes still glistening with the silent tears, he lay there in the warm space the man vacated.


He slept then.


Bert Higgins slipped back into bed with Nancy Markham and was just settling himself when she spoke.


‘How was Georgie tonight, Bert?’


He froze beside her.


‘Oh, I know all about your little visits to him in the middle of the night.’


Nancy was enjoying the fear she was creating. She finally had something over him and she liked that. She liked that very much.


She laughed derisively.


‘I can just imagine what your friends would say if they knew you liked little boys, Bert.’


He turned over in bed and grabbed her throat with an iron hand.


‘What you going to do about it, Nance?’


She laughed again, no trace of fear in her voice.


‘Who, me? I’m not going to do anything, Bert. You know me – each to his own. The only thing I want from you is more money.’


Bert let go of her and lit the candle by the bed. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling.


‘You mean . . . you’re not going to stop me?’


His voice was incredulous.


‘Why should I? Providing we can come to a financial arrangement, I’m not bothered about it.’


Bert smiled in the candlelight.


‘You’d do anything for money, wouldn’t you?’


Nancy lit a cigarette and blew the smoke out. Then she turned to him full on.


‘That’s about the strength of it, yes.’


‘Fair enough then, Nance. How much?’


‘An extra fiver a week should do it.’


Bert considered this for a few minutes.


‘I can go to three quid.’


‘It’s five or the deal’s off.’


‘All right then. But what about us?’


Nancy stubbed out her cigarette, then blew out the candle.


‘Us? We carry on as usual. Good night.’


‘Good night, Nancy.’


She was asleep in minutes. Bert, though, lay awake for a while pondering the situation. Nancy Markham had sold her son to him for a measly five pounds a week.


George came home to find Bert slumped on the settee, snoring loudly. When Bert turned over on the settee to make himself more comfortable, George smiled to himself. A little smile that barely showed his teeth.


He could smell the alcohol fumes with every breath Bert took and guessed, rightly, that he had passed out at some point in the evening. That’s why his mother had left him there.


George walked closer and stared down at the man. He had spilt a glass of whisky over himself. The smell was strong and the glass still beside him. It was trapped between his body and the back of the settee.


George picked up the bottle of Black and White whisky and gently poured the last of it along the back of the settee. He was feeling acutely excited.


He placed the bottle back on the table and then picked up a box of matches. With shaking hands, he lit one. He stood watching the burning match in fascination until it got down to his fingertips. Then the burning sensation made him throw it from him. He watched, sucking his finger, as it ignited the whisky. In the semi-darkness he saw a tiny blue flame slowly lick its way along the back of the settee, gathering momentum as it went. A sticky burning smell emanated from it. George watched as Bert, still snoring heavily, began to breathe in the black smoke.


It wasn’t until Bert’s clothes caught fire that George felt a shiver of apprehension. He watched as the trouser material began to curl up and melt, his excitement growing stronger as Bert did nothing to help himself.


Then all at once the settee was a fireball. It just seemed to burst into big red and yellow flames that snaked over the arms and on to the floor.


George stepped back towards the door, the heat from the flames touching his aching face.


Then he heard an almighty roar. The flames were standing up and coming towards him.


He backed out quickly into the hallway, his woollen socks making him slip and slide in his haste. The terrible agonising roar came from the flames again. The man was stumbling round the room in panic. George saw Bert grab the brocade curtains and watched in fascination as the flames began to creep up them as well. Suddenly, everywhere was pandemonium. Edith was behind him and her screams brought George back to himself. He watched as she pulled the tablecloth off the kitchen table and ran back into the front room and tried to put out the flames on Bert with it. He was lying on the floor and Edith was patting at the flames.


‘Go and get some help, George, for goodness’ sake. Hurry UP!’


He snapped into action and collided with Joseph who came careering down the stairs at the noise.


‘Bloody hell!’ Joseph’s voice was incredulous.


Then he was out of the front door and running up the garden path in his pyjamas. George turned back to the scene in the front room.


Edith’s nightdress was burning, the hem was beginning to glow blue, and he ran into the room and pulled on his sister’s arm.


‘Your nightie! Edie, your nightie!’ She allowed him to stamp it out with his woollen socks.


‘What the hell’s going on here?’


Nancy’s voice was loud. She stood in the doorway blinking rapidly.


The room was blazing now and Edith pushed George towards the door.


‘Mum . . . help me pull him outside. For God’s sake, the whole place is gonna go up.’


Nancy threw George out of the front door. He stood in the rain, his feet beginning to freeze, while Nancy and Edith dragged Bert’s bulk from the house. Thick black smoke was coming from the front door and the smell of burning was everywhere. Little flakes of grey ash were trying to rise up with the smoke but the rain was forcing them down on to the pavement and eventually into the sewers.


 



Lights were now on all over the little cul-de-sac and people were coming from their houses in fear and excitement. George felt Mrs Marshall put a heavy coat around his shoulders and pull him from the garden. Her slender arms were gentle as she propelled him towards her own house. He watched the proceedings from her lovely warm front room. He stared out of the lead light window and across the road with a feeling of unreality.


The clamour of the fire engines made him start. The firemen were clearing everyone away from the burning house. Bert was taken from the garden on a stretcher, a blanket covering his face.


George was elated. Bert was dead. He was dead. Bert Higgins was dead. He turned to Mrs Marshall and she mistook the light in the boy’s eyes for unshed tears. She pulled him into her sweet-smelling embrace and kissed the top of his head gently.


‘Poor little mite, aren’t you?’


He had never felt so powerful. He had rid the world of Bert Higgins.


Mrs Marshall put him from her and looked into his face. ‘Shall I make you some nice sweet tea?’ She placed him gently on her settee and went out to her kitchen.


Joseph walked into the room and sat beside George. His face was ashen.


‘Mum’s gone to the hospital with Bert. Edith’s gone with her. We’re to stay here until they come back.’


George slipped his hand into his brother’s, and Joseph squeezed it tightly.


‘Mrs Marshall’s making some tea, Joseph, do you want some?’


The next day George and Joseph raked through the ruined house. They managed to salvage quite a bit of stuff and piled it carefully in the front garden. Edith and Nancy came home from the hospital in the afternoon.


Nancy went straight into Mrs Marshall’s, Edith came for the boys.


‘Bert’s dead. Mum was sedated and I had to stay there with her. Are you two all right?’


‘Where are we going to go?’


Edith shrugged.


‘I don’t know. But don’t worry, things will turn out all right, they always do somehow.’ Her voice was tired and George felt a great sadness for her.


‘Mrs Marshall made us eggs and bacon this morning. She might make you some if you ask her nicely.’


Edith smiled at him wanly.


‘I’m not very hungry.’


George shrugged and resumed his searching.


‘Do they know how the fire started, Edie?’


‘Well, as far as I can gather, they think Bert fell asleep with a lighted cigarette. I know he was a pig, but to die like that . . . His face was twisted up in torment, it was terrible. Skin was burnt off the bone in some places. He died in agony, Joey, mortal agony.’


Joseph put his arm around his sister.


George had heard everything and smiled to himself. Then he began to giggle out loud.


He ran out into the road, and holding out his arms began to spin round and round like a whirling dervish, until he fell, dizzy and exhilarated, on to the pavement.


He lay there in the wet, his mind reeling. He had a secret.


 



Edith knelt beside him and he smiled up at her. His secret smile that just showed his teeth.







Chapter Eight


Kate went for a bath at seven thirty. She put plenty of bubble bath in the water and lay back, letting the hot water seep into her bones. Her long hair was pinned on top of her head and her face scrubbed free of make-up. She closed her eyes tightly. She was really feeling this case.


Earlier Lizzy had tried on all her finery and Kate had watched her twirling around the tiny lounge and suddenly felt as if a hand had gripped her heart. Supposing this man, this murderer, took her daughter and did to her what he had done to Mandy Kelly and Geraldine O’Leary? She pushed the thoughts from her mind. Nothing was going to happen to Lizzy. Kate would make sure of that. With luck Mandy Kelly would recover. She was a fighter, that much was evident.


Kate pushed her shoulders under the water. Her skin had erupted in goose pimples and it wasn’t because of the cold. She closed her eyes again. She had fought hammer and tongs to get Christmas Day off, and all Lizzy had time for was her father.


Dan did look well, though. After dinner one of Lizzy’s friends had come round. Joanie of the acne and the braying laugh. Kate chastised herself. What on earth was the matter with her? Poor Joanie was a nice girl. But the worshipful look she had given Dan had annoyed her. It wasn’t fair the way Dan affected women . . .


She heard the bathroom door open and smiled. Lizzy with a nice glass of wine, or better still a cup of coffee. She opened one eye and sat up in the bath with shock, water going everywhere.


‘What do you want?’ Her voice was a loud whisper.


She crossed her arms across her breasts.


‘I brought you a glass of wine and a cigarette, that’s all, Kate. Don’t worry, I’m not going to rape you.’ Dan’s voice was normal and she felt a fool. He placed a glass of wine in her hand and, wiping her free hand on a towel, as if she was a child, he gave her the lit cigarette.


‘You looked done in so I thought I’d try and help you relax.’


Kate settled back in the water, glad now of the concealing bubbles. Dan sat on the toilet seat and laughed.


‘I don’t know why you’re going all modest. I do know what you look like undressed, remember.’


‘What are the others doing?’ She was having difficulty keeping her voice light.


‘They’re watching James Bond, my dear. I taped it for them last night. How’s the case going?’


His voice was conversational and friendly. Kate was taken back, over the years, to when they had bathed together. When it had been good between them, before Lizzy had been born.


‘Not very well, actually. We haven’t even got a suspect.’


‘I admire you, you know, Kate. The way you’ve built yourself a career.’


‘It’s called working, Dan, you should try it some time.’


He smiled, showing his perfect teeth.


‘Put the claws away, Kate. I know what you think of me but I’ve changed, you know. I realised a long time ago that I needed to grow up, and believe me when I say I’m working on it.’


Kate took a gulp of the wine and a long draw on her cigarette. This close, Dan made her feel uncomfortable. He slipped to the floor and knelt by the side of the bath.


‘What are you doing?’ Kate’s voice was suspicious. Her hands were full and she didn’t trust Danny Burrows one bit.


‘I’m not doing anything. I was just going to wash your back, that’s all.’


‘I don’t want my back washed, thank you very much. Now if you don’t mind, Dan, I want to get out.’


She sat up again in the water, looking around for somewhere to dump the cigarette and wine. Dan took them from her.


