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My First Murder.







Chapter I.



Cambridgeshire, 2013.


A Suspicious Death.


“His name’s Priestly, sir, James Priestly,” said the uniformed policeman at the bathroom doorway and moved away to allow the detectives entry.


Two well-dressed men looked down at the body curled up in the bathtub its knees drawn up, arms half folded across its chest, hands claw-like.


“What do you think, Constable,” said the taller of the two.


The other pursed his lips then said, “Looks like he drowned sir. The body is wet.”


 The other said, after looking at the drain outlet, “But the plug is out.” 


“He could have slipped, sir” Then he pointed to the plug chain caught between the dead man’s toes. “That must have happened after he lost his balance and er, submerged.”


The tall one said, with raised eyebrows, “You mean it wasn’t foul play. There’s a bruise on the left side of his head, take a look.”


The other looked closely. “Yes sir, he probably slipped and hit his head on the edge of the bath on the way down, causing him to lose consciousness, after which he drowned.”


“You mean if the blow didn’t kill him.”


“What other options are there sir.”


“It could be that somebody hit him and held him down underwater.”


The other looked up and pointed. “The shower head is dripping, sir,” he said, watching the dribble from the overhead faucet as it spattered softly on the man’s hip.


The tall one nodded. “So, maybe he had a shower before he slipped, meaning he didn’t drown; so what killed him.”


They turned to a noise at the doorway and another man joined them. 


“Excuse me, gentlemen may I see the body.”


They moved to one side. “And you are, sir,” said the tall one.


Short, fat and balding, the man said, “Doctor Adams MD. I’m Mr Priestley’s doctor, he asked me to call round yesterday afternoon, but I was delayed, heavy traffic on the carriageway due to a traffic accident, it turned out to be a pregnant woman giving birth, blocked both lanes for a while.” 


“And were you involved,” said the tall one.


“Yes, the ambulance arrived too late, it was twins, ruined a good suit, but both were well.”


The tall one said after glancing down, “He’s dead.”


Adams looked at the corpse, glanced back at the tall one and said, “Oh, really… Well, that’s new.”


“We suspect foul play.”


He leaned farther over the body and said, after his examination, “It wasn’t foul play, it was his heart. Look at his pallor, purple-hued skin, which means oxygen deprivation. He had heart problems, he wouldn’t take my advice, in fact he refused stenting point-blank, said it was against nature. Bloody fool.”


“Time of death, doctor.”


“Oh, round about ten o’clock yesterday evening. He’s as stiff as a board.”


The two men left the cottage and walked to their car.


The tall one said, “So much for murder. I should have known about the pallor, never seen a heart attack victim before today.”


“So much for our murder in a bathtub, sir,”


“Bloody cardiac arrest, wasting out time.”


“Never mind, sir. Better luck next time.”


* * *


Detective Constable Ethan Clarke and I, Detective Inspector William Taylor, found ourselves facing an old building, something left over from the late nineteenth century, built out of granite with leaded windows, standing on a stretch of ground in the loop of a small river. I could imagine a gathering of red-coated nincompoops mounted on thoroughbreds ready to hunt Ferdinand, milling around, surrounded by a pack of dumb dogs.


On our way back from a suspected ‘murder by drowning in a bathtub’, as Clarke daftly put it, until the local doctor pointed out it was natural causes, HQ called over the two-way about a dead body discovered at a children’s home. It was a child who reported it. As we were just minutes away we were asked to go along and contain the scene until the pathologist, who was stuck in a traffic jam on the motorway, arrived.


We were met by the local plod standing in the main doorway, complete with bicycle clips round his ankles. We introduced ourselves and listened to his report.


“PC Stanley, sir. I heard the interchange on my two-way as I was passing. I rode up to the doorway and a young girl approached me and said, ‘It’s the professor, in his study, Nurse Watts has unlocked the door for you, first one on your left’. She led me to the room and I saw a body. I donned my overshoes and gloves, entered and checked thoroughly for a pulse but found none and left the scene.”


I glanced around, we were alone. “Where is she,” I said.


“Sorry sir, when I came out of the room she’d gone.”


“Did you get her name,” said Clarke.


“Sorry, no.”


“Who else did you speak to?”


“Nobody, sir. I haven’t seen another soul since I arrived here, and nobody has entered the room while I’ve been here.


“Thank you Constable Stanley, you acted correctly,” I said and with Clarke, I entered the building.


At the room’s doorway I slipped my overshoes on and told him, “Don’t let anybody in, Clarkey, no matter whom,” and entered the room, pulling on my latex gloves.


He lay there face down, his hands by his side, eyes staring into nothingness, pupils fully dilated. His mouth was open and he’d dribbled on the carpet, also his lips were slate blue and his skin had a purple hue. I checked his pulse and found none, the body was still warm, but so was the room. I heard someone enter behind me, assuming it was Clarke. The voice though, wasn’t his, it was a girl’s. I turned as she spoke, “He’s dead, isn’t he.”


She was about twelve-years-old; she wore a pink, patterned frock beneath a white, woollen cardigan, white socks and matching plimsolls, she stood a few metres inside the doorway, eyes downcast, as if afraid to come nearer, or to gaze upon the fallen man.


“I’m Detective Inspector Taylor; and you are,” I said, as pleasant as possible, approaching her slowly, saving my ire for Clarke.


She looked up at me as I stopped several paces away from her, feeling this was what she expected. “Madigan, sir, Claire Madigan,” she said, as if by way of an apology which she then gave. “I’m sorry for disturbing you, but the others wanted to know.”


