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To Paul Sidey


PART ONE

Then


1

When the man entered the house, Derek heard nothing. There was no sound of breaking glass nor of a door being forced. He was reading a company report, half listening to the television news, when the drawing-room door was thrown open and a masked figure stood on the threshold, gun in hand.

‘One sound out of you and you’re dead,’ the intruder warned, advancing towards Derek, whose heart seemed to stop as he stared at the figure of a stocky man in a black leather jacket and blue jeans, a black woollen helmet with holes for his eyes, nose and mouth over his head.

For a moment Derek felt as if he were watching a scene in which he had no real part; then his heart began to pound and his papers fell to the floor as he started to get to his feet.

‘Stay where you are,’ ordered the man, brandishing his revolver. He stepped up to Derek and struck him on the face with the weapon, pushing him back into the chair. ‘Is there anyone else in the house?’ he demanded.

‘No,’ said Derek instantly, though he knew that Hannah was upstairs in her room. She was working on an essay which was to be handed in when she returned to college at the weekend. She could not have heard anything unusual or she would have called out or come downstairs, but she often worked with music on as a background.

Was there any way in which he could warn her? If he turned the television off, then managed to knock over a table or chair, she might hear, and realise something odd was happening. He picked up the remote control but the man knocked it out of his hand with the revolver. The blow hurt more than the one on his face and Derek just managed to repress a cry of pain.

‘Leave it on,’ said the intruder.

And then the second man came in.

The two men’s selected target for that night’s operation had been a larger house on the fringe of Bicklebury, a village with some three hundred inhabitants, a church and a pub, but no shop or school. Morris Black had marked it down on an earlier visit to the area, leaving the motorway ten miles away and searching out isolated or secluded houses of some size, which could be approached from the shelter of surrounding trees. His pattern was to break in at the rear of the house while the occupants were either out, or in one room watching television. If the house were large enough, the upstairs rooms could be raided without discovery; he had outlets for getting rid of jewellery and was always satisfied to leave undetected, imagining the occupants’ dismay when later they discovered their loss. However, with a gun, it was easy to deal with anyone who attempted to resist.

He used to work alone, but since a recent spell in prison had formed a partnership with Barry Carter, whom he had met inside. Barry was a practised car thief and together they had carried out several successful raids.

Approaching Bicklebury Manor, their chosen target, in a Vauxhall Astra which Barry had stolen that morning, the two men had parked in a lane outside the boundary wall over which Morris’s plan was that they should climb when night came and it was time to carry out their raid. Beyond the wall was a belt of trees, bare now because it was winter, but still offering cover. They had brought a chain-link ladder, sold as a fire escape, with which they could scale most protective fences. Barry saw a spot where he could pull the car up on to the grass verge. He was impatient, wanting action, grumbling when, after their reconnaissance, they had to wait for darkness. They had driven off to Norlington and sat in the car in a side street, eating chicken and chips. Barry wanted to carry out a smaller scam to occupy the interval.

But Morris would not agree.

‘There’ll be jewellery in that place,’ he said. ‘Silver, too, and money and credit cards, for sure. Worth much more than we’d get in some casual job. We’ll wait.’ He liked to work things out in advance, whereas Barry was more of an opportunist.

At last Morris agreed that they could return to Bicklebury. He went over the wall first, and Barry followed, hooking the ladder to the far side for their escape and to prevent it being seen by someone passing. They crept through the sheltering trees towards the house, which was built of stone with a tiled roof; it had two small wings on either side. There might be an alarm but that was no deterrent to Morris. People only set them when they left the house, and if they sounded there was time to get in and out before anyone responded.

But their scheme had to be aborted, making Barry angry. Five cars were parked outside the Manor, exterior lights were on, most of the windows were lit up and a party was in progress.

‘Now what?’ said Barry. ‘You said you’d sussed it out.’

‘Didn’t know they’d sent out invitations for tonight, did I?’ Morris, also frustrated, answered. Now his authority was in question and he must reassert it. ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

They made their way back to the wall, blundering through the long wet grass, heaving themselves over it and hurrying back to the car. Barry started the engine, ground it into gear, and drove fast up the road towards the village.

‘Slow up, you git,’ said Morris. ‘You’ll have us in the ditch.’ He had been thinking quickly and now added, ‘I’ve got another plan. Turn left here.’

They had reached a fork in the road. Opposite them stood The Grapes, a square building with a plastered frontage painted pink. Several cars were drawn up on some cobbled paving outside it.