‘Look, Kate, all I’m trying to do is make myself useful, that’s all. While I’m here . . .’


She didn’t let him finish. ‘While you’re here, Dan, I’d appreciate it if you left me alone. We don’t lock doors in this house and I’d hate to have to start now.’


‘Can’t you even try and be friendly?’


His blue eyes were puzzled and for a few seconds Kate felt sorry for him. Dan honestly didn’t know what was going on. To him, if you wanted something you took it. He never realised how much he had hurt her in the past. How many times had she taken him back over the years, only to come home from work to find he had gone again? No note, nothing. Just her mother’s pitying face. Too many times having to tell Lizzy that Daddy had gone again. That he worked away, a long, long way away, that’s why he didn’t write very often or call.


As he traced his fingers along her arm, she felt a response inside her. She still wanted Dan sexually, she admitted that, but she’d deny herself that satisfaction before she let him scramble her brains all over again.


‘You’re the only woman I ever really loved, you know, Kate. Whatever you might think of me, that at least is the truth.’


She stood up and pulled a towel from the rail, wrapping it around herself. The funny thing was, she knew it was true. Dan chased excitement. A new woman to him was as necessary as water to everyone else. If she had been able to accept that, then they would never have parted. But Kate wanted someone one hundred percent. And that sort of commitment was beyond Danny Burrows.


‘Leave me alone, Dan. I mean it. You had your chance and you blew it. I have no intention of going through all that rigmarole again. I stopped wanting you a long time ago. Now, if you don’t mind, I want to get myself sorted out.’


He gave her one of his winning smiles.


‘Well, you can’t blame me for trying, Katie, you’re still a very attractive woman.’


You should know about attractive women, Dan. Christ himself knows you’ve had enough of them.


After he’d left she felt flat and cheated, because she hadn’t been with a man since Dan had left her for the last time, five years earlier.


Though he didn’t know it, he was the only man she had ever slept with in her whole life.


She picked up the wine from the window sill where he had placed it, and drained the glass. Her hands were shaking, and it wasn’t with fright.


Sometimes, when they’d had a bad domestic, there would be a woman battered black and blue. The man would have a restraining order placed on him, the woman would be taken to hospital. Then Kate would hear that the woman had gone back to her husband, wanted the charges dropped, and the others would say what a fool the wife was. But Kate had sympathised. Some were like the little girl with the curl. When they were good they were very, very good, but when they were bad they were bastards. There were other ways of battering women too, ways that did not involve physical violence, and Kate sometimes thought that the mental battering was worse.


Unless, of course, you were dealing with the Grantley rapist. With a husband or boyfriend at least you had an inkling of what you were up against.


With him, you were on your own.


Kate’s thoughts strayed to Patrick Kelly, keeping a lonely vigil by his daughter’s hospital bed. She dried between her legs and felt the stirrings there. Kelly brought out feelings she had forced down for years. She closed her eyes to stop the pictures that were invading her brain. She was tired and lonely and Patrick Kelly had affected her for all the right reasons – he was an attractive man. Dan, on the other hand, affected her for all the wrong reasons. Namely, because he was here now, and she knew exactly how their lovemaking would be.


She hoped that Kelly’s daughter pulled through, she really did. He had such faith in himself, he had such a strong belief that Mandy would open her eyes and look at him as though she had just had a nap. Kate wanted that for him too.


Of course, Patrick Kelly kept invading her thoughts because of his daughter’s terrible predicament. She forced that thought into her head and held on to it. It was just pity.


But she knew she was lying to herself.


She fancied Patrick Kelly with all her heart and soul. He was the first man she had fancied for over five years.


She heard Dan’s voice coming up from the lounge and Lizzy’s laughter. After all, he had given her Lizzy. For that reason alone she would forgive him an awful lot. But their days of bedding down together were over.


Patrick Kelly looked at his watch. It was just after seven. He realised that he had not eaten for over twenty-four hours. Putting his daughter’s hand gently back on the bed, he walked from the intensive care unit. In the small waiting room he lit a cigarette and took a hip flask from the pocket of his jacket. The brandy burnt his empty belly. He was unshaven and unkempt.


The young PC who had been staying at the hospital, in case Mandy awoke and said anything, came into the room.


Patrick watched him as he sat down. He was only a kid. Twenty at the most.


‘The nurses are turning her and that.’


His voice was apologetic. Patrick felt an enormous surge of sympathy for the boy. Christmas night and he was stuck here waiting for a half-dead girl to say a couple of words when he would much rather be at a party or something.


He offered the boy his hip flask.


‘Go on, son, have a shot.’


The PC took the flask and had a few sips, coughing as the liquid hit the back of his throat.


‘Merry Christmas, son.’ Patrick’s voice was sad and flat.


‘She’ll pull through, sir. It’s amazing what they can do now.’


The boy was talking for effect. They both knew that.


Suddenly they heard the frenzied high-pitched bleeping of the monitors attached to Mandy. They stamped on their cigarettes and ran from the room.


Mandy’s bed was surrounded by nurses and doctors. The sister pulled Patrick away from the scene as they tried to save his daughter’s life.


Finally, everything was quiet and all that could be heard was the low buzzing sound of the heart monitor. Then that was unplugged and all there was was a deathly silence.


‘I want to use the toilet again. George, Joseph, help me to the toilet.’


They helped their mother heave her huge bulk from the settee. This was the sixth time they had toileted her since she had been in the house.


As they walked her from the room Elaine glanced at the clock. Eight thirty. They would be leaving soon, thank God.


‘So how’s Betty these days, Lily?’


‘Fine. She’s a buyer for a big fashion store as you know. She’s doing very well. Of course, we don’t see as much of her as we’d like . . .’ She left the sentence unfinished but even without the words being said, Elaine knew why. Nancy was hated by her grandchildren.


Nancy sat on the toilet. Her two sons stood outside the door, puffing and panting. Getting Nancy Markham up the stairs was a major event. Both the men were aware that she could walk perfectly well, yet like everything in their lives that had to do with their mother, they studiously avoided mentioning it.


George could see the blue tinge around Joseph’s mouth. His mother would put him into an early grave.


‘I’m ready!’ Nancy’s voice broke through the air like a thunderbolt. The two men opened the bathroom door. The smell of faeces was overpowering.


‘You can wipe, George. Joseph did it last time, and made a bloody awful job of it.’ She held a warning finger up. ‘Do it properly or there will be hell to pay!’


Nancy stood, forcing all her considerable weight on to her sons’ arms, before deliberately letting herself drop to her knees. Joseph and George were dragged to the ground with her.


‘Fuck this!’ Joseph’s voice reverberated around the tiny bathroom. George looked at his brother, amazed.


Joseph had sworn in front of their mother!


Nancy had been on all fours on the floor. Before she had time to think what she was doing she was standing up of her own accord and staring down at her eldest son, hands on ample hips.


‘What did you just say?’


George pulled himself from the floor and sat on the edge of the bath, giggling nervously. He was enjoying himself. Joseph lay on the floor. His arm was killing him where his mother’s weight had nearly wrenched it out of its socket.


‘What’s going on up there? What’s all the crashing about?’


Elaine’s voice, which could outshout Nancy Markham’s on her better days, carried up the stairs and into the bathroom. George heard the thud of her slippers coming upstairs.


‘I said, what did you say Joseph Markowitz? Answer me!’


Elaine stared into the bathroom in bewilderment. She saw her mother-in-law prod Joseph’s thigh with her foot.


‘I’m sorry, Mother. It just slipped out.’


Nancy, realising that she was standing up of her own accord, held her chest, her eyes rolling up into her head.


‘Oh, George, help me. I’m going to faint . . .’


As she crashed to the floor once more, Joseph did a roll that would have made a paratrooper proud; Elaine watched the whole charade with wide eyes.


‘Listen here, George Markham, this is the last time! Do you hear me?’ Elaine’s voice had risen fifteen decibels louder than usual.


‘Next year, we are going away for Christmas. Now pick your bloody mother up and get her out of my house. I’ve had enough!’


Nancy’s and Joseph’s mouths both opened simultaneously, but snapped shut as they looked at George. He was still sitting on the edge of the bath and laughing his head off, tears running down his face, which he wiped now and then with the back of his hand.


Lily, who had come up to see what all the noise was about, stared around her in amazement. Her mother had warned her about marrying into the Markham family and she had been right.


They were funny. Not funny ha-ha, but funny peculiar.


When Kate received the call saying that Mandy Kelly had died, she drove straight to the hospital. Now she had two murders to contend with. When she saw Patrick Kelly, she was shocked. That he had taken the death badly was hardly surprising, but he looked positively old. Old and haggard.


She went to him. He was still holding his daughter’s body in his arms and the doctors and nurses could not persuade him to leave the bedside. The body had to be put on ice, and soon. Kate motioned for everyone to move away and went to him.


‘I’m really very sorry, Mr Kelly. I can assure you that we shall do all that we can to find the man responsible.’


Her gentle voice broke in on him. He looked at her with red-rimmed eyes.


‘She was only twenty-two, just a baby. Just a kid, that’s all. I’d bought her a shop, you know.’ His voice caught and he sniffed loudly. ‘A lovely little shop. She would have done well and all, she wasn’t a silly girl. She had a good brain, did my Mandy.’ He bit his lip hard. ‘What will I do without her?’ The plaintive note in his voice went straight to Kate’s heart.


‘She was all I had.’


Kate put her arm around his shoulders and he cried into her jacket. She stroked his hair. Patrick Kelly was a Repoman. The best in the business, it was said. He would repossess anything, from a car, to a crane, to a large yacht. He had been nicknamed ‘The Snatchman’ by friends and enemies alike. That his business was not strictly legal Kate was aware, he owned sex shops, massage parlours and many other businesses. Yet, as he was now, broken hearted, Kate felt an enormous affection for him. Whatever he may be, he had been a loving father and husband and at this moment in time, Kate envied his wife the love he had borne her.


‘Come on, Mr Kelly, let’s get you home, shall we? There’s nothing you can do here now.’


She pulled him away from his daughter’s body. As he let go of Mandy he slipped his arm around Kate’s waist and she held him tightly while he cried, his shoulders heaving beneath his expensive crumpled suit.


When he was spent she walked him from the room, motioning with her head to DS Willis, who had met her at the hospital, to finish off there. She would take Patrick Kelly home.


Willis watched her leave and felt a spark of respect for his boss. Patrick Kelly was notorious, a villain and a thug, yet DI Kate Burrows had him eating out of her hand. One of the advantages of being a female, he supposed.