“The others!” I said, glancing behind her.


“The other children, they said I should ask the detective if Professor Briar was really dead.”


I came nearer to her and placed my fingertips on her shoulder, she flinched, and her eyes widened and a gasp escaped her lips, then she relaxed and turned around as I passed her and approached the doorway.


Clarke was nowhere to be seen, the dark corridors, smelling of Johnson’s wax, were still and bare.


Claire looked up at me in silence as I turned back to her, but I knew the question written all over her features was still the same. I told her, “Yes, I’m afraid Professor Briar has passed on.”


She nodded. “Thank you, Inspector,” she said and walked off to the stairway and made her way up.


I inspected the room, neat and tidy desk, no dust. Bookshelves packed with volumes of well-read volumes. I let the conversation with the girl run through my mind. The light was bad at the doorway, and I wasn’t sure about the voice, but the tiny glimpse I caught of her left eye gave lie to the sad tone of her voice. It seemed to indicate satisfaction of the pleasant sort and I remembered -.


I turned to the noise of running footsteps in the hallway. It was Clarke, who was just past twenty-six, but sometimes acted ten years younger. He clattered to a halt at the doorway.


“Where the bloody hell were you,” I said.


“Sorry, sir, I was making enquiries and I had to take a leak, I think I have a bladder infection.”


Bladder infection, a stomach bug, laryngitis, headaches, indigestion, it seemed to me that he was collecting complaints; but he never had a day off sick in the three months out of the six he was allotted to me on probation as a detective. “If you want to be a detective you have to be on call all the time, I couldn’t care less about your pet ailments, just keep them to yourself, understand?”


“Yes, sir.”


“So, what have we here, what did you find out about this place.”


He took out his electric notebook with a flourish, flipping it open as if he was J.T. Kirk on the Enterprise. “It’s known as the Lord Carlton Home for underprivileged children. It’s an orphanage, sir, and a private school, supported by contributions to a private fund, annually by anonymous contributors, funds that are depleting slowly. This place will close eventually,” he added. “Or so it says here, in the, er, newspaper on the internet.”


“Really, well, tell me, who runs this place,” I said.


He indicated with his thumb. “I imagine he did, sir, if he’s Professor Briar. He is the director and history teacher.”


“He was,” I said. “Are they all teachers here, what about the cooks and bottle-washers?”


He did the notebook flip once more. “There is a teaching staff of six, sorry, five.”


“Children?”


“Thirteen children from the age of eleven to sixteen.”


“Thirteen! Is that all?”


“Yes, they’ve stopped taking on new pupils due to shortage of funds.”


“How long do they stay here?”


“Until they are eighteen, after which they are sent to an Internat, sir.”


“Any particular one?”


“I don’t know, sir, as I haven’t asked,” he paused and said, “I suppose forensic services are on their way, sir, and the local coroner, Dr Morton should be arriving soon.”


“Yes, so put your cover shoes on,” I said and waited.


He sniffed the air, as he straightened up, his brow slightly knotted.


“Johnson’s wax polish,” I said.


“Pardon, sir,” he said his frown deepening.


“The smell,” I said.


He nodded. “What a pong, overwhelming.”


Now it was my turn to frown. “Overwhelming,” I said, “I wouldn’t say that, Constable.”


“I have an acute sense of smell sir.”


“Cripes, Clarke is there anything you don’t have,” I said and walked back into the room.


“Can’t help it, sir, I was born with it,” he said at my elbow.


We neared the body lying on the expensive wall-to-wall carpet. “What do you think,” I said, “cause of death, stroke, or heart attack.”


Clarke sniffed as he bent over the corpse, his nose almost touching the dead man’s cheek. He rose up quickly, “Oh, my God, he’s been poisoned,” he said.


Now, this sounded good, as I’d never had a murder case all to myself and I’ve only been a fully-fledged Inspector for a little over six months and that at the tender age of thirty. “Poisoned, what gives you that idea?”


“Either that or he’s been eating almond paste, sir.”


My balloon burst. “Explain will you!”


“I can detect the odour of almonds coming from the deceased’s mouth, sir, his lips are blue and his face is flushed.”


“You mean cyanide,” I said and he nodded.


“Cyanide,” he said, as I bent over the body.


I supported myself on my hands and sniffed around his mouth. I could smell something sweet, maybe almonds.


“What the hell are you doing, Inspector Taylor, are you a sniffer-dog, now.”


Bald-headed, 38-year-old Doctor Jimmy Morton strode into the room followed by his tall, chesty, mortuary assistant, Linda Glover, a 23-year-old E-cup-plus, natural raven-haired Goth. As well as protective shoes over her black ones, she was wearing her usual black outfit, black mini-skirt, black webbed stockings with visible black suspenders, and piercings, and black lipstick and a black, low-cut top as if to remind all the males around that she had huge breasts, and by that I don’t mean football-shaped, but rugby-ball in similarity and twice the size and firm with it. She also had broad shoulders and a muscular neck, for a female with her accessories that is.


Doc Morton, in complete contrast, was wearing his usual white protective suit, he reminded me of Lex Luther from the Marvel comics with his shiny, bald head, a pedant if ever there was one.


“Yes, I was sniffing around, Doctor,” I said with a smile and stood back.


He examined the body, “He’s dead,” he said.


Clarke clamped his hand over his mouth and Linda raised a critical eyebrow at him, causing his humour to dissipate; she has that effect on men, those eyes of hers, hot n’ cold, fire n’ ice.