‘I could do with a pint,’ said Barry.

‘Thought you were keen to do a job,’ said Morris. ‘There’s another house down here that’s likely. Watch it, can’t you?’ he added, as a small van approaching them narrowly missed being pushed off the road when Barry accelerated. ‘Slow up, can’t you?’ he repeated. ‘It’s along here somewhere.’

By now they had passed a row of terraced cottages, three bungalows, and several scattered houses, until they reached the last one in the lane. ‘There it is. Stop,’ said Morris.

Barry braked sharply, nearly pitching Morris, who had not fastened his seat-belt, on to the windscreen. They were at the entrance to a short drive where two stone pillars supported wrought-iron gates, both open. On one of the gateposts were etched the words, The Elms. Beyond was the dark bulk of a square Edwardian villa.

‘Front door’s round at the side,’ said Morris.

‘Not a front door, then, is it?’ said Barry, and laughed harshly.

‘Makes it easier to get round the back without being seen,’ said Morris. ‘I’ll go first. You stash the car up the road a bit, where it won’t notice. I’ll have a look around. If I’m not back at the gate by the time you are, you follow.’

‘Glad we don’t need no ladder here,’ said Barry, who had not enjoyed scrambling over the wall.

He’d got soft inside, thought Morris, who kept fit by exercising. Still, Barry could tickle up a car, and drive well when he had to, but he was impetuous, wanting quick results, and he had a temper. Each time they’d done a job together, he’d wanted a change of plan, and he’d lost his cool when once a window wouldn’t open, smashing it and breaking up the place when they did get in, so that the householder woke up and had to be silenced with several blows to the head. Another time, an old lady had had some sort of fit when they took her silver photograph frames. She’d wanted the pictures out of them, and Morris would have let her have them – she wasn’t posing much of a threat, wailing in her dressing-gown – but Barry took them out and burnt them before her eyes. Morris thought he’d find a new partner next time he went thieving, someone with a longer fuse.

For his part, Barry liked working with Morris, because he had good methods for disposal of the loot, and because he took a gun. Morris had already been inside twice for armed robbery, though he’d never fired in anger. It frightened folk; made the snatch easier. Barry carried a knife and was not afraid to use it, but it didn’t have the same effect a gun did at a distance. You had to get up close to hold a knife at someone’s throat. It worked a treat with girls, though; you didn’t need to cut them up, or not a lot. He liked frightening them.

He drove a short way up the road and pulled the car on to the grass verge under overhanging trees, taking the key – he had a bunch of them to fit many cars, and several other useful gadgets – but not locking it as they might need to leave in a hurry. When they began working together, Morris had wanted Barry to stay in the car, ready for a quick getaway, but Barry was having none of that; if he did the job alone, Morris might keep the best of the stuff for himself, in his pockets.

Meeting Morris in prison had been a bonus for Barry. Morris was respected by other inmates because he had carried out some major scams, and Barry, as his partner, saw that he could get into the big time, but he hadn’t reckoned on being ordered about and treated as though he had no brains. He’d show Morris, when he got the chance.

He padded back to The Elms, his white trainers twinkling in the darkness, and ran softly up the drive, which was level, with no potholes. He did not stumble. Near the house, he switched on his torch and turned to go round to the left, as Morris had instructed. There was a garage block, formerly the stables though Barry did not realise that, across the yard and he could see that one set of doors was open, the garage empty. He tried the back door of the house and found it unlocked. Morris must have left it for him, but before entering, Barry went round to the front of the building, where there was a small gravel area bordering a lawn marked off with several stone ornamental tubs. Light showed behind curtains drawn across a bay window beside the front door, and in an upstairs room. Pausing, Barry could hear the sound of a television set broadcasting some news item about strife in a distant land: boring stuff, he thought. Silently, he returned to the back door and slipped inside.

A passage led through to a square hall, with a staircase rising on the left; on the right was the open doorway of the room from which the sound was coming.

Barry drew his knife and entered.

Upstairs, working on her essay, Hannah had heard nothing. She wanted to finish making notes tonight, because tomorrow Peter was coming and they were going to London, hoping to pick up some cheap tickets at the National Theatre. They had met through an interest in amateur dramatics; Peter was doing media studies and she was reading English.