Outside the hospital, Kelly’s driver was waiting for him in his Rolls-Royce Corniche. Kate helped Patrick into the back, relieved that she did not have to drive him home. As she went to shut the door, his voice stayed her.


‘Please, come home with me . . . I need to talk to someone.’


His voice was wretched, and Kate hesitated only a moment before climbing into the car beside him. Maybe he would inadvertently give her some clues. People often did, without even realising that what they said had a bearing on the case in hand.


He grabbed her hand and held on to it tightly. Kate looked at his strong profile as they drove to his house. He was staring out of the window at the cold deserted streets, his hard chiselled face set, despite his grief. His dark hair, though untidy, looked manly and strong to Kate. Like Patrick Kelly did. He glanced at her; his violet blue eyes held a depth of gratitude that she knew he would never be able to convey in words.


She squeezed back.


Lizzy sat with her father and grandmother watching the end of the James Bond film. As the credits began to roll she stretched in her chair.


‘That was great! I love Sean Connery. Can I have a glass of Babycham, Gran?’


Evelyn looked at her.


‘Oh, all right then, but just one mind!’


‘Thanks, Gran.’ She skipped across the room to the drinks cabinet.


Dan watched her, a smile on his face. She had really grown up since the last time he had seen her. She had the long-legged coltish look peculiar to sixteen-year-old girls. Her breasts were heavy though; she took after his side of the family in that respect. But facially she was all her mother. She was just like Kate had been when they had first met. From the long silky dark hair to the perfect white teeth. She even had Kate’s distinctive nose.


She walked back to her seat with her drink and sipped it. ‘Mmmm, lovely.’


‘It’s a shame your mother had to go out tonight.’


Lizzy shrugged. ‘It’s her job. Mum really has to work hard to keep us all, doesn’t she, Gran?’


‘That she does, child.


‘Oh, I know that, but it doesn’t seem fair, her having to shoot off on Christmas night.’ Dan kept his voice deliberately light.


‘You get used to it after a while, Dad. I can’t remember the last birthday when she was home early enough for the party! Still, Gran’s always here.’


Dan nodded and sipped at his brandy.


Evelyn stood up. ‘Who fancies a turkey sandwich?’


Both Dan and Lizzy nodded assent and she went to the kitchen. Dan squeezed his daughter’s hand. ‘You’re a good girl you know, Liz. A lot of girls would hate a mother who was never there when they wanted her.’


She bit her lip and thought hard. ‘She’s there when I really want her, Dad. Don’t you worry about that. When’s Anthea back?’


The question took him by surprise.


‘Oh . . . Anthea and I are not really together any more.’


Lizzy took a large gulp of her Babycham and put the glass on the little coffee table.


‘I’m glad, Dad. I never liked her very much.’


‘You didn’t really know her.’ His voice was strained.


‘No, but when I used to ring up, she’d be very off-hand with me. I felt as if I was intruding or something.’


‘That was just Anthea’s way. She didn’t mean anything. How do you get on with your mother’s . . . er . . . friends?’


‘Boyfriends, you mean? She never has any. I know she gets asked out on dates, but she never goes. My friend’s dad wanted to go out with her, and she said no.’


‘Your friend’s dad!’ Dan’s voice was scandalised.


‘Oh, don’t worry, her mum’s been dead for ages. Oh, that sounds terrible, but you know what I mean.’


‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’


They smiled at one another.


‘Oh, Dad, it’s great to have you here like this.’


‘It’s great to be here, love.’


If it rested with him, he’d be here for a long time to come. He was convinced that his Katie still held a torch for him, and he’d do everything he could to get that torch blazing again.


The first part of the plan was getting his mother-in-law on his side. He’d start working on that straight away.


Kate and Patrick sat on the large settee in Patrick’s lounge; both were drinking coffee. Patrick had been talking about himself for over an hour and Kate let him.


All the stories about him, true and imagined, had not prepared her for the almost brutal attractiveness that he had in abundance. His dark brown hair, just beginning to grey at the temples, gave him a distinguished air and softened his rugged features. Dark-skinned and full lipped, he had eyes that were a deep penetrating blue, and from the way he moved Kate could see that he had looked after himself well over the years. Only a slight paunch belied his age. He was a very attractive man. Too attractive, in fact, for his own good. And Kate had a sneaking suspicion that under other circumstances he would deliberately make her aware of the fact.


Patrick Kelly loved women. But he had only really loved two with all his heart and soul. His wife, Renée, and his daughter, Mandy. Mandy who was lying now in a mortuary, waiting to be dissected by the pathologist’s scalpel.


Kate closed her eyes. Patrick’s voice was a low drone in her ears. All this unhappiness and confusion pouring out of him like a dam.


Patrick rose from his seat and picked up a bottle of brandy. He brought it back together with two Waterford crystal glasses. Like everything else in the house, they were of the best quality, but as he poured out two generous measures, Kate was made aware that money meant very little when you had no one to share it with.


‘My old mum used to take in washing, you know. Me dad had had it on his toes years before, leaving me and my four sisters. My mother worked like a black to give us a decent life, but she was held back, like we all were then, by lack of education and decent jobs.


‘I found my old man a few years ago. He’d only gone as far as North London. He’d shacked up with some old bird who was on the game. She kept him in the style he had rapidly grown accustomed to. He’d been a good-looking bloke in his day. I went to see him and told him I was his son, like. He just smiled and asked me if I had any money. He never even asked after my mum or my sisters. Not even casually.


‘But I told him. I told him Mum died of a massive stroke, that she’d been riddled with rheumatism from years of washing other people’s dirty clothes, but he wasn’t even interested . . .’


Kate saw him drop his head on to his chest.


‘All those years my old mum had been waiting for him to come home, and he never even thought about her.’


‘What did you do?’ Kate’s voice was low.


‘I smacked him. Punched him all around his little bedsit. An old man, and I kicked him in . . . me own father. Then, as I left, I gave him fifty quid. Threw it on the bed. I told him that was all he would ever get from me. I can still see him crawling over the bed. His face was bleeding but he grabbed that money like a dog with a bone. I hated him then.


‘I came home and I looked at my Mandy and I patted myself on the back. Oh, yes, I thought, my child will never know pain like that. But she ended up knowing a worse pain than I could ever have given her. A much worse pain.’


He sniffed loudly. ‘Well, whoever this pervent is, I’m gonna catch him. I’ve already got blokes sniffing about, and when I do find him . . .’ He left the sentence unfinished.


‘You’re much better off letting us find him, Mr Kelly.’


Patrick laughed at her. A hard bitter sound.


‘You must be smoking, as the youngsters say. Do you honestly think I’ll let the social workers and the bleeding hearts get their poncey hands on him? Do you? Do you think I’ll allow him to go to some nice top security hospital, where he can roam the grounds freely and have a television and video in his room? Where he can con his way out in a couple of years and end up working in a children’s home or something?


‘No way, darlin’. I intend to see he pays dearly for the death of my girl and for that other woman. She had three little kids, for fuck’s sake. Be honest, do you really think he is entitled to a life while my child is rotting underground? No way.’


Kate hung her head because part of her grudgingly agreed with what Kelly was saying. It was all right being high-principled, saying if you resorted to violence you were only bringing yourself down to an animal’s level. But what Patrick Kelly said struck a chord with her. She had a daughter of her own. But on the other hand, she’d dedicated her life to the idea that justice should only be done through the proper channels.


She would find the Grantley rapist and when she did she would put him away. That was the law, and that’s what she was paid to do. She could understand his temper, his wish to destroy the man, it was natural for him to feel like that. But although she might sympathise, she would never agree.


You could not fight violence with violence. This man, whoever he was, was sick. Sick in the mind. He needed to be taken away from society. And when she found him – not if, when – he would be put away for good.


There were always two sides to any coin. When Kelly calmed down he would see that much for himself.


At least, she hoped so. She could hear Kelly’s deep breathing and she sighed gently, reminding herself that he had lost his most precious possession.


‘What’s the time?’ Kelly asked finally.


‘A quarter to twelve.’


He looked at her sadly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve kept you from your own family, tonight of all nights.’


‘Don’t be sorry, Mr Kelly.’


His face was close to her and Kate felt an absurd fluttering sensation inside her. As if she had just run a long race and was breathless. ‘I am working, you know.’


Patrick Kelly stared into Kate’s brown eyes. The sadness there gave them an added beauty. He felt as if the whole mystery of woman was hiding in their depths.


Kate was in Grantley Police Station by one fifteen. Kelly had put his car at her disposal and she had let the driver take her to Grantley Hospital, where she had picked up her own car. The less people knew about her and Patrick Kelly the better. Yet, she reasoned with herself, what was there to know? She had comforted him in his hour of need, that was all. But Kate knew that it was more than that. On her side at least. She pushed the thought from her mind, annoyed with herself. He was a bereaved man, that was all.


Inside the incident room Amanda, Willis and Superintendent Ratchette were all working.


‘I’ve been with Kelly, he’s pretty cut up. I never thought I would ever say this, but I feel sorry for the man.’


‘Well, Kate, we have no new developments, except that the car, the dark blue Orion that was seen on the waste ground, was also seen driving near Portaby Road earlier in the evening. A woman walking her dog said it made a U-turn near her and that’s why she remembered it. First thing in the morning we’re going to be interviewing these people.’


‘Right. I’ll see to it.’


Ratchette raised an eyebrow. ‘Let one of the youngsters do their share. It’s Boxing Day. You’ve earned your rest.’


Kate shook her head violently. ‘No, I’ll do it, sir. I want this bastard caught.’


Willis and Dawkins both looked at her curiously. She hardly ever swore.


‘Amanda, would you get me a coffee, please? Black with lots of sugar. Willis, you can start filling me in on what’s been happening here today.’


He picked up the file he had been working on and brought it over to Kate.


Ratchette watched her closely. She’d been drinking, that much was evident, but there was something else . . . something he could not quite put his finger on. Well, it would all come out in the wash as his wife was fond of saying.







Chapter Nine


George and Elaine had taken their Boxing Day constitutional in Grantley Woods. As they drove past Vauxhall Drive, George smiled to himself. He wondered fleetingly what Elaine would do if she knew that he was the ‘Grantley Ripper’.


At the moment though all she was interested in was her holiday with the girls, and her two nights out a week. George knew that she was a bit nonplussed at his eagerness for her to have her own social life. She thought it was an act of selflessness on his part. She could not have been more wrong.