Morton lifted the corpse’s arm, and let it flop down, showing his expertise. “He’s not been dead long,” he added. He looked around the room, eyes pacing as if measuring it, he stared intently at the furniture, the windows, the carpet, even the frigging wallpaper.


I coughed as he stood by the body once again. “Er, can you smell it, his mouth; we think it could be cyanide.”


He dropped down as a soldier would after somebody called out ‘sniper’, and he stuck his nose next the dead man’s mouth. He rose up to his knees and held out his hand. “DNA swab, please, Linda.”


She took a plastic container out of her bag and handed it to him. He took out the swab and rolled it inside the corpse’s mouth. He resealed the container and straightened up.


“You could be right, Inspector, but whatever it was it’s affected his heart, take a look at the features, deep purple, oxygen deprivation, asphyxiation, but I’m not going to assume it’s cyanide, not yet.”


“Could you smell almonds, Doctor” I said.


His lips turned down. “There should be a slight odour of bitter almonds if it’s cyanide,” he said, “but I couldn’t detect any, and I don’t see any bottle or phial that could have contained it.”


Now that was interesting. “You mean this is not the scene of the death, the actual consumption; if it was poisoning, I mean,” I said, glancing at the desk way over in the corner and the plain wooden table in the centre of the room.


He shrugged; he always did instead of committing himself. “A man could swallow hydrocyanic acid and, in the few seconds before death ensued, toss the bottle out of the window and walk around some before falling down.” 


He walked over to the only window; I imagine he wished to prove a point, or to show off. He pushed upwards against the frame; he grunted and heaved but the window refused to budge. He turned around to find all three of us gazing in another direction as opposed to his. “I shall know more when I open him up,” he said, ignoring us, examining his rubber gloves for tears.


He placed his hands on his hips, eyebrow raised. “Your, er, theory, Inspector,” he said, “about him being poisoned with cyanide, how do you think it was administered,” glancing round at the window as if to remind me.


“It’s not my theory,” I said, looking at Clarke intently, shifting the blame to where it belonged.


Clarke realised he was the centre of attention and his eyes flickered away from Linda’s breasts round to us. “Or it was suicide,” he said, trying to dodge the bullet as the yanks say. “He took the poison, replaced the stopper and put it -.”


I hurried over to the desk. I opened all the drawers, nothing but papers and writing materials and nothing resembling a suicide note or envelope. I came back to him. “There’s nothing there, Clarke,” I said, working off my irritation, “No bottles or anything indicating medicine or….” I let my voice trail off as I eyed Morton standing there, his ear cocked; brow slightly wrinkled. I knew this look of old, the annoying sod.


“What are you suggesting, Doctor,” I said.


He was looking at me now as if I should know something, something that every newly-promoted detective Inspector should know. “He’s been murdered, is that what you’re saying,” I said and looked at Clarke as he came into the room, I hadn’t noticed him going, and he had a penlight in his hand.


“Nothing lying in the corridor, sir, or on the stairway,” he said and looked at both of us, the corners of his mouth turned up, “Is this murder, sir,” he said.


“Do you find that amusing,” said Morton, brow deep.


“Er, no, sir, it’s, er, my first one,” he said, turning bright red as his grin faded.


“It’s my first one too, Constable,” I said, “And I’m not fu…sorry, not pleased at all. A man has died and you find it amusing.” I shook my head and Clarke hung his.


Even Linda showed reaction, her brow knotted as she stared at Clarke and me.


Morton said, “It’s your shout, Inspector. How do you want to treat this?”


‘He doesn’t know what to put in his report.’


I thought it over for a couple of seconds and came to a decision. “Okay, Clarke, shake a leg, nobody is to leave the premises, call for support, I’m treating this as a suspicious death to be on the safe side, so off you go, call it in.”


His eyebrows rose. “Yes, sir,” he said and ran off.


“And take those overshoes off before cause yourself an injury,” I managed to say as he left the room.


We heard him hopping and cursing in the hallway and we three shared a grin. As I spoke into my recorder with the bare facts, Morton carried out his inspection with Linda taking notes as he mumbled into his own voice recorder.


“Can we come in now,” said a familiar voice.


We looked at the doorway, a half-dozen children stood there, fidgeting; the ones at the back peering over the heads of others.


“No, you can’t,” said Morton.


“What happened,” asked a freckle-faced youth, “how did he die?” He could have been asking the time the way he said it.


Children are curious, some morbidly so. I approached them slowly, a bare smile on my lips. Briar was probably one of those kindly men, a typical grandfather, and these kids were going to miss him. “Have you no lessons to go to,” I said.


Claire Madigan spoke up, “They’ve been cancelled.”


“Children!” The voice came from down the hallway.


“That’s nurse,” said a ginger-haired boy and turned and left with the others.


I watched them walk off. At least they were obedient.


“I’ve finished here, the paramedics can have him now,” said Morton.


He left with Linda following, as she passed me at the doorway she turned and faced me, grinning as she lifted her clinging top, displaying her magnificent bare breasts; she gave them a wiggle and stuck her tongue out.


She pouted when I gave her a ‘raised eyebrow’, shaking my head, and she pulled her top down just as Clarke came in.


His jaw dropped as he saw the action from behind, and his eyes followed her as she left.


I walked past him. “We’ve finished here. Next stop autopsy.”


“D-did she show you her b-boobs.”


“Don’t be so disgusting, Clarke, of course she did,” I said without turning.


We met the forensic services team on their way from the car park and I told them of my suspicions and Morton added his tuppence worth.