She would have to decide what to do about Peter, whom she thought she loved and to whom so far she had made no commitment. He could not understand her reluctance, and she did not altogether understand it herself, except that taking the final sexual step would be a major action, one she could not reverse. The situation must be resolved, one way or the other; Peter was already talking about going back-packing together in the summer. Most people slept with their boyfriends, he had pointed out; it need not mean fidelity for life, though that might be the result.

‘You know you want to,’ he would tell her, and at such moments she thought she did; why wasn’t she certain?

Concentrating on her notes, Hannah managed to put the problem from her mind, unaware of Morris approaching the back door, over which a light was burning. He had seen the open, empty garage and understood that the light was on for the benefit of whoever was out in the car – the whole household, he hoped. He tried the back door, but it was locked.

People did silly things, Morris knew, and before breaking a window to get in, he looked around him. There was an inverted flowerpot near a water-butt; he lifted it, and beneath it was the back door key.

He entered the house without making a sound, found a light switch by the door and extinguished the rear light: no point in illuminating the scene for any neighbour. The kitchen lay to one side of the door and, ahead, was a room from which the sound of a news broadcast could be heard. On the other side of the hallway was the dining-room, and Morris, peering in, saw silver candlesticks and an ornate silver tray. They might all be plate and not worth taking, but he’d check.

The hall and staircase were in darkness; Morris could not know that Derek Jarvis was fanatical about saving electricity. He chose his moment to enter the room from which the broadcast came; it might have been left on as a false indication that the house was occupied; however, he was ready to discover several people in the room when he burst in.

But there was only one man, thickset, with greying hair, in a blue pullover and half-glasses, a folder and some loose papers on his knee. This would be an easy one, Morris knew, as he saw the shock on the man’s face. Morris struck him sharply when he tried to rise and he fell back, dropping his papers on the floor.

When Barry came in, Morris told him to get the phone.

‘Where is it?’ he barked at Derek.

‘In the hall.’ Derek saw no point in antagonising the men by refusing information they could quickly discover for themselves. What did it matter if they stole every bit of Janet’s jewellery, took all their possessions, as long as he and Hannah were left unharmed?

His own first shock abating, he wondered again if Hannah, upstairs, had heard anything. Would she come wandering down to investigate? There hadn’t been time for her to find out what was happening and ring the police; the second intruder was already out in the hall cutting the line.

Barry had sliced it neatly with his knife.

‘There’s a light on in an upstairs room,’ he said, returning. ‘I’ll go up and see who’s there.’

‘It’s been left on in error,’ said Derek. ‘My wife’s out.’ And would be returning soon from her evening class; what if she walked in on them?

‘We’ll make sure,’ said Morris. ‘You’ll come too. Go on, squire.’ He caught Derek’s arm and twisted it up behind him, pushing him forward.

They’d find Hannah. Derek, ascending the stairs behind the second man, thought of falling back against the leader, as he had decided the one with the gun must be, taking him crashing down the stairs. The noise would warn Hannah, and the other man’s attention would be deflected. Of course, he might be shot if he did it; the first man still held the gun. He did nothing, apart from moving as heavily as he could; surely Hannah would notice something? He coughed loudly, but if Hannah were playing music while she worked on her essay, it would drown out other sounds.

He tried to calm himself. They were simply burglars; when they’d got what they came for, they would leave.

Barry was opening the doors on the upper landing. The bathroom and the main bedroom were in darkness, but the third door he tried was the one to Hannah’s room. With Vivaldi in the background, Hannah heard nothing until Barry spoke.

‘Look who we’ve found,’ he crowed, advancing towards her, waving his knife.

Hannah turned to see her father, a red mark on his face, blood on his cheek, being thrust into the room by two masked men, one carrying a gun. As in a nightmare, she could not move.

‘You said there was no one in,’ said Morris, and he twisted Derek’s imprisoned arm viciously.

‘Take everything you want – I’ll give you all the money I’ve got in the house,’ said Derek. ‘There’s silver downstairs. Take my car. The keys are in the kitchen – I’ll get them for you. Just leave us alone.’

‘Maybe later,’ said Morris. ‘You – Barry – tie the girl up.’

‘No!’ shrieked Hannah as Barry approached, and she lashed out at him, kicking and screaming as he caught her by her hair, pulling it hard.

‘Leave her alone,’ cried Derek. ‘Hannah, do what they tell you and they won’t hurt you.’

‘Good advice,’ snapped Morris.