On the nights that Elaine went out with her friends, he went out on the prowl. He liked the word. Prowler, prowling, prowl. It was similar to prowess, another of his favourites. While Elaine was out gallivanting, he could do his prowling in peace and watch his videos without interruption. He had talked her into ringing him when she wanted to come home so that he could pick her up, make sure she was safe.


He grinned to himself. All he really wanted to know was when she would be arriving so he could clear away. Her absences had done wonders for their marriage. Now, when they were in, they managed a sort of truce. He didn’t annoy her and she shut her almighty trap. He wished she had done it years ago.


Bugger Elaine! He grinned again. No chance. She wouldn’t even let him have what she termed normal sex.


‘George, what are you thinking about?’


Elaine watched him sceptically. She hated his long silences. He parked the car outside their house and smiled at her.


‘I was just thinking how lucky I am to have a wife like you.’


Elaine leant back in the car seat to get a better look at him. ‘Really, George?’


‘Really. You’ve been a good wife, Elaine.’


‘Oh. Well, thanks.’


They got out of the car and George noted that she did not return the compliment.


Elaine walked up the garden path and he followed her. As she opened the front door the phone began to ring and she rushed to answer it.


George slipped off his Burberry and hung it up in the hall cupboard.


‘It’s your sister Edith from America!’


George took the phone.


‘Hello, Edith!’ There was genuine affection in his voice. He had always been close to her. Both had taken the brunt of their mother’s tongue and had a natural affinity.


‘Hello, Georgie. I just had to ring you – Merry Christmas!’


‘And to you, dear, and Joss. How are the children?’


Elaine smiled at George’s happiness. God knew the man had little enough from his family, and she had always liked Edith herself. She had the same manner as George, a sad kind of demeanour that on a woman was attractive while on a man like George it was annoying. Elaine went into the kitchen and made two Irish coffees. What the hell? It was Christmas. When George had finished on the phone he came in to her, beaming.


‘She sends you her love and wants us to go over and stay with them.’


Edith asked them over every year. Elaine bit her lip for a second, her round face thoughtful.


‘Let’s go over next year, shall we, George? We could easily afford it, and you and Edith have always been close. It would be a great holiday for us.’


George caught her excitement. ‘Yes, let’s. Oh, Elaine, let’s.’ He looked into her eager face and almost loved her.


‘Right then, George, I’ll see to it after the holidays! Now, I’m going in to watch the film. Are you coming?’


‘In a little while, my love. I’ll drink my coffee out here, I think, make some plans.’


‘Okey doke.’ She left the kitchen, beaming.


George sat at the white Formica table and smiled. Then he remembered the redundancy. He clenched his fists. Elaine still did not know that he was going to lose his job. The redundancy money would be quite a bit but that was not the same as having a wage coming in.


He brightened. He could take the redundancy money and put it in a separate account! Then he felt discouraged again. Where could he go all day? No, Elaine would find out. She always found out. There was nothing for it but to tell her the truth.


They would go out to Florida and see Edith, though. He was determined on that.


He remembered Edith as she had been when a girl. She had been exquisite. Not too tall, and she had developed early. She had the same mousy brown hair as George himself, except on her it looked right. It had a slight curl in it that made her look soft somehow. She had porcelain white skin that showed the blue veins perfectly, especially on the swell of her breasts. She had fine grey eyes that were heavy lidded, giving her a sensual look, a tiny rosebud mouth and soft round pink cheeks. His mother had always hated Edith.


Then one day she had gone away. Only George knew that she had run off to Brighton with a salesman, but his mother had guessed as much and beaten her daughter’s whereabouts out of him with a belt. He had told on his sister, poor Edith. The scene when Nancy had turned up at the Shangri-La guest house must have been terrible. As always his mother had had the upper hand. Edith had been pregnant and alone, the salesman abandoning her when she had told him her condition.


How his mother had made her pay! Oh, how. She had taken a delight in reproaching Edith at every opportunity. The mother who swore to everyone that she loved her children!


Edith had lost weight while other pregnant women bloomed. She had looked like a spectre; all the fight and vitality were gradually sucked from her. Then, when she had finally gone into labour, Edith had been left to birth alone in her bedroom with only their mother’s reprimanding voice to help her along. George had sat outside and listened.


‘All children come into the world in pain, Edith, but none as painfully as a bastard child.’


He clenched his teeth. He had only been thirteen then, but had wanted to burst into the room and strike his mother to the ground. The groans and cries of his sister had broken his heart. He sat up all night and into the next day until he heard a soft mewling sound like a kitten and knew that the child had been safely delivered after all that pain.


Edith had loved the boy. Loved him with all her heart and soul, thinking in her ignorance that her mother would allow her to keep him because adoption had never been mentioned. Believing in her heart of hearts that Nancy would soften towards her and the child once it arrived and made a niche in her heart. But it was not to be. When the boy was two months old they had come to take him away. A big woman from an adoption agency, with hard steely blue eyes and cherries in her hat, and a smaller woman, kinder, with watery eyes and a big grey folder. Edith had screamed, pleaded and begged on her knees but her mother would not relent. She had enjoyed it.


In the end, the big woman with the cherries in her hat had dragged the now screaming child from his mother’s arms, pulling poor Edith along with her for a few steps until she had dropped sobbing on to the linoleum. Then it was all over. Edith’s son was gone from the house and from her life. And she had been left bereft, broken-hearted. The next day George had seen his mother forcing her to drink a cup of cold tea full of Epsom salts to help her get rid of the milk in her breasts. He had finally hated Nancy on that day. When Edith had met Joss Campbell a few years later he had been so glad for her, because Joss was older than Edith and was more than a match for Nancy. When his mother had told him, as she always told any man interested in Edith, about the bastard child, he had just smiled. Smiled and said he would have her under any circumstances. George had loved Joss for that one sentence alone.


Yes, he would go and see Edith. Even if it took every penny of his redundancy money. He was fifty-one now and Edith fifty-five. Life was drawing on, and he wanted to see her before it was too late.


He drank his now cold coffee and was grateful for the whisky that Elaine had put in it.


Somewhere in the world was a man, a thirty-eight-year-old man, who was probably married with children of his own. Who, because of his grandmother’s warped mind, would never know the kind and gentle woman who had borne him.


George washed up his cup and saucer carefully and placed them in the plastic drainer. Then he joined Elaine to watch the film. But thoughts of Edith stayed with him all that evening.


Kate glanced at her watch. It was five forty-five. She had been interviewing people since nine that morning and was tired. She sat in her car and turned the heater on while she wrote her comments on a piece of paper. The man she had just interviewed, a Mr Liam Groves, had not been too happy to be interviewed on Boxing Day. He was not at all impressed by her explanation that it was just to eliminate him from their inquiries. In fact, he had told her in no uncertain terms to go forth and multiply. Only not in the biblical words!


She finished her notes and looked at the list of suspects. Peter Bordez, Geoffrey Carter, John Cranmer . . . the list still had over fifty names on it. She decided to call it a day.


Placing the file on the passenger seat, she started up her car. The little Fiat pulled away quickly and Kate put on the radio. ‘I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus’ blared out. Frowning, she turned it off. She was not into Christmas this year. Maybe next year she would be able to enjoy it.


Dan had taken Lizzy and her mother to a pantomime of all things. Which left her free, on Boxing Day, to get on with her work. She gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles were white. She scanned the houses in the streets, looking at the Christmas trees in gaily lit windows, the decorations that were hanging from ceilings. She knew that behind a similar door somewhere, the Grantley Ripper was sitting by his fireside, stuffed full of Christmas goodies. He could have children sitting at his feet. His wife might even be sparing a thought for the murdered women’s families, never guessing that the man she was married to had been the perpetrator.


Kate wished she was at the pantomime. Wished that she was laughing and joking and shouting out ‘Behind you’ and ‘Oh no you don’t’ to the dame on the stage of the theatre. She wished she was anywhere but Grantley at this moment.


Dan was doing his utmost to be helpful and she appreciated it. At least this Christmas she didn’t have to feel guilty because Lizzy didn’t have either of her parents with her. Oh, her mother was good, she worshipped her grandchild, but sometimes Kate felt a twinge of guilt at the amount of time she herself spent away from Lizzy. It was a joke really, because if she was one of the male officers then she would not have given it a second thought. But being a woman, she had to juggle her home life and her police work with expert precision. She consoled herself with the fact that her daughter understood. And Lizzy, bless her, really did.


She knew how important Kate’s job was. How it kept the roof over their heads as well as helping the community. How many times had Kate snuck into a school hall, late for some school event, her male driver beside her cringing with embarrassment at the childish antics on stage. But she knew that Lizzy appreciated her turning up, and that her reputation as a DI had not suffered because of her being a mother. On the contrary, male CID officers admired her. Well, if she was honest with herself, only the older ones.


She was finished today, though. She’d had enough. This inquiry was getting to her. What she wouldn’t give for a nice warm lap to rest her head in. She didn’t go as far as to say a nice warm man to slip into bed with, but that was not far from her mind. Dan’s arrival had aroused all her dormant sexuality. Sex with him had always been good. It had been wonderful in fact. The trouble was, Dan liked it so much he tended to spread it around and that was no good to Kate. No good at all.


She stopped at the crossroads that took her towards her house and, instead of going right, as she normally would, went left towards the outskirts of Grantley. To the large eighteenth-century house that belonged to Patrick Kelly.


She decided that she would drop in and see how he was.


Patrick Kelly sat on his daughter’s bed. She was all around him. The bedroom smelled of her musky perfume; on the floor by the bed was her diary. On the dressing table inside the large bay window all her cosmetics and lotions stood vacantly, as if they knew they would never be used again. There, all alone, stood a large framed photograph of himself, Renée and Mandy. They were all laughing. It had been taken in Marbella, just before Renée’s death. Now they were both gone. He turned his head at a slight tap on the door. It was Willy.


‘That detective bird’s downstairs, I shoved her in the drawing room.’


‘Thanks, Willy, I’m just coming. Get Cook to make up a tray of coffee will you?’


The man nodded and left the room. Standing up slowly, Patrick walked from the room. He walked down the staircase, his shoulders bowed as if by a great weight, and Kate saw him pull himself erect. He walked towards her with his hands outstretched, and she clasped them warmly before she thought about what she was doing.


‘Ms Burrows. Very nice to see you.’


Kate smiled. ‘I was passing and I thought I’d just pop in and see how you were.’


Both knew it was a lie. No one was ‘just passing’ Patrick Kelly’s house.