* * *


We let Morton’s Bentley get well in front as the proceedings leading to the actual inspection of the organs; the emptying of the stomach contents and so on were time-consuming, so we stopped off at a café and had an early sandwich lunch.


* * *


I drained my coffee cup. “Did you see any of the staff at the orphanage,” I said, “did you pick anything up.”


“I had a quick word with the nurse after I called in, Anne Watts, she said she checked the deceased man’s pulse, and realising he was past help she locked the door.”


“Did she call it in?”


“No, a child, Claire Madigan, she said, on her own mobile.”


That girl again, just as the plod said!


“She let her do that?”


“She did it of her own accord while Watts was inside, checking for signs of life.”


“Don’t tell me she discovered the body too.”


He nodded. “Yes, and she went straight upstairs to Nurse Watts.”


“Anything else?”


“The gardener, John Newman, he saw the professor enter the room at around nine o’clock.”


“What time was the body found?”


“Nurse Watts said the girl came into her office at around quarter past ten, and she told her the professor had fallen down and he didn’t get up.”


“Those exact words?” This could mean she saw the actual act, his last moments, maybe he spoke to her, said something before he passed on, a whispered word, that is, if he’d been aware of her presence.


“That’s what she told me, I was going to suggest we question her, but, er, something distracted me.”


“Distracted you?”


“Yes, a young woman was displaying her mammaries -.”


“Yes, okay, you’re forgiven. Let’s go pay our respects.”


“You mean question the girl?” he said taking out his pad.


“No, we can do that later, I want to know how the old man died, no point in starting a murder hunt when it was natural causes.”


“Natural causes, I thought Doctor Morton said he was asphyxiated.”


“If you’d been listening instead of gawping at his assistant’s boobs you would have heard him say the cause of death was asphyxiation, lack of oxygen, and that caused the skin colouring. It could have been a heart attack.”


“Or he might have swallowed something that stuck in his windpipe,”


“Exactly, so let’s see what Jimmy has found.”




Chapter II


Post Mortem.


It didn’t matter how often you were exposed to it, there was no getting used to the odour of death. Even when the room was empty of corpses, the smell of Woodpine air-freshener and disinfectant was never enough to hide the stink of body fluids. Now it was stomach acid, partially digested food, mixed with the cloying odour of blood.


Briar lay flat on his back, his chest on display, from the inside that is, ribs spread back.


“He died of a heart attack,” said Morton. “He’d eaten several almond tarts before that, so you can forget cyanide. And another thing, he was a diabetic.” He picked up a scalpel as he lifted the corpse’s head off the block.


I looked at Clarke who was staring at the floor. “Almond tarts,” I said.


Morton smirked, clever sod. “Would you like to see the stomach contents,” he said cutting through the scalp with a flourish.


Linda walked over to the bench where a large jar stood. She turned and smiled as she held it out to us.


“No, that won’t be necessary,” I said, squinting at the partly digested contents. “We’ve just eaten,” causing her to grin.


Morton pushed the scalp forward causing Briar to frown, and took the electric saw from Linda who looked on intently as he cut through the skull. Clarke covered his ears and continued counting floor tiles.


“How can you tell he was a diabetic, Doctor,” I said when the screeching had stopped, “You haven’t had time to do any tests.” He handed the skull cap to Linda who placed it on the bench, after which she picked up and brought a plastic bag with a strange object inside to us.


“What is that,” I said to her, as Clarke gawped at her as usual, despite my warning stares.


Linda smiled, she always smiled, she knew the bloody answer, but instead she just smiled.


Morton said, “It’s a hypo-spray, Inspector, a prototype by all accounts. It was in his jacket pocket. Briar obviously had an aversion to hypodermics. It injects by using compressed air with such a force that the fluid inside penetrates the skin, just like a diesel oil jet can. I believe the amount can be adjusted by the duration of the spray, but I’m not sure how it – Inspector Taylor, are you listening.”


I was half-listening, I was running my eyes over Linda’s scrubs, she was wearing them like a second skin, and I could see every crease and lump. She might as well have been naked. She’d removed her rubber apron that had hidden everything as soon as we’d entered, and now her breasts were moving about freely inside her top and the nipples had hardened with the friction, not only that she was looking at me in that way of hers.


I answered his question, “Yes, a hypo-spray, Jimmy. So, what caused the heart attack? Was he poisoned?”


“No, his diabetes, basically,” he said, blowing me away, my murder case dissolving rapidly before my eyes.


“So his diabetes caused the heart attack,” I said, “Is that normal?”


Linda had moved behind him and was standing with her hands behind her back, stretching her cotton top over her breasts, her eyes neutral, concentrated on Morton. I’d often wondered if Morton was gay because as far as he was concerned, and as it seemed to me, voluptuous Linda might well not have been there, in fact if she was bending over, every full-blooded male would be watching her movements, everybody that is, except Morton.


 “In his case, yes, he was an ex-smoker, according to his lungs, as black as hell. He had heart problems, six stent implants, and high blood pressure, and as you can see he was overweight, so suffering from diabetes wouldn’t help. I’ll be able to tell more after I’ve finished slicing the organs and when the test results come back from the laboratory.”


“Any marks on his body.”


“Only from where he lay,” he said.


“No contusions, blow to the head or throat.”


“There is a slight discolouration on the right cheek and brow where he hit the floor; apparently, he fell to his knees first,” he pointed to the discoloration on Briar’s knees. “After which he toppled forward, like a felled tree.”


Linda was at it once more, she had folded her arms, quite a feat with her breasts, accentuating them on purpose.


Clarke, standing next to me, was trying unsuccessfully not to stare and Morton said, “Is something the matter, Detective Constable, you seem rather, er, hot.”