Barry held his knife against Hannah’s neck, and then he sliced off a swathe of her hair, leaving a tuft by which he still held her while he cut at her sweater, ripping it under her chin. He hit her across the face and she covered it with her hands.

‘That’ll show you I mean business,’ he said, and he threw her on to her bed, then released her while he searched through her chest of drawers until he found some tights.

Hannah had shrunk away from him, but as he grabbed her again, she kicked and screamed and struggled, while Derek watched as though he was paralysed until Morris pulled some cord from a pocket and began lashing his wrists together.

At that moment both men had laid down their weapons in order to bind their prisoners and Derek, as he later realised, running the scene through his memory, might have landed a punch, even grabbed the gun, but failure, he consoled himself, could have ended in death for both of them.

‘Best not resist,’ he told Hannah.

Morris forced him out of the room and tied him to the towel rail in the bathroom, then secured his feet with a pair of tights. A wad of tissue was rammed into his mouth as a gag and secured with another pair of tights. By this time they had found Janet’s; she had plenty of fine ones in various colours.

‘Good for strangling, these are,’ said Barry, who had been tying up Hannah.

Her shrieks had stopped. Derek could only pray that the man called Barry had not hurt her as he bound her. Left alone in the bathroom, with the door closed, he began working his wrists, trying to loosen the cord securing them, but with no success. He could hear the men moving about now. That meant they were not mistreating Hannah. They must be raiding Janet’s jewel-case. He heard them both going downstairs and felt immense relief. They’d leave soon, once they’d found everything they thought worth taking.

He rested briefly. Sweat was pouring off him, yet he felt cold and clammy. He looked about for something to use to free himself but everything in sight – the lavatory brush holder, the bath cleaner in its plastic bottle – had rounded edges. His razor was in the cabinet over the basin but he could not reach it. He could just move his hands to his trouser pockets, but apart from a few coins, they were empty.

Some coins had sharp rims. He wriggled and writhed until he managed to get hold of a twopence piece and then a new, shiny tenpence coin; he was able to hold it in one hand and rub it against the cord round his wrists, but without result. Then he dropped it, and it rolled out of sight.

After a while he heard the men coming upstairs again. They were arguing, and one said, ‘Don’t do it, Barry.’

‘Won’t take long,’ said Barry.

He smelt horrible.

Hannah had been aware of it as soon as he came towards her and caught hold of her hair. A weird, stale odour came from him, a mixture of musty clothes and body smells. When he came into the room with her father and the other man, she had flinched away from him as much in distaste as simple fear.

He had tied her up with her own tights and had stuffed a pair of her briefs into her mouth to gag her, binding more tights over that. Hannah had fought hard. She had seen him put the knife aside while he pinned her on her bed and tied her hands together; she had kicked while he caught at her legs, but he was strong enough to overcome her, holding her down with his weight as he lashed her ankles together. She could not believe that her father had not tried to help her. There were two of them, and two invaders; couldn’t she and her father have saved themselves? But he was telling her not to resist.

He had cast a sorrowful glance in her direction as he was dragged from the room, but she was still sobbing and struggling, not looking at him.

Then her Vivaldi tape ran out.

Left alone while the men robbed the house, Hannah had listened to their movements. After a time she heard them going downstairs and began to breathe more evenly. She was alive and unhurt, and so was her father, apart from the bruise on his face. The men would leave, once they’d found whatever they thought was worth taking.

Now she could hear nothing except, from downstairs, the dull echo of the television. The house was so solidly built that noise did not carry far. Perhaps the men had already gone. She twisted and turned, trying to free her hands, but her bonds seemed only to tighten.

Then the man who smelled so dreadful, Barry, came back.

He stood looking down at her, running his gloved hand along the edge of his knife, then savagely cut off another hank of her hair, pulling it taut before slashing it.

She was wearing a gold chain round her neck, with a pendant on it, garnets in a gold setting. Her parents had given it to her for her eighteenth birthday.

‘Pretty,’ he said, and seemed about to tug it from her neck when he had second thoughts. ‘Pity to break the chain,’ he added, and took off his gloves to unfasten it, pulling at it so that he could see the catch, breathing heavily, the smell from him stronger than ever. After removing it, he put it in his pocket and then looked down at her; all she could see of his masked face were his eyes, which stared like black pebbles.

Then he untied her legs.

She kicked again, trying to shout, but her screams were muffled by her gag. She felt as if she would choke and she tried to roll away from him, but he hit her on the face and cursed her, and the smell grew even worse.