‘That was very kind of you. I’ve ordered some coffee.’


Kate followed him into the morning room. A roaring fire was in the grate and the room was pleasantly warm. It was like going back a hundred years. Kelly sat on the settee beside her and smiled sadly.


‘Actually, I’m glad of the company. My sister’s no good at times like this. I’ve told her I’ll see her at the funeral, though I suppose it won’t be for a while. But I need company. My friends, or people I call friends, aren’t really close. I never realised until now that in fact I have very few people I can trust. Only my daughter, and my wife when she was alive.’


Kate looked into his haggard face, so different from Dan’s blond smoothness.


‘I see so much unhappiness in my work, it’s hard sometimes just to switch off.’


They sat together on the settee.


‘What about your family? Won’t they be wondering where you are on Boxing Day?’


‘My daughter’s sixteen, and today my ex-husband has taken her and my mother to a pantomime.’ She saw the flicker of pain cross his face as she spoke of Lizzy and guessed that he was thinking of his own daughter. She hurried on, ‘So I have a couple of hours to myself.’


Patrick Kelly heard the underlying loneliness in her voice and knew instinctively that they were two of a kind. Loners who worked and worked, and at the end of the day had nothing except their families. And when the families were no more, they had nothing at all to show for their efforts.


‘Have you eaten today?’


Kate shook her head. ‘Not since this morning.’


‘Then why not have lunch with me? I could do with the company and Mrs Manners has still got enough turkey to feed the third world and the poor Albanians. Unless you have to get back of course.’


‘That sounds lovely. I’d love to have lunch with you, Mr Kelly.’


‘Patrick . . . The name’s Patrick. Right then, I’ll go and sort it out.’


Kate felt inordinately pleased at his offer, even though she was astute enough to know that it came from a desire for any company, rather than hers specifically. She was still thrilled to be there.


She self-consciously fiddled with her hair, tidied up her clothes. She wished she had worn her new suit, but she consoled herself that at the moment he didn’t care what she looked like.


Willy brought in the coffee and smiled at her. Kate smiled back but inside she shuddered. The man looked like something from a bad nightmare. Half of one ear was missing, and his nose had obviously been broken more than a few times. He grinned at her from a toothless mouth.


‘Shall I pour for you, love?’


Kate shook her head.


‘I’ll do it, thank you.’


Willy looked relieved and left the room.


Patrick Kelly returned. Lunch would be ready in twenty minutes. Leaving Kate with her coffee, he slipped into the library to use the phone.


Dimitrios Brunos, a London Greek, was one of the best ‘minders’ in the West End. He was also one of the most violent.


‘Mr Kelly, how are you?’ His voice was solicitous.


‘Listen to me carefully and pass on what I say to all the others. My Mandy is dead and I’m upping the ante. There’s half a mil’ for whoever finds the ponce, right?’


Patrick heard a sharp intake of breath and smiled grimly. That should get some results.


‘Also, I’ll be looking for the slag personally, so I reckon between us we should find him. Whoever gives me his name gets the money, OK?’


‘Yes. Please accept my most sincere condolences. Your daughter was a . . .’


‘Yeah, yeah. All right, Dimitrios. I ain’t got that far myself yet. Just let the others know the score.’


Patrick put down the receiver and closed his eyes tightly. He was going to hound the slag into the ground. He would find him and pay him out if it was the last thing he ever did. Pulling himself upright, he squared his shoulders. First thing tomorrow he was going to phone the Chief Constable to request copies of everything the Old Bill found out. Patrick intended to get to the suspects first.


He went back in to Kate and sat beside her. Even though she was an Old Bill, a Filth, he trusted her somehow. She had the same quietness and serenity his Renée had had.


Patrick liked her.


George and Elaine had opened a bottle of wine. She was tipsy and they were watching a comedy film on TV. The curtains were pulled and the lamplight gave a cosy glow to the room. In fairness, George thought, Elaine was an exemplary housewife. Never in all their years together had he lacked an ironed shirt or clean underwear. His suits always went to the cleaner’s on time, and his meals were always cooked for him. Admittedly, Elaine’s cooking often left a lot to be desired, but she was at least conscientious. A good woman.


His mother, whatever her faults – and they were legion – had been the same in the housewifely stakes. Hate her or love her, the children were always well fed. She made sure they were the best dressed, the cleanest, the brainiest. Her house was the best furnished and kept spic and span. She had been proud of her Nottingham lace curtains, her wooden beds . . .


George jumped.


Elaine had placed her arm around his neck. He looked at her from the corner of his eye. She was resting her head on his shoulder.


Oh God!


‘Give us a kiss, George.’ Her voice was low and slurred.


He concentrated on the television screen. Bette Midler and Danny DeVito were fighting it out. Ruthless People the film was called. Ruthless People? He was the ruthless one. Hadn’t he proved it?


‘Come on, George, give us a kiss.’ Elaine pulled his face round and planted a wet, sticky mouth on his own.


George kissed her. He didn’t know what else to do. For the first time in over sixteen years, Elaine showed some signs of interest in him! He shuddered.


‘I’ve had a lovely day, George. A lovely day. And next year we will finally have a good year. Three hundred and sixty-five days of happiness. I’m going on holiday with you, to Florida to see our Edith. And I’m going to Spain with the girls.’ Elaine was having trouble forming the words now and George guessed that if he kept quiet she would fall asleep. He put his arm around her with difficulty and held her close to him. She snuggled into him and closed her eyes.


Please God make her go to sleep.


His prayer was answered. Within moments the wine, the heat and the excitement of the day caught up with her and she began to snore softly into his thick cable-knit cardigan.


George breathed a sigh of relief.


He would do many things to keep her happy, but sex was not one of them.


Picking up the remote control, he turned the TV on to video. Mandy appeared on the screen. He had set the video up earlier in the evening while Elaine was making supper. He had been waiting for her to go to bed. Now he turned the sound down and watched the action on the screen. The element of risk gave it an added excitement.


So Mandy went through her nightly ritual and Elaine snored and George was happy, his finger poised over the TV button on the remote control.


In a funny way he wished that Elaine would open her eyes, but she was blind drunk and slept. And George just sat and watched.


Kate had enjoyed her late lunch with Patrick Kelly very much. They had opened up to each other. Now she sat with her own family and listened to their account of the pantomime.


‘Oh, Mum, it was really funny. You should have seen the dame! He was hilarious. Joanie was there with her brothers. They sat with us and we had the greatest time.’


‘Considering you didn’t really want to go.’ Evelyn’s voice was jocular. ‘“I’m too old for pantomimes, I’m an adult.” And when we got there she was shouting louder than anyone!’


‘I’m sorry I missed it.’


‘Dad was really funny, he made jokes all through it. I wish you could have been there, Mum.’


‘So do I, Lizzy. It sounds great.’


‘Oh, it was. Dad’s gone up for a bath.’ Lizzy looked at the kitchen clock and squealed. ‘Oh my God, if I don’t get a move on I’m going to be late.’


‘Where you off to then?’


‘Oh, me and Joanie are going to a party tonight.’ She twisted her hair around her fingers. ‘I’m sure I mentioned it.’


‘You never said anything to me.’


‘Or me.’ Evelyn’s voice was low.


‘Well, it’s been arranged absolutely ages and Joanie is coming round for me at seven thirty. I really must go, Mum.’


Kate and Evelyn exchanged glances.


‘Well, I don’t remember you telling us anything about it. Where is this party?’


‘It’s near Joanie’s house, in the next street. I don’t know the number.’


‘I see.’


‘Oh, Mum, don’t say it like that. I must go! I want to go.’ Lizzy’s voice was high and near to tears.


‘No one has said you can’t go . . . yet.’


Dan walked into the kitchen in his dressing gown. ‘What’s all this racket then?’


Lizzy ran to him and he put his arm around her.


‘I want to go to a party and Mum won’t let me. Everyone will be there.’


‘Your mother never said you can’t go, Lizzy. That’s not fair.’


‘Oh, Gran, I want to go so much. And between you, you’ll talk me out of it!’


‘We will not! All your mother wants to know is where it is and who’ll be there!’


‘I’ll take her and pick her up, how’s that?’


Everyone looked at Dan. Lizzy kissed him on the cheek.


‘That’s settled then, I’ll go and get ready. Blimey, Mum, sometimes your job really goes to your head. I’m not a suspect, you know!’


Her voice was happy once more and Kate watched her run from the room.


‘Thanks, Dan. Thanks a bundle.’


He opened his arms wide. ‘What have I done? All I said was I’d take her and pick her up. There’s no harm in that, Kate.’ He counted off on his fingers. ‘First, we’ll know where it is. And secondly, we’ll be able to sort out a reasonable time for getting her home. Third, I’ll have a quick look at who’s there. I can’t see there’s any problem.’


He walked from the room and Kate felt an urge to jump on his back and tear his hair out. Not five minutes in the house and he was already countermanding her. Lizzy would be allowed to get away with blue murder while her father was around, it was always the same, then when he swanned off again, it would be left to Kate to pick up the pieces and get back some kind of equilibrium.


She sighed heavily.


‘He’s right, you know, Kate. She’s not a child any more.’


‘Oh, Mum, don’t you jump on the bandwagon. She’s so grown up that she shouted herself hoarse through a bloody pantomime not two hours ago. I saw a girl not much older than her battered and dying in a hospital bed, not twenty-four hours since. There’s a bloody maniac on the loose and you tell me that she’s grown up!’


Evelyn put her hand on her daughter’s arm. ‘That’s not all that’s bothering you, is it? Now is it? It’s Dan taking the reins from your hands that’s brought all this on. Well, listen to me and listen good. It won’t last – it never does. But you can’t stop that child from living a normal life. She’ll be with Joanie and her other friends, Dan’s picking her up. So swallow your pride and don’t make an enemy of your own child.’


‘I’ll be glad when he goes. And first thing in the New Year he will be going. That, Mum, is a promise!’


‘He only wants to see the child enjoy herself with her friends.’


Kate sighed noisily.


‘Don’t you start taking his side, Mum. It’s bad enough Lizzy thinks the sun shines out of his . . .’


‘Kate!’ Evelyn stopped her flow of words. ‘You should listen to yourself, young lady.’


She sat at the breakfast bar and lit herself a cigarette. It wasn’t the time to remind her mother that she was forty. Her lovely afternoon had been spoiled. She would have let Lizzy go to the party eventually, she rarely denied the girl anything. But to have the decision taken out of her hands like that was irritating and downright unfair.