Linda dropped her arms and raised her right eyebrow, staring in Clarke’s direction just as Morton cast a glance her way.


He came towards me and said, “Bill, isn’t it? Can we drop the ‘Doctor’ bit, my names James or Jimmy, does that suit you?”


He held out his hand, I took and said., “Jimmy it is.”


He looked at Clarke and shook his head. “Well, Bill, are there any more questions, as this is not what I consider a suspicious death?”


“No, Jimmy, just send us a report when you’ve finished your tests.”


* * *


On the way back to the office, waiting at the traffic lights, I couldn’t help seeing Claire Madigan’s face once more as she said ‘Thank you, Inspector’, I swear I saw the hint of a smile there in her young eyes. Not only that, the way she flinched when I touched her lightly on the shoulder with my fingertips; the gasp was involuntary and it started me thinking. I decided to have a chat with Claire Madigan the first thing tomorrow morning and arranged to meet Clarke at the school.




Chapter III


The Interviews.


When I got home, Linda was there waiting for me. Our relationship, an intimate and highly erotic one was a well-kept secret. She would have seen me approaching along the street, as the house I’d inherited was at the end of a cul-de-sac. I was the only surviving relative, and not the favourite nephew of my mother’s brother whom I’d only met once.


I let myself in and entered the lounge. I called out, as she told me she hated surprises, “It’s me darling,” but I wasn’t surprised when I walked over to the bathroom door and opened it, and found her standing there naked, leaning against the wash basin, supporting herself partly on her hands, grinning. “I’ve shaved,” she said and widened her stance. She watched as I undressed faster than Clark Kent, and opened her arms to greet me.


“I’ve missed you,” she said as our bodies connected, sharing the heat.


“Me too,” said I, “I got off as soon as I could. Marcus wanted a verbal, but I told him I’d send him a folder so he could read it along with Morton’s report. I also said I was continuing the investigation as I still regarded it as a suspicious death.”


I looked down at the large cushions pressed against my chest. “Clarke has fallen in love with your breasts,” I said, “not that I blame him.”


“I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to upset him, as he seems a nice lad.”


“You are a wicked temptress.”


She said, “My motor’s running. Come and wash my hair, in the shower.” 


“I can’t,” I said, “You’ve shaved it all off, but I can still -.”


Her lips smothered mine and…


* * *


One of Linda’s many attributes is that she can cook, any meal; you name it, and she’ll cook it. The same goes for the Kama Sutra, she knows every position, and we have tried every one, and I had the temerity to show her a new one, but we won’t go into that right now.


We finished the Lasagne and had Walnut ice for dessert. We watched a tear-jerker movie, about a girl who refused to give up her kidney to her sister whose body was riddled with cancer. It turned out that she was conceived solely as a donor, forced to give up her bone marrow, something that didn’t function well, and she gets a lawyer to represent her, a very touching ending.


We retired to bed and went through position number five, seven, thirteen and sixteen, and then finished up doggy style.


Afterwards she read one of Patricia Cornwell’s books while I picked up an ‘oldie’ from Ray Bradbury, ‘The Illustrated Man’. I’ve read it twice. I prefer short stories to over-long novels, just as I am opposed to ‘quickies’ which I detest.


* * *


We woke together, made love and showered together. We left at the same time after breakfast, she in her Mini Cooper and me in my 1967 Mustang; another inheritance.


* * *


I found Clarke waiting for me at the school where we’d arranged to meet. He drove a refurbished Ford Anglia, a real relic.


We went to the secretary, Miss Mary Lambert, a tall 42-year-old, slender creature with carefully prepared chestnut hair. We asked her for a room where we could interview the staff. I told her that Briar’s death was an ongoing investigation due to the suddenness of it; which was true. Briar hadn’t seen a doctor in the past fifteen years, apparently, the nurse had kept an eye on him and that was enough for him.


Her eyes moved constantly left and right together with her head that turned here and there as she sorted out her desk, as if she were a sparrow hunting insects in the grass. She was wearing a past-the-knee-skirt and a white blouse and I was surprised to see her dark-brown nipples through the thin cotton texture, something quite out of place, as that was more in line with Linda’s age group, and not a spinster’s.


“I’ve never worn one,” she said.


I realised I’d been staring and she added, “A bra, you can see my nipples, but I don’t mind, we all have them, men as well as women.”


Fully enlightened I said, “We would like to check the staff records.”


She nodded. “Certainly,” and opened the filing cabinet’s top drawer.


While going through the records, with Miss Lambert’s assistance, I noticed that none of the staff were married, in fact never had been. I asked her to send them in as they were situated on the list, a copy of which she gave to me.


We were given a small room with a table and several chairs. I arranged things so that we sat with our backs to the French windows, which had heavy lace curtains drawn across them, subduing the sunlight.


It was a fine sunny day and the air inside the room was quite warm due to Sol’s rays, so I hung my jacket on the back of my chair, and with ball pen and notebook, I waited.


Clarke, after braving it out for several minutes, did the same.


The first one was Brian Holt, 46, tall and slim with a friendly smile and dark, well-groomed hair, a ladies man, I guessed.


“How long have you been employed here, Mr Holt,” I said.


“Sixteen years and a five months,” he said, “I came straight from college.”


“How well did you know the deceased?”


“Well enough, he was kind and generous, nothing was too much for him regarding the children, he devoted all his time to them,” he said, which is not what I asked for.


“What about you,” I asked and noticed the eye twitch.