The other man came into the room, saw the struggle and protested at what Barry was doing to her, but his words had no effect and he left them to it, banging the door and going back downstairs.


2

Driving home from her German class, Janet Jarvis was running over phrases in her mind. This was her first term, and she could now supply her name and ask others for theirs, count to ten, and utter a few words connected with travel. By repeating what she had learned, she might remember it, she thought; she was determined to succeed and go on one of the holidays organised by the adult education centre.

Turning in at the gate to The Elms, she told herself, ‘Ich heisse Janet Jarvis. Ich wohne in Bicklebury,’ and then wondered if it should be aus. I’ll never learn those difficult constructions, she thought, driving her VW Polo into the open garage. Getting out, locking the door, she found herself in darkness. The bulb over the back door must have gone; what a nuisance, but there would be a spare in the kitchen cupboard.

She felt about for the flowerpot under which the key should be, and could not find it. That was odd. Perhaps it had been knocked to one side by a passing cat. She had her front door key and could go in that way, but before doing so, she tried the back door and found it unlocked. Surprised, she did not notice that the key was missing; Morris had pocketed it; such things were useful.

It was a few moments before she realised that anything was wrong. The hall light was on, the drawing-room door was ajar, and she could hear the television – all normal, except that the volume was rather loud and she would expect the door to be closed, but Derek might be in the cloakroom.

Still in her outdoor coat, Janet went into the drawing-room and saw chaos. A lamp had been knocked over and the bulb had broken; Derek’s papers were scattered on the floor. The desk drawers had been pulled out, their contents tipped on to the carpet and the drawers flung down.

Burglars. But where was Derek?

‘Derek?’ she called out, throwing down her bag and text-books, and hurried from the room. ‘Derek, where are you? Hannah?’

She glanced into the dining-room and saw at once that all the silver from the sideboard, and the candlesticks that had been a legacy from her godmother, had gone. Passing the telephone, she paused, but perhaps Derek had already rung the police. She had to find him and Hannah first. Panic bit into her, catching her in the throat as she ran upstairs.

It occurred to her that the thieves might still be in the house, and she paused on the landing. Then she heard a whimper, and opened Hannah’s door.

It seemed to take so long to get help.

Hannah’s legs were not tied, but her hands were still lashed together and the gag was in her mouth. She was curled up on her bed, naked knees against her chest, uttering little moans from behind the fabric stuffed into her mouth. Her face was blotched with tears and she was shaking as if she had a fever.

‘Oh, my God! Hannah!’

Janet looked wildly round for something to use to cut her daughter free, but in the turmoil of the room could see nothing.

‘I’ll get some scissors,’ she said, and dashed across the landing to her own room, where drawers had been pulled out and emptied but there was less disorder. She found a pair of nail scissors and soon released Hannah, then held her close, hugging her and crooning over her as if she were an infant. She was her baby. ‘Who did this?’ she asked, and, ‘Are you hurt?’ But of course she was, and maybe mortally, although no wounds were visible.

Hannah’s mouth, the gag removed, was dry and she could hardly speak. She needed a drink, but she needed comfort more. Help must be summoned, but not yet.

‘There were two of them,’ Hannah croaked at last. ‘They haven’t been gone long. Daddy—’ her voice broke. She had been trying to find the strength to get to her feet and leave the room to search for him.

‘Where is he?’

‘They tied him up, too,’ Hannah said, in what was little more than a whisper.

‘Will you be all right while I look for him? And I must ring the police.’ And the doctor, Janet thought. ‘Get into bed and try to keep warm.’ Some blood had seeped from between Hannah’s legs. A hot water-bottle, Janet thought, and towels, and a warm drink laced with brandy, while they waited until help arrived. But she must look for Derek first.

Out on the landing, she heard a noise. Derek, still bound and gagged, was making grunting sounds and thumping with his legs to attract her attention. The bathroom door was not locked. Janet opened it and saw his desperate eyes looking at her above the gag.

Janet freed his arms and he pulled the gag down as she released his legs.

‘Hannah?’ he asked hoarsely.

‘She’s been raped,’ she told him. ‘Can you stand?’ He’d better be able to; there was no time to deal with him. ‘I’m going to phone the police.’

‘They cut the phone,’ said Derek. ‘It’s useless.’