But Kate knew when enough was enough so she kept her peace.


Dan dropped Joanie and Lizzy off at a respectable-looking semi-detached house and after a quick kiss on his daughter’s cheek drove away, pleased with the way he had handled everything. It would do Kate good to realise that he could be responsible too.


Lizzy went into the party with Joanie and was immediately surrounded by a crowd of boys. She was wearing a short black skirt and a tiny scrap of a top that emphasised her heavy breasts. Joanie stood by her side as she laughed and chatted with the guys. She was a different girl to the one her mother and grandmother knew.


‘So come on then, has anyone got any puff?’


A tall thin boy with straggly hair passed her a joint and Lizzy took it from him, inhaling the fragrant mixture deeply.


‘Mmm, smells like Sensimelle!’ She took a large draw and held the smoke in her lungs for about ten seconds before letting it out.


Her breasts quivered and gathered the attention of every male in the vicinity.


‘I have been dying for a toke all day. Where’s Angela and Marianne?’


‘They won’t be here till later. They’re trying to score a few Es over in Grays.’


Lizzy’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, great. I have to be home for half-past one! There’s plenty of time for fun yet.’


Everyone burst out laughing and Joanie smiled uneasily. Since they had got in with this crowd, she had not felt very happy. They were too forward for her, but Lizzy loved them. She thrived on all the attention and excitement. Joanie tagged along with her, as she always had done.


An hour later Lizzy was against the wall in the back garden with an eighteen-year-old boy named Joey Meeson. He had pulled the band of material that passed for a skirt up around her waist and was tugging at the top of her tights.


‘Not here!’ Her voice was scandalised.


Joey looked down at her and grinned.


‘You really must learn to get into the swing of things, Lizzy.’


She pulled her skirt down and blinked rapidly. The cannabis and the vodka she had consumed were making her feel light-headed.


‘Is it true that your mum’s a Filth?’


Lizzy giggled. ‘You could call her that. She’s a Detective Inspector.’


‘Really? That’s wild.’


‘Actually, she’s all right.’


‘What would she say if she knew what we’d been doing tonight?’ His voice was genuinely interested.


‘Probably go ape shit.’


They both laughed and then Joey kissed her again. Softer this time. ‘Talking of shit, how about I skin up again? This time in the bedroom?’ His voice was low and husky and Lizzy was lost. He was the best-looking boy she had ever seen in her life.


‘That would be fine.’


‘Come on then.’ He pulled her by the hand through the crowded kitchen and hall and over the bodies on the stairs.


 



Inside the bedroom, Lizzy found out what Joey’s idea of a good time was.


And Joey found out that Lizzy, the daughter of a policewoman, was not as innocent as he had first thought.







Chapter Ten







New Year’s Eve



‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right on your own, George?’ Elaine’s voice was concerned but deep inside she hoped he would not decide to go to the party. The last few days he had been getting on her nerves. George fit and well could get you down, but George ill was a nightmare.


‘You go to the party, dear, and give everyone my best. I’m really much too ill to go tonight.’


She breathed a sigh of relief.


‘Well, if you’re sure?’


George smiled wanly. ‘You go and have a good time. I’ve got a good book, a flask of soup and my tablets.’


She kissed him on the cheek.


‘See you then. I might be late.’ She giggled.


George nodded. In her new dress, a fitted emerald green sparkly affair with huge padded shoulders, George thought she looked like a cross between a Christmas tree and an American footballer. ‘You look lovely, Elaine. You’ll have all the men wanting to dance with you.’


‘Oh, George. You old silly!’ Elaine giggled again, a schoolgirl going on her first date. She dropped her clutch bag and George frowned as she strained to pick it up. Not an American footballer – a sumo wrestler. God, she was bad enough in her shell suits.


A taxi hooted outside and Elaine rushed from the room, leaving a scent of Estée Lauder and face powder.


‘’Bye, George.’


He listened to the thud of her feet on the stairs and the satisfying slam of the front door as it crashed behind her.


She was gone.


He was alone.


Hallelujah!


George lay with bated breath until he heard the taxi turn at the end of the street, then jumped from the bed.


‘Look, Mr Kelly, it’s New Year’s Eve. We always get lots of punters in on New Year’s Eve. She’s a good kid . . .’


Kelly stared hard at the woman in front of him. Violet Mapping had been running this massage parlour for five years. She was one of the hardest Toms he had ever met in his life, and he had met a few, but she had one vice: she was a dyke and liked the young girls. But this young girl was not working in his massage parlour until she was qualified.


‘Listen, Vi, get the girl a certificate and she can work here till the cows come home. Till then, no way.’


‘Oh, Mr Kelly, you know and I know that that piece of paper is a bloody con.’


‘I don’t care what you know, Violet. Once she’s done a course in massage and has her certificate she can work here. Until then, no.’


Violet saw the man’s face harden and decided it was better to give way on this occasion. Everyone knew about Mandy, it was common knowledge on the streets. It was best not to annoy him now.


She sighed.


‘If you say so, Mr Kelly.’


‘Good girl, Vi, you know it makes sense. Now then, if you get any weird ones in I want you to cop the names and addresses – the lot. Then I want you to pass them on to me.’


Violet snorted with laughter.


‘They’re all fucking weird, that’s why they come here!’ Kelly shook his head in annoyance.


‘You know what I mean. If one wants something a bit outlandish like, or gets violent with the girls, I want to know. OK? You’re one of the best “lifters” in the game, Vi. You can lift a wallet better than anyone I’ve ever known. Only after you’ve lifted it, Violet, you put it back, comprenez?’


She narrowed her hard blue eyes.


‘I give up lifting years ago, Mr Kelly, you should know that.’


The two eyed each other for a few seconds.


‘Just make sure the wallet goes back into the pocket, Vi, or there’ll be hell to pay. Now get back on reception. By the way, before I forget, how old is that little black bird out there?’


Violet pulled her mouth down at the corners and shrugged her skinny shoulders.


‘I dunno.’


Patrick Kelly stood up.


‘You don’t know? Well, judging by the looks of her I’d put her at about fifteen, Vi, so get rid of her. Fuck me, I pay you to run this gaff. I might as well run the bastard place meself!’


‘All right, all right, no need to get your knickers in a twist. I’ll sort it, OK?’


‘Good.’


‘I’m sorry about your Mandy, Pat, heart sorry. We all are.’ Her voice was soft now. She had been working for, and fighting with, Patrick Kelly for years. He was a good boss. Fair but hard. His daughter had been his life. Everyone knew that.


He dropped his eyes.


‘Thanks, Vi.’


‘Right then, face ache, I’d better go and give my little friend the bad news.’ Her voice was once more loud and aggressive.


‘You do that, girl, and once she’s got her certificate, she can work her little arse off.’


‘I’ll get her a bent one off Vinny Marcenello.’


‘You get it where you like, love, but she don’t work till she’s got it. I mean that, Vi.’


‘I know that, don’t I!’ Her voice was shrill again. She walked from the office.


Kelly carried on looking over the books but his heart wasn’t in it. Finally he got up from his desk and walked out into the foyer of the massage parlour. All around the walls were plushly upholstered seats. Girls and women of every colour, creed, shape and size were sprawled all over them. They all sat up straight as Patrick walked among them.


He nodded at them absentmindedly. Then turning to the left he walked through a door to the back of the parlour. That was where the cubicles were. He walked silently along the thickly carpeted floor until he came to the last cubicle. He listened.


A childish voice wafted from behind the thin curtain.


‘Do you require any extras, sir?’


‘How much will it rush me?’


‘Well, hand relief is fifteen quid, a blow job’s twenty, and the full bifta is forty-five quid.’


Patrick heard the man laugh.


‘Gis the full bifta, girl.’


Patrick shook his head and turned to walk back to the foyer. For some reason the childish voice had upset him. He knew the girl. She was only seventeen and looked about twelve. She was blonde, like his Mandy, except unlike Mandy she had never had a chance in life. He walked out of the tiny corridor, through the foyer and out to his car.


Don’t start getting soft now, boy, he told himself. Tomming is the oldest profession in the world. If they didn’t work for you they’d only work for someone else.


He climbed into the back of his Rolls and tapped on the window. Willy’s voice came over the intercom.


‘Where to, Pat?’


‘Forest Gate this time. I want to see how Juliet’s getting on.’


The car purred away and Kelly relaxed in his seat.


Yet the childish voice was still repeating in his head.


‘Stop the car!’


‘Do what?’ The car screeched to a halt in the middle of the road. Patrick Kelly jumped out and ran back into the massage parlour.


‘Oi, Vi. In the office quick sharp.’


Violet followed him in.


‘Yeah? What?’ Her voice was belligerent once more.


‘That little blonde bird, what’s her name?’


‘Marlene?’


‘Yeah, Marlene. Well, she’s giving the punter the full bifta.’


‘So what?’


‘Well, I want it stopped. From now on there’s no full sex in here, right. The Old Bill can’t touch us if the girls don’t cock their legs over.’


Violet looked at Patrick as if he had gone mad.


‘You feeling all the bleeding ticket? We won’t get any girls working here if we do something like that. Gordon Bennett, if you had the choice between a mouthful of spunk or a pratfull, what would you rather have?’


Kelly’s face screwed up. ‘Don’t be so disgusting, Vi!’


She opened her arms wide.


‘I’m only stating facts, mate. We won’t get a Tom in here with them rules, and you know it. Our clientele will go down quicker than free beer on a beano!’


Kelly felt sick.


‘Why don’t you go home and have a nice rest, Pat? It’s all the worry you’ve had, it’s turned your head.’


He felt a fool.


‘Maybe you’re right, Vi.’


‘Listen.’ Violet’s voice was soft. ‘We ain’t social workers, mate, we’re in business. Them girls out there are gonna flash their clout no matter what anyone does. It’s the only thing they know how to do. So leave them to it.’


‘Oh, I don’t know, Vi, there’s some fucking nonces about. Look what happened to my Mandy.’


‘Well, let me tell you something. Them perverts, they pick on the nice innocent girls. They don’t want no Tom. They like a struggle. Same as them posh blokes what come here – they all want to be caned. I’m telling you, Pat, we go out the back, into the garden and cut a swish from that bleeding forsythia bush, then come back in and beat the buggers’ arses black and blue. Now if they didn’t pay us they’d only pay the Paki down the road.’


Kelly nodded at her. He was very tired all of a sudden. ‘Maybe you’re right, Vi.’


As he walked back out into the foyer, the girls automatically straightened again as he passed them. Out on the pavement, an elderly woman with a small sausage dog gave him a filthy look. He sighed again.