“I, er, I teach Geography and I run the art class in the evenings.”


Claire’s face, as I touched her shoulder, flashed through my mind. “I meant, the children, do you dote on them?”


“Yes, er, yes, I do,” he said rather quickly.


Clarke asked, “Do you have any children.”


His face reddened and he said, “No, er, no, I haven’t.”


His embarrassment puzzled me. “Did the deceased suffer from ill-health at any time while you were here,” I said.


“No; he was, as far as I could tell, quite robust.”


There was a touch of hesitation in his answer, and too much insistence.


“How many children do you have in your class,” said Clarke.


“Four, sometimes five,” he said, his eyebrows raised.


“So few,” I said quietly.  


“It means I only have to divide my time between four or five of them. At one time there used to be fifty-three pupils. Most became adopted, as that was part of the arrangement, but none of them returned for lessons, as for the others some went to an Internat or a private school and later on to university,” he said with a smirk.


“And now there are only thirteen,” I said and was surprised when his eyes flickered left and right and his facial muscles tensed with an instant.


Clarke said, “And five teachers.”


Holt’s nervousness vanished as he said, “Yes, only five teachers, there were more at the start, twelve I believe. There were cuts five years back and we had to let some of them go, and we’d stopped taking in pupils.”


Clarke said, “And you never married.”


He coloured once more. “No, er, I, er, never found the right woman,” he said and faked a smile.


“Thank you, Mr Holt, that will be all for the moment,” I said.


He left with the same facsimile of a smile on his face.


The next was John Fletcher, 38, sports teacher, your typical macho man, with his Tom Selleck hair style and moustache, gold chain and rings on his fingers. His muscles were well-defined beneath his one-size-too-small T-shirt, and his legs and arms, like his face, were sun lamp-bronzed.


He praised Briar as if he were the Lord himself, figuratively speaking, and we asked him more or less the same questions; and I had the impression, from his cheerful countenance that he was anything but sexually frustrated, meaning he was bonking one or more of the female staff, and seemed to enjoy running the children ragged, getting them ‘top-fit’ for the future.  


As one of his victims I put my money on our next interviewee, 36-year-old blonde, Nurse Watts. Clarke had already met her and would have been putty in her hands if I wasn’t there; he remained silent the whole time, staring at her like a love-sick goat; allowing me to chat to Fletcher’s opposite number, the type of woman who thinks she can get any man by snapping her fingers, and she probably could, with one exception, as my nymphet Linda would leave her in the shade.


But, she didn’t know that and wasted her time fluttering her eyebrows playing the demure maiden, sighing theatrically now and then, giving Clarke the occasional ‘would you like to shag me’ look as she slowly licked her upper lip.


I asked her, “Did the professor’s death come as a shock to you?”


“Yes, of course,” she said. “Professor Briar was in good health.”


Really, overweight and over sixty with diabetes, who was she trying to kid!


“You knew he suffered from diabetes,” I said.


“I knew he had it, but he never suffered, he had his medication and took it regularly, I checked him out every Friday,” she said and looked at me from under her eyebrows, “He was a fit old man, he swam regularly in the river, where we all swim as the school doesn’t have a pool, its not deep, its slow-moving and crystal clear, straight from the mountain streams.


“No, there was nothing wrong with him in any department; you see, I swim naked, well, we all do, and I saw how he reacted to my body as we, er, met underwater one early evening, and I can tell you, he was in top form, snow on the roof, but fire in cellar, as they say, what a whopper.”


I didn’t know how to take that, but as she and the professor were consenting adults and no harm was done I asked, “How was he with children?”


“He doted on them; he has fought hard to keep this place running, and he has gathered enough monetary support to keep this place open for another five years.”  


She told us of her past, army-trained nurse and so on, she told us she was offered a commission, which she refused, and I thanked her and asked her to send the next one in.


As the temperature was rising in the small room, I nudged Clarke and he opened the one of the French windows.


The next was science teacher Marcus Bates, 41, balding, ginger-haired and overweight. He praised the professor, and his eyes became wet when he told us how Briar would organise a pantomime for the children each Christmas. “He’d have all the teachers on stage, all dressed up and in summer there would be the Shakespeare theatre, with Claire Madigan, a stunning little actress, and miss Haynes and her Wushu demonstration, and he would read to us too in the evenings or when it was raining; he had a charismatic voice, he held everyone spellbound.”


The next was Miss Linda Hale, a 40-year old natural blonde who told us she was a naturist like all the others and just loved to feel water running over her naked body, which was in good condition, and I’d bet that wasn’t all she liked to have running over her body the way she was eyeing Clarke.


She leaned over the table every time she spoke to us, in a throaty whisper, giving us a view of her champagne-glass-breasts inside her loose-fitting open blouse.


Clarke gave a huge sigh after she left; that poor boy was really suffering.


The following one was chemistry teacher Alan Rhodes, a good-looking 51-year-old, blond hair, thinning at the front. He’d known the professor since he was at college; it was he who got him the job at the school, and, like the others, he could nothing but heap praise on the dead man.


The cook, Rita Pena, a jolly, blond, chubby woman, was next; she could add nothing as she’d only been there a year. The last cook left, as she was ‘with child’; now that was food for thought, if she liked swimming in the nude that is.


The Chef, Anton Beck, a prim-looking 53-year-old with his van Dyke beard, flower-pattern shirt and silk slacks, stepped quickly to his chair and sat down with his thighs clenched together as if he had a leaky bladder. He told us how the professor loved his cooking, and the cook’s ‘common’ pastries - as he was a cordon blue chef. He said he’d been there so long that he felt he was part of the furniture. He prattled on how much he loved children, loved to watch them at play. I later found out why he loved to watch them swimming in the river. He left me with the impression that he loved everyone and everything, especially other men, but then, each to his own.