‘Well, I must fetch help, then,’ said Janet. ‘Unless you can do it.’ She would be quicker, but Hannah needed her.

Derek had struggled up. He made an effort.

‘I’m all right. I’ll go next door,’ he said, swaying where he stood.

Janet had seen the mark on his face; the small scratch had already crusted over. He was fit to go. She made the decision coldly while an icy rage succeeded the terror she had felt at first. How dare anyone do this to her daughter? In that moment, if she had seen the culprit, Janet could have killed him. Why hadn’t Derek done that?

He seemed to read her mind.

‘They had a gun and a knife,’ he said. ‘They cut Hannah’s hair.’

‘I know,’ snapped Janet. ‘Can you go now? Hurry.’

‘Does she need an ambulance?’

Perhaps she did. She might be injured internally, and Janet knew, with sickening certainty, that there would be swabs to be taken and other grim procedures to be followed.

‘Not immediately,’ she said. ‘Get on, Derek. Don’t waste time.’

She left him, and Derek, who had wanted to rush to comfort Hannah, heard the bedroom door close. He lumbered heavily downstairs.

‘Daddy’s all right,’ Janet told Hannah. ‘He’s gone to call the police. Are you bleeding badly?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Hannah said. ‘But I hurt.’

‘I’ll get you a towel. You mustn’t wash. Not yet. I know you want to, but – evidence,’ said Janet.

Hannah nodded mutely.

Thank goodness she understood, thought Janet. Girls were informed, these days. She hurried off, and filled a hot water-bottle for Hannah which she brought her with a big fluffy towel.

‘I don’t think you’d better take your clothes off till the police come,’ she said. ‘When they get the man, there may be something on them they can use.’

Derek was not gone long as their nearest neighbour, at a bungalow just down the road, sent him straight back, saying he would ring the police himself. He’d got the message clearly: two masked men, one armed with a gun, the other with a knife, and there had been a sexual assault. The neighbour was uncertain as to whether Janet or the daughter was the victim; perhaps both had been attacked, he told the police.

When Derek returned, he burst into Hannah’s room where she was now sitting up in bed clutching a hot water-bottle and sipping coffee laced with brandy.

‘Hannah! Thank God they didn’t hurt you,’ he gasped, hurrying to her, arms outstretched, ready to hug his precious daughter. ‘Your poor hair will soon grow. They didn’t mark your face.’

‘Don’t touch me,’ Hannah said, almost hissing, drawing back from him, holding the duvet to her. He saw that she was sitting on a towel.

‘They didn’t kill you,’ Derek said, almost pleading.

‘They’ve hurt her dreadfully,’ said Janet. ‘Face it, Derek. And yes, her hair will grow.’ She gave Hannah a hug as Derek stepped back from them, looking at them both in horror: they had suddenly turned into two strange, hostile women instead of his familiar wife and most beloved daughter. ‘I’ll bathe your face now,’ Janet said. ‘You’ll be all right for a few minutes, Hannah. Daddy has been badly shaken.’

She took Derek into the bathroom and bathed his cuts with cotton wool soaked in disinfectant, which stung. He began talking feverishly then, telling her what had happened, how the men had been so threatening and he had thought it important not to antagonise them.

‘Don’t talk,’ said Janet. ‘I want to deal with this cut by your chin. It’s not bad. It’ll heal up in a day or two.’

She took him downstairs and made him a cup of coffee, laced, like Hannah’s, with a slug of brandy.

When the police arrived, all three were in the drawing-room, Hannah wrapped in a clean duvet from the spare bedroom. Hannah and her mother were sitting on the sofa, and Derek was across the room from them in the chair in which he had been seated before the raid. No one spoke. Hannah’s trembling had eased a little, but she began to shake again as soon as the two uniformed officers appeared.

Later, the police took her away with them because she had to be medically examined.

They let her go home when they had finished their examinations. The police had said their surgeon would do what was necessary, and her clothes were collected as she shed them, standing on a sheet. Later, she told her mother that the doctor had hurt her more than her attacker, and his investigations had lasted longer than the rape, which was quickly over because Morris had been impatient for them to leave.

Each man had used the other’s name, and this was helpful, said the police. Hannah had scratched Barry and there were wool fragments from his mask beneath her nails. While they were scraped, she was told that there might be other tissues, even skin, under them. Best of all, there was a clear fingerprint on the heavy buckle of her belt, which Barry, his gloves off, had undone.