That put the tin lid on it as far as Patrick Kelly was concerned. The old bird thought he was a nonce. The Rolls was parked outside once more and he climbed in.


‘Forest Gate, guv?’


‘No. Home, I think, Willy.’


‘Okey doke.’


Kelly watched the people in the cold grey streets. It was New Year’s Eve and he had arranged to spend it with Kate.


He settled into the seat once more. Sod the Toms. He had enough on his mind.


‘Oh, Mum! Why must I always have you and Dad on my back? All the girls in my class are going. I’ll be the only one who doesn’t! I’ll never live it down!’


Louise Butler stamped her foot.


Her mother Doreen grinned. She had a mind of her own did Louise. She glanced at her husband.


‘What do you think, Ron, shall we let her go?’


Louise breathed a sigh of relief. If her mum was asking her dad then she was going. Mum had more or less said yes. Before her father answered she had thrown herself into her mother’s arms.


‘Thanks, Mum. Oh, thanks.’


‘Hurry up and get changed then. I’ll run you over there.’ Ron’s voice was jovial.


Louise looked at him with a mock stern expression.


‘I am ready, if you don’t mind!’


They all laughed. In her designer tracksuit of vivid mauve and gold, her Reebok bumpers and man’s leather flying jacket, she looked the complete opposite of her parents’ idea of dressed up. But she was a hardcore acid fan, from her backcombed sixties hairstyle to the sovereign earrings in her ears.


‘Well, I’ve been reading about these waves.’


‘It’s raves, Dad. Raves.’


‘Waves, raves . . . whatever. You be careful. Don’t take no drugs or anything now, will you?’


Louise rolled her violet eyes.


‘As if I would. I’m not stupid, you know.’


‘We worry about you, love, that’s all.’


‘I know that, Mum. Come on, Dad, or we’ll be late. Don’t take me right to the party, drop me off at Sam’s. We want to make our way there together, OK?’


‘Oh, all right then.’


After kissing her mother, Louise followed her father from the house. Five minutes later she was outside Sam’s.


‘Now where is this rave again?’


‘Just up the road from here at Woodham Woods. About seven miles away. Stop worrying, Dad, we’ll be fine.’


‘Well, you remember that I want you in by one at the latest.’


‘OK. See you later, Dad.’


She kissed her father and got out of the car. She watched him drive off before walking up the path to Sam’s house. She rang the bell.


‘Hello, Mrs Jensen, is Sam here?’


‘No, dear. She left about ten minutes ago. With Georgina, Tracey and Patricia. I think it was them, anyway, she’s got so many friends. Well, they came round for her in a blue car . . .’


‘Oh. All right then. Sorry to have bothered you.’


Louise walked up the path, her heart dragging in the dirt. That bloody bitch Sam had gone ahead knowing that Louise was coming round. The two-faced cow! Well, she would have to go home and get her dad to run her to the rave. But if he did he would see that it was in an old barn, and not at all legal, and then he would make her come home.


What was she going to do?


She smiled to herself. She would thumb a ride. Might even get a lift off some blokes. That would show Sam and her lot, wouldn’t it?


She pulled her long dark hair from inside her flying jacket and began to walk to the outskirts of Grantley.


She’d show them.


Lizzy was dressed and ready to go. She took one last look at herself in the wardrobe mirror before she pulled on the sheepskin that her father had bought her for Christmas. Licking her lips to gloss them, she walked to her mother’s bedroom.


‘Oh, Mum, you look scrumptious.’


Kate smoothed down the deep red pure new wool dress that hugged her figure, and smiled at her daughter.


‘Thanks, love.’ She looked at herself in the mirror, knowing that she looked good. Her hair had been washed in a coconut shampoo and gleamed under the light. She was sporting a pair of gold hoop earrings, and her face was skilfully made up.


‘Now what time will you be back from Joanie’s tomorrow?’


‘About lunchtime, I suppose. Don’t worry about me, you just enjoy yourself.’


‘I will.’ Kate looked into her daughter’s eyes. ‘You look beautiful you know, Liz. Show me what you’re wearing.’


‘Oh, I just shoved on my black suit. After all, the party is at Joanie’s house.’ She pouted her red-lipsticked lips and Kate laughed. Joanie’s family were what Lizzy would call ‘lame’.


‘I hope you enjoy yourself.’


‘Oh, I will, Mum. You just concentrate on yourself.’


Lizzy eyed her mother critically. ‘Wear the red lipstick, it will look better with that dress than the coral. You’re dark enough to get away with it.’


Kate laughed. ‘Okey doke.’ She began to tissue off her lipstick.


‘What’s Dad going to do tonight?’


Kate shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea, love. Gran’s off to Doris’s. I should imagine your father’s going out as well.’


‘Well, didn’t you even ask him?’


Kate stopped in her tracks as she applied red lipstick. ‘Why should I do that?’ She locked eyes with her daughter in the mirror. ‘We’re divorced, Lizzy, my life’s my own, and your father’s life is his own.’


Lizzy looked sad. ‘I wish you two could get it together.’


Kate turned and held her daughter’s face in her hands. ‘I wished that for a long time, Lizzy, but your father has a different approach to life.’ She was stumbling for the right words. She wanted to make Dan sound as good as possible and after some of the stunts he’d played on her in the past that was difficult.


‘Your father is his own man, he lives his own life. And so do I.’


Lizzy stared at her mother and Kate could see her trying to comprehend what was being said.


‘I’d better go or I’ll be late.’


‘Hang on a sec and I’ll drop you at Joanie’s.’


‘It’s OK, I called a cab. You go to your party, Mum, just forget about me for once! I’m a big girl now.’


‘Well, Happy New Year then.’


Kate kissed her.


‘Happy New Year, Mum.’


She rushed from the room at the sound of the taxi honking and Kate watched her go with a pang of regret. Picking up her handbag from the bed, she walked slowly from the room.


‘You look a picture Katie.’


Evelyn was dressed up to the nines. She had on a bright green crimplene suit and a dark green hat. Her feet were encased in fur-lined ankle boots and she had a large brown handbag at her side.


‘Will you drop me round Doris’s?’


‘’Course I will. Are many people going?’


‘About twenty I think. This’ll be the first New Year we haven’t seen in together, just the three of us.’


‘I know that, but Lizzy’s right, she is growing up however much we don’t like it.’


‘Where’s your party again?’


‘Oh, just one of the guys from the station. It’s at his house.’ Kate hated lying, but she wasn’t ready to tell anyone about her feelings for Patrick.


‘Where’s Dan?’


‘He’s in the front room, you go and see him and I’ll get me coat.’


Kate went into the front room. Dan was sitting on the settee watching television. He looked at her as she came in. She watched, with some satisfaction, the widening of his eyes. He gave a low whistle. ‘You look lovely, Kate, really lovely.’ He sounded sincere.


‘Thanks, Dan. Did you see Lizzy before she went?’


‘Yeah.’ He ran his hands through his thick hair, a familiar gesture. ‘Why don’t you let me take you out, Kate?’ His voice was small. ‘You look much too good for a bunch of old policemen.’


‘Haven’t you made any arrangements?’ She raised her eyebrows.


‘Well, no. I was going to take you out – you never go out on New Year’s Eve.’ The petulant note was back in his voice.


‘Well, I do now.’ She heard her mother’s feet on the stairs and smiled.


‘Happy New Year.’


‘Happy New Year, Kate.’


He watched her go from the room and felt an urge to drag her back. For the first time ever Kate was in charge and Dan was not sure how to act. In the past it had been her coming to him. There was a man involved this time or his name was not Danny Burrows. Kate was dressed for a date, not a party. He would make it his business to find out who it was.


As the front door closed he pulled himself from the sofa and watched her drive away. Then, when she turned the corner, he went out to the hall and picked up the phone. He dialled and after a few rings a female voice answered.


Dan had a motto in life: Always have a back-up plan.


In the car Evelyn kept up a stream of chatter.


‘You really do look lovely, you know. It’s a long time since I saw you looking so well. If I didn’t know better I’d think there was a man on the horizon.’


‘Oh, don’t be silly, Mum. If there was a man on the horizon, you’d be the first to know.’


‘Well, maybe the man himself don’t know yet.’


‘What on earth are you talking about?’


Evelyn smiled vaguely. ‘Oh, nothing, nothing. Stop here, Kate.’


She pulled over to the kerb and turned off the engine. ‘Happy New Year, Mum.’


‘Happy New Year, love. And listen – if for some reason you want to spend the night with a friend, maybe you’ll want to drink and then you won’t be able to drive . . . you know . . . don’t worry about Lizzy because I’ll be home soon, should anything come up.’


She got out of the car and walked up Doris’s path, her back ramrod straight.


Kate started the car and smiled to herself. Her mother was shrewd.


She began to drive to the outskirts of Grantley. She was looking forward to seeing Patrick Kelly.


George was wrapped up warm. Although he was not as ill as he had made out to Elaine, he still felt a bit under the weather. George always liked to look after himself. He was obsessed with his health. He had the car heater on and the whirring as it blew out hot air was beginning to annoy him. He snapped on the radio.


The sound of Mozart’s Horn Concerto filled the car and he relaxed. That was more like it. He drove out of Grantley and along the road that led to the village of Woodham. He often drove out this way first; there was a small lay-by that was usually filled with cars with courting couples in them. Their steamed up windows excited George.


He put his foot on the accelerator and clipped his headlights. He felt free, free and happy. Later on he would drive back into Grantley and go and watch the flats. He began to hum along with the music. His usually dead grey eyes were sparkling. His bushy black brows, liberally sprinkled with grey, moved up and down in time to the music. His cheesecutter hat hid the balding patch on his head.


Then he saw her. In front of him were two other cars, which was unusual for this road. Normally it was dead. But it was New Year’s Eve, and all the roads were busy tonight. George had no idea about the rave that was just beginning in Woodham Woods.


The girl had her thumb out. He saw the car in front of him slow down and slowed with it. The girl walked towards the car and it pulled away quickly, leaving her standing with her hands on her hips by the side of the road. George drove past her and into the first lay-by. Taking the carrier bag from the back seat he slipped on the mask. He felt the adrenaline begin to course through his veins, and smiled. Adjusting the holes so that he could see properly, he turned around in the road and drove back towards her.


His heart nearly stopped. A car was parked up beside her. George drove past and felt a terrible anger replace his elation.


The slut! He drove along the road, and turned again.