The gardener, full-bearded with long brown hair, 46-year old John Newman was your typical hippie. But he had shifty eyes, they were small and too close together for my liking, in fact if I was a crime novelist he would be how I would describe my villain, but as all first impressions can be misleading I asked him, “Which of these ladies are you shagging.”


Clarke, true to form, choked on his own spittle and had a coughing fit.


Newman, his features enhanced by a grin, waited until it was over. “As you are a policeman, and this being in confidence, I feel I must tell you that I, Rita Pena and Linda Hale are an item, Linda isn’t the only one who likes to swim naked, you could say this is a naturist colony, everybody swims naked, but the children are not allowed out after sundown, if you get my drift.”


I got his drift alright, shagging in the river took place in the evenings, and he didn’t need to draw me a picture.


Clarke asked, “Who are the other pairs,” his eyes sparkling.


“Well, there’s Holt and Lambert, I’ve seen them at it in the showers, but she’s always on the lookout for someone else and Holt is always eyeing up the other ladies, but they reckon him to be a cheat. Rhodes and Haynes, when she lets him, she’s a snooty-bitch. Then Bates and Beck, but they think nobody knows about them. Fletcher and Watts, the underwater acrobats, who will put on a sex show at the drop of a hat. So you see, Inspector, never a dull moment.”


Clarke had gone into a trance. I asked Newman, “I don’t suppose it’s all rosy here, so who dislikes who and why.”


“According to nature, Inspector, people will fall out, but everybody here is at peace with one another. We are all yoga enthusiasts and we practice naked in the evenings and sometimes go for a swim afterwards.”


I wasn’t happy with Morton’s diagnosis, I was looking for animosity, rivalry, jealousy and either Newman, who was acting like an aging hippie, was either a convincing liar or the staff here were smoking pot, but as Clarke’s nose hadn’t sussed anything…But then again, they could be eating the bloody stuff.


While we waited for Haynes to appear we questioned Miss Lambert, who acted as if she were on trial, especially when we mentioned children. “I love children, I love reading to them, as I run the reading classes,” she said and added, “I’m


a qualified teacher, and I’ve written a number of children’s books.”


“Do you like to swim,” I asked.


“Why yes.”


“Naked?”


Her features coloured as I expected them to, but she surprised me with her answer, “Of course, as I make love naked too. Wasn’t that your next question, Inspector?”


I hid a smile, “No, I was going to ask if you, er, fancied the professor.”


I thought she was going to burst into tears and she said, as a tear rolled down her cheek, “His death came as a shock to all of us; he was so full of life.”


“You were in love with him, weren’t you?” I was only guessing as I didn’t trust Fletcher’s account and I wasn’t far out.


“No, not in love, just love; he was like a father to me, to us all, we loved him and respected him.”


Was it unrequited love then? So, who was she really intimate with, only Holt?


We left her to her work and went in search of Haynes, I didn’t feel we would learn anything, but we couldn’t leave her out.


* * *


We found our way to the laundry room. In the interview room it had become warm, but here the air was warm and wet.


We saw Haynes, 26, mini-skirt stretched across lean and muscular thighs, barefoot on the wet floor as she dragged an armful of wet linen out of an industrial washing machine and dumped it in a large plastic basket.


Her T-shirt was plastered to her chest, with her broad breasts virtually on display, her large nipples standing out. She would have won a wet T-shirt contest any time. If I put Linda at the top of a list of one hundred gorgeous mammaries, Haynes would be somewhere in the nineties. I’d never seen upturned breasts, broad and conical, with nipples like chapel hat-pegs pointing to the sky before now, well, life is full of surprises. 


Clarke must have been having a mental fit when she edged past him, facing him of course, as she turned a dryer off, and then bent over showing us that she didn’t care for underwear either as she emptied the machine’s contents into another large basket.


I grabbed hold of Clarke before he embarrassed us both, fumbling with his trouser front, and towed him across the room, while she shook the dried sheets and passed them through an ironing machine.


“Get a hold of yourself, Detective Constable, or I’ll have you handling dogs for the rest of your policeman’s life.”


“Sorry, sir, I, er…”


“Yes, I know,” I whispered harshly, “you have an erection, so I suggest you find yourself a permanent girlfriend to solve that problem, now stay there.”


I approached Haynes. “Quite a lot of work for one person,” I said as she folded a bed sheet neatly and placed it on top of a pile on a nearby table.


She looked at me in barely concealed chagrin from under her eyebrows as she plucked a shirt out of a basket and shook it. “Bloody washing,” she said, “I wouldn’t mind, but I get blamed if anything goes missing, the bed sheets that have disappeared over the years, disappeared - not damaged or worn, but disappeared. I blame the kids; probably they pissed the bed and burned them out back.”


“Don’t you have any suspects,” I asked, which was the policeman in me.


“No, as I don’t collect the washing. I wash dry and iron.


The kids distribute it, clean clothing every day, cept’ for skirts and trousers, I dry clean once a week too, I only know they were missing after the yearly inventory.”


“What about the mattresses, they’d be stained too,” stupid question, I thought, too late.


“No, no new mattresses, well, not for piss-stained ones, unexpected periods that’s all.”


“What about plastic sheeting, do you have that?” Another stupid and unnecessary question.


“Not that I know of, and we don’t have pyjamas either; the kids sleep naked, except for the girls with a period.”