Only one of the men had attacked her, and the other, Morris, had tried to stop him, saying that was not what they had come for. In the end he had gone downstairs to wait, meanwhile finding more plunder. They had left only about ten minutes before Janet returned, Derek estimated. They had taken his watch, but he could time their arrival by the television news which had just resumed after the commercial break. Usually Janet was back from her class before eleven.

So the ordeal had lasted less than an hour.

‘If only I’d been here,’ Janet said.

‘You couldn’t have stopped him. He’d have done you, too, or his mate would have, to pass the time,’ said Hannah, and gave a sobbing laugh.

Her mother had run her a deep bath, adding scented foam. She had had a shower at the police station, and had come home in a bathrobe, wrapped in blankets, but she thought she would never be clean again. The sour smell of her attacker lingered in her nostrils. She had said that she did not know how his partner had endured being with him.

‘Perhaps he’s lost his sense of smell,’ said the policewoman who was present when she made this comment.

That was not the sort of information likely to appear on details of past offenders, but it might help identify a suspect.

They had taken away the chunks of Hannah’s hair, which Barry had left lying on her bedroom floor. It was probable that strands of it had attached themselves to him.

‘Once we get a lead, we’ve got plenty of evidence,’ said Detective Inspector Brooks.

They were kind to Hannah, and kind to Janet, too. The woman officer lamented that they had no proper rape suite at Norlington Police Station. ‘It helps,’ she said. ‘Maybe we’ll get one in time.’ Some of the more modern police stations were equipped with them, and there were officers who were skilled in counselling victims. Hannah would be helped to overcome her dreadful experience.

Wearing one of her mother’s nightdresses, Hannah went to bed in the spare room for what remained of the night, and Janet occupied the other bed. Sedated, Hannah slept at last, but Janet lay wakeful till the dawn.

Hannah had made a full statement to the police, quoting every word she could remember hearing the men utter. She was glad her mother had not had to hear her recount how, when the taller man, Morris, had tried to stop Barry from attacking her, the answer had been, ‘It’s too good a chance to miss. She needs a lesson, this one. Besides, she likes a bit of the rough. Lashed out like an alley cat, didn’t she?’

They wrote it all down and she read and signed it. Meanwhile, other officers were examining the house, dusting it for prints, looking round outside and alerting colleagues to be on the watch for two fleeing villains.

‘But you don’t know what sort of car they’re driving,’ Janet said.

‘That’s true, but it may be stolen, and anyone looking the least bit suspicious – speeding, say – will be stopped. If they’ve got masks, a gun and a knife with them, that’ll need some explaining,’ said Detective Inspector Brooks.

But by now the men were long gone, and would probably be at their base, counting up their gains.
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Peter arrived the day after the raid, wearing his usual confident smile and expecting the welcome he always received from Hannah’s parents. He lived in Leeds and he liked spending a night or two in Bicklebury on the way to or from college. Hannah’s home was more comfortable than his own; his mother was an ornithologist, never happier than when out in wild weather on some lonely rock or moor, and his father, who worked in television as a cameraman, was often away. Meals were hit and miss in their household, and washing piled up. At the Jarvises’, everything ran like clockwork.

So it was a shock when he found The Elms in a state of siege, with newspaper reporters and photographers at the closed gates, and a police car parked by the front door.

In the aftermath of the robbery, no one had thought of telling him not to come. He opened the gate and drove through, fending off the reporters’ questions but aware of cameras flashing as he drove through. Victim’s boyfriend calls, the next day’s papers proclaimed, captioning shots of him and his well-polished Mini.

Derek heard his car and came out of the house to greet him.

‘I’m sorry, Peter. We should have put you off,’ he said. ‘We forgot.’

‘What’s happened? You’ve been hurt.’ Peter could see for himself the marks on Derek’s face.

‘We had a robbery last night,’ said Derek. ‘Hannah got hurt, too.’

It took Peter a few moments to understand what Derek was telling him, and then he went quite white.

‘Come in. Janet will want to see you,’ Derek said.

They both liked Peter, who seemed a steady young man. Apart from local youths whom Hannah had known for years, he was the only one to visit the house, and Hannah had stayed with his parents in Leeds, finding their careers more interesting than Derek’s in commerce and her mother’s charity endeavours.

Sitting at a table in the kitchen, Peter heard a sanitised account of the night’s ordeal. Janet could not bring herself to go into any details, but the facts spoke for themselves. Hannah was still asleep, she said.