Louise stared into the dark interior of the XR3. There were three boys in the back and two in the front. They were obviously drunk.


‘Come on, darlin’. Jump in the motor, we’ll be there in no time.’


Louise was not sure.


One of the boys in the back wound down his window and spat on to the roadside.


‘Look, hurry up, will ya? I’m fucking freezing me bollocks off!’


The blond youth who was driving leant across the front seat. ‘Look, get in.’


Louise was frightened.


‘No . . . No, it’s all right. I’ll walk.’


‘Let the silly bitch walk then. Come on, I want a drink.’


‘You stupid cow!’


The car screeched away and Louise watched its tail lights disappear into the distance.


They were drunk, or drugged, maybe both. She did not like walking along the dark road, but she was not getting into a car with five blokes! No way.


She pulled her leather flying jacket tighter around her. No, she would walk and find Sam and the others. She began to hurry, sorry now that she had not gone home, because all of a sudden the thought of missing out on a rave didn’t seem that bad. But if she had missed this one, she would be the laughing stock of her class. She wished she was sixteen. She wished she was at hairdressing college. She wished she was at home in bed!


Another car came up behind her and she heard it slow down. Oh, please don’t let it be another car full of drunks! Let it be some dreamy boy of about seventeen with his hair cut in ‘curtains’ and some really nice gear, then she could show off to Sam and the others!


She turned as the car drew to a halt.


The passenger door opened and she walked hesitantly towards it. The dirt path she was on was flanked on the left by a steep bank. The bank sloped down about ten feet, into a large ploughed field. Bending, she looked into the car.


As soon as her mind registered what it had seen she jumped away from the car door, a scream issuing from her that cut through the night air.


Inside the car was a man in a black leather mask.


Nowhere in her wildest nightmares had she ever imagined anything like this! She stumbled backwards. Too late she remembered about the steep bank behind her and stepped into thin air. Landing with a thud on the dirty slope, her brand new Reeboks scrabbled in the dirt a couple of times before she finally pulled herself up.


There in front of her was the masked man! She dodged around him and ran into the road as he made a grab for her. In his hands she saw something glint and realised it was a knife. She felt her bowels loosen as she realised fully what was happening. She was dazzled by a set of headlights as a Volkswagen Golf swerved to avoid her, music blaring out of the open windows. She stood helplessly in the road as it shot past. With it went her hopes.


The man was standing on the grass verge watching her. On the other side of the road was another field. She bit her lip, weighing up in her confused mind where to run. It was dark, so dark and lonely.


She backed away from the man slowly, trying desperately to think of an escape. She saw him begin to walk towards her. In the distance she heard another car, and putting up her arms began to run towards it, waving and shouting.


Terry Miller had dropped a tab of Ecstasy at six that evening. He was buzzing, really buzzing. Beside him his brother Charlie was tripping out of his head. They had driven around for over an hour trying to find the rave that everyone was going on about. Inside the car the sounds of Technotronic screamed out so loudly that they could hardly hear themselves think. When Terry saw the girl in his headlights he snorted with laughter.


‘Look, Charlie, she must be well stoned!’


He grinned, trying to clear his mind.


‘Look at the geezer with her. Wild, man. Look at his headgear.’


They drove past the two figures and Terry sounded his horn that played the first few bars of the Star Spangled Banner.


‘Wicked! Did you see that bloke, man. Really wicked.’


Louise Butler watched her potential saviours drive away, their horn blaring out into the dark night. She began to cry. Looking around her as if she thought someone was going to run out of the field behind her and save her, she saw that the man was much nearer.


Turning, she began to run. Before she had taken five steps she hit the chain link fencing that was invisible in the darkness. She felt the fence give a little and then it literally threw her back into the arms of the man with the mask.


As his arms tightened around her all the fight left her body. Fear took over and she went limp. Her shoulders were racked with sobs.


Oh please, please God, help me!


George half carried, half dragged her back to the car. Inside the mask he was smiling. His secret smile that just exposed his teeth.


Kate had had one glass of wine with dinner and was now enjoying an Armagnac. Patrick smiled across the table at her. It was the second time that Kate had had dinner at his house, and he was finding that he liked her being around. She took his mind off Mandy, and that was strange considering she was on his daughter’s case.


He had no illusions about the police. He had been dealing with them on and off all his life. But Kate was the first plain clothes police officer he had ever dealt with on a personal basis. Oh, he had greased a few of the Old Bill’s palms over the years, such as the Chief Constable’s, but they were both in the Masons. Kate was the first member of the Force he had met socially because he wanted to. Because he enjoyed her company.


She looked good enough to eat tonight. Red suited her. Her dark hair shone in the light from the candles. She looked softer somehow. More appealing. After all his empty-headed bimbos, he found he liked having a woman around him who demanded a bit of respect.


In fairness to the young girls who had come and gone over the years, he had deliberately picked well-stacked, dim-witted types whose only claim to fame was the fact that they were a good lay. He had not wanted to have to trouble himself making conversation. What on earth did a man on the wrong side of forty have to say to an eighteen year old? Nothing, that’s what.


But Kate, she was a different kettle of fish altogether. They discussed everything under the sun. And she wasn’t one of those pushy birds either, who wore their intelligence like a pair of boxing gloves, willing to punch a point home. Oh, no. Kate would listen to his opinions then give hers, quietly and fairly. He liked her. He knew that she was not making much headway with finding the nonce, but in fairness neither was he. The bloke was obviously a chancer. Kate had explained all that to him. He never left any clues. But she would not give up. One day he would make a mistake, then she would have him.


Only what Kate didn’t know was that when that break came, Patrick would also be after the bloke. And when he was finished with him there would be nothing left. Nothing recognisable anyway.


‘So you don’t have anything to go on, really?’ he asked.


Kate shook her head and he watched her hair ripple with the movement.


‘We’re gradually eliminating people from the inquiry but it takes time. We’re still interviewing all men with dark-coloured Orions. We should be finished with that in the next ten days. I myself will be interviewing from tomorrow along with Spencer and Willis.’


‘I see.’ His voice was gentle.


‘We will get him, Patrick, eventually. Normally when a murder is committed, or a rape, the person is known to us.’ Kate smiled ruefully. ‘I think I’ve said all this before!’


‘You have. Come on, let’s change the subject.’ He nearly burst out laughing and Kate looked at him quizzically.


‘I nearly said, “How’s work”! My head’s up my Khyber these days. Come on, let’s adjourn to the drawing room, shall we?’ His voice mimicked that of an aristocrat and Kate laughed. He was a character.


In the drawing room they sat together on the large settee. Patrick had brought the brandy decanter and two glasses.


‘This is a lovely house – eighteenth century, isn’t it?’


Patrick nodded.


‘Yeah, I picked it up for a song about twelve years ago. Seventy grand I paid for it, and that was the national debt then I can tell you. It was a ruin.’ He waved his hand.


‘Cost me nigh on that again to restore it back to its original beauty, but it was worth it. Renée loved it and so did Mandy. Now though – well, it’s empty without them. What’s a house without a woman in it?’


Kate instinctively grasped his hand.


He stared into the dark depths of her eyes. She really was lovely, with a mature quality he had grown unused to in a woman.


Suddenly he wanted her wholeheartedly. He wanted to feel her arms around him. He wanted her to love him. He wanted, needed, a woman’s loving. A woman’s, not a girl’s. A real woman’s loving.


Kate read the expression in his eyes and parted her full lips to speak. Then he kissed her – a long slow kiss that set her tingling right down to her toes. And Kate kissed him back, caught up in feelings that had nothing to do with background or career or anything except pure sensation.


He wanted her. She could feel the want and the need in him. She felt him pushing her backwards on the overstuffed settee and she let him. She lay back gladly.


This was what she had been waiting for since she had first met him though she had never admitted it to herself until now. Dan was not even in the running any more. She wanted Patrick Kelly.


She felt his big rough hand running along her body outside her new dress. Felt the tingle as he found the skin of her thighs. Then everything was forgotten except the moment. He pulled away from her and looked into her face, his expression soft and serious at the same time.


‘Will you stay the night, Kate?’ His voice was husky. She loved him for having the consideration to stop now. For wanting to make sure she knew what she was doing.


She nodded.


Picking her up as if she were a doll, he placed her on to unsteady feet.


She followed him up the large curved staircase and decided that even if this was for one night only, she would be happy. Even one night with Patrick Kelly was better than none at all.


Inside the bedroom she stared around her in awe at the sheer scale and opulence of the room.


Patrick was slowly taking off his clothes and Kate felt scared for a moment. She was not a young girl any more. She was forty years old.


Patrick walked to her and pulled her red wool dress over her head, exposing her tiny naked breasts that had never really needed a brassiere, and her lower body, encased in black tights. As she pulled her head free she looked at his face fearfully.


He smiled.


‘You’re lovely, Kate. Really lovely.’


And she believed that she was, then.


He pulled her to the bed. Finally naked, they gazed at one another in the muted light from the lamps placed either side of the bed.


In all her years with Dan she had never had this abandoned feeling. Had never felt the exquisite excitement that she felt at this moment. Had never experienced a hunger the like of which was eating at her now.


In the back of her mind she knew that the situation should never have got this far. The man was a villain. Patrick Kelly was a bad one, a robber, a violent repoman. ‘The Snatchman’ was his nickname. But at this moment Kate could not have cared less if he was a mass murderer.


She wanted him.


She had him.


She kissed him.


She would worry later. Much later.


Patrick Kelly kissed her back, then caressed her breasts, biting the nipples gently, pulling them up with his lips, until they were like tiny pyramids in his mouth. The wetness of his tongue as it slipped over them made Kate arch her back with delight.


Kelly was an experienced lover and Kate was glad. It had been so long for her she was like a dam waiting to burst. She felt his hand move gently down her body, caressing her thighs, then she felt the heat and the moistness as he slipped a finger inside her. She groaned. She could feel Patrick’s erection digging into the side of her leg, his excitement making her more breathless by the second. He played with her tiny button, running his thumb over it lightly, until she tried to pull his hand away. Her whole body was trembling. She opened her legs wider, feeling her juices trickling out on to his fingers. Then he was moving down her body, his dark head moving slowly away from her and as he moved he kissed her skin, the little biting kisses that she was beginning to love so much.


When his mouth engulfed her sex she held in a long breath. She was going to come. She felt the waves begin to wash over her, and as each wave began, Patrick licked and sucked her, gently pushing a finger inside her simultaneously. Kate had never experienced such ecstasy in her life.
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