While they were talking, Hannah, in her dressing-gown, came into the room. She looked very pale, and her hair hung jaggedly around her head. There was a bruise on her cheek.

‘Your hair!’ Peter exclaimed.

‘He cut it. That man last night,’ said Hannah flatly. ‘It’ll grow, as everyone keeps telling me, so don’t you.’

‘I—’ Peter stopped. He did not know what to say. ‘It’s dreadful. I’m so sorry,’ he tried.

‘Well, I’m not dead. Everyone seems pleased about that,’ said Hannah.

‘Of course they are,’ said Peter, bewildered by her tone.

Hannah shrugged.

‘I fought him,’ she said. ‘I did my best.’

She thought she would never forget a single detail of the night: the smell, the weight and strength of her attacker, and the horror.

‘Well, yes,’ said Peter, and moved towards her. If he hugged her – gently, of course, after what she’d been through – she might feel comforted. That was what she needed.

But Hannah jumped back as if he had scorched her. She put the table between them and stood with her hands on the back of a chair. He retreated, feeling badly snubbed.

‘You won’t want to go to London,’ Peter stated.

‘Why not?’ said Hannah. ‘I wasn’t killed, or even slashed with a knife, as everyone keeps pointing out. I’ll get dressed.’

‘Hannah, I don’t think you ought to go so far,’ said Janet. ‘The police may want to see you again.’

‘It’s too soon to find out if I’m pregnant, or if I’ve caught some disease,’ Hannah said.

Janet had never seen Hannah in such a mood of truculent defiance, or not since she was a small girl determined not to eat the Brussels sprouts her mother had decreed were good for her. She caught Peter’s eye and mouthed at him, ‘No.’

‘Let’s go another time,’ said Peter quickly. He couldn’t take her off for the rest of the day and a late night after such an experience; the responsibility alone was too much. ‘Luckily we haven’t already got tickets,’ he added.

‘There’ll be no waste, you mean,’ she said, and then she suddenly burst into a torrent of tears.

At this, some of Peter’s panic dissolved, and again he put his arms out to her. She allowed him to hold her while she sobbed. Janet went quietly out of the room; let Peter handle this as best he could, she thought. Instinct might guide him. Given time, Hannah would, to some extent, heal, but there would be lifelong scarring. How well she would adjust could not be foretold; perhaps Peter would be her best help.

But ten minutes later she heard him start his car up and drive off.

‘Peter’s gone, then,’ she said, returning to the kitchen.

Hannah had dried her eyes, and had made another cup of coffee.

‘Yes. There was no point in him hanging about here,’ she said. ‘I was mad to think I could go to London. I hurt too much.’

Janet knew she was not referring only to her physical injuries. At least she was admitting it, which was something.

‘Some of that will mend quite quickly. The rest will take longer,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you’d better postpone going back to college.’

‘If I do, I’ll never go,’ she said.

‘We’ll see how you feel in a day or two,’ her mother said.

It might be best for her to stick to her routine, go back to the house she shared with two other girls and two young men. Perhaps she would confide in one or both of the girls. Young company might be what she needed, once the first shock had worn away. She would be distanced from the media attention likely as a consequence of the raid. Janet knew that the identity of rape victims was protected, but not always with success, and there were reporters at the gates.

‘I’ll go back to bed now,’ said Hannah, getting up. ‘I’m suddenly completely shattered.’

The police had already matched up the fingerprint found on Hannah’s belt buckle with that of Barry Carter, recently released from prison for a series of car thefts but so far not accused of rape, when a jeweller reported that a man had tried to sell him her pendant.

Details of the articles stolen had been circulated. Derek, meticulous in business matters, had photographs of most of them and some were reproduced in the press. Barry Carter had not been at the address of the woman he had been living with when last arrested, where the police expected to find him when they called, and the woman herself said she did not know where he was living. They had had a row and he had left a week or so before, she said; for all she knew, he was living rough. They had failed to find him at the flat where his mother had lived with her second husband, and they were trying to trace his real father when the call came from the jeweller who, with Barry still in the shop, had taken the pendant to the rear office on the pretext of examining it more thoroughly, while he telephoned. Stolen goods had passed through the shopkeeper’s hands before: you did not demand the provenance of minor items, after all, but he would not knowingly aid a rapist and it was quite clear from the media reports that those responsible for the robbery had committed a worse crime than theft.
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