I couldn’t understand why I was asking such questions, was it just the chance to gaze at her luscious athletic body? Anyway, I couldn’t think of anything pertinent to ask her, and she had enough on her plate with rails full of shirts and blouses waiting to be ironed. I left her in her imitation Turkish bath to sweat and toil with me thinking about those breasts of hers, not to mention her under parts as she’d bent over.




Chapter IV.


Madigan.


I had to speak with Claire Madigan, as she was the one who found the body. We chanced upon her during the midday break as she came out of the large greenhouse at the rear of the building.


I called out to her, “Claire Madigan, may I have a word with you.”


She changed direction and approached us, her gait was relaxed as were her features and it seemed to me she had gotten over what would be for her, and anybody her age, the shock of her life if she’d witnessed the death of Professor Briar.


“Good afternoon, Inspector, Constable,” she said as she shielded her eyes from the sun.


“Good afternoon, Claire,” I said, “I may call you Claire, may I?”


“You already did, so there’s no reason to stop now,” she said and regarded us with her big brown eyes.


We followed her over to a long wooden bench, shielded from Sol’s unpleasant rays by the overhanging oak tree branches.


“What word is it, Inspector,” she said with her brow slightly raised.


“You saw the professor just before he died, is that correct?”


Her age rose from eleven to twenty as she said quietly, “Don’t you mean did I see him die?”


I wondered for a moment who was doing the questioning as it felt she was trying to get inside my head instead of the other way round. “Well,” I said, just as quietly, “Did you?”


She didn’t turn a hair; she just sat there and said, “Yes, I saw him die. He stood there, breathing deeply with some difficulty, and then he stopped, dropped to his knees and then fell forward onto the carpet. I ran to him, I looked at his face, he just stared past me, not seeing me, his eyes glass-like, his mouth open.”  


“Did you check for a pulse,” asked Clarke.


“No, I left the room at a run to the infirmary and told Nurse what had happened.”


“Where is the infirmary,” said Clarke.


“It’s on the first floor in the west wing, I found her there with one of the teachers.”


“Would that be Mr Fletcher,” I said.


“Yes, she said she was treating his hernia, and I told her Professor Briar had collapsed and she ushered me out and we hurried downstairs.”


“You called the police didn’t you,” said Clarke after a short interval.


“I called emergency services and told them what I required; I told them my name, address and the reason for my calling, a suspected acute myocardial infarction. They put me through to the police at my request and I gave the policeman the necessary details and told him that something terrible had happened and then I had to stop, as I was rather upset.”


This wasn’t what the plod told me, he’d referred to an accident. “Where were you when the incident took place,” I asked.


“I was standing outside in the corridor, waiting for him to call me; he told Miss Lambert, who was taking us for biology, that he wished to speak with me on an urgent matter.”


“And what would that be,” said Clarke.


She looked at me as if to ask me why I’d dragged a moron along to speak with her and said. “He didn’t say, Constable.”


He persisted, the fool, “And why was that, Miss Madigan?”


I answered for her, “Because he was dead, was he not, Claire?”


She didn’t bother answering my direct question and said, “He didn’t give Miss Lambert a reason to pass on to me, but I think she knew as she was rather nervous.”


“Nervous,” I said.


She hesitated and I had the impression she regretted saying the last part of her sentence. “More nervous than usual,” she said. “It may have been something concerning her.”


I knew an improvisation when I heard one. “Was there anybody else present in the room, anyone standing near to him,” I said.


“I didn’t see anybody; I wasn’t aware is what I mean, as I was more concerned with the professor.”


I played the soft touch. “You miss him don’t you,” I said almost inaudibly.


She looked down at her hands, folded on her lap on her pleated school skirt. I saw teardrops darken her pale-blue, school blouse. She sniffed loudly and Clarke took out a packet of tissues and gave her one.


She took it in silence and dabbed her face, she looked up at me, her eyes wet, glistening and nodded.


Her tears gradually subsided with Clarke supplying her with several more tissues, and we sat there for a while. I had no idea how to continue.


Clarke said, “Everyone spoke well of him. Doctor Morton said he didn’t suffer. He left this life as quick as flicking a light switch.”


I could have put it better, but she accepted the white lie and stood up. “Time for lunch,” she said softly and walked away in silence.


I wondered what the professor wished to discuss with her and I had the feeling I had missed out on something, a question I hadn’t had time to formulate, about some fact that had quietly entered my mind and I hope was recorded subconsciously, something that would pop up later and then I recalled her first words to me… I realised I was trying to make something out of nothing and decided it was death through illness, nothing more.




Chapter V.


Funny, but not funny.


We were sent out to a domestic disturbance that had resulted in death, by accident or so it seemed. One of the paramedics had declared the victim to be, “Dead as a friggin’ doornail, Bill,” and had winked at me.


The local bobby accosted me as soon as I entered the premises, a neat-looking semi-detached, one of a row of twenty lining each side of a well-kept street, each one with its ‘competition’ garden and leaded, lace curtained windows.


“Good morning, sir. PC Drebbin,” he said, “I’ve taken a statement from the lady of the house.”


He looked at me in expectation, so I did what I imagined he wanted and said, “Well done, Constable, would you care to enlighten me.”


His youthful, just-out-of-police-college-face lit up and he said, “At approximately 07.45 on the 11th of July, Mr Algernon Crispin-Smythe came into the kitchen, demanding his breakfast. His wife, Mrs Roberta Crispin-Smythe was stroking her cat, Archibald, who was recovering from a delicate operation on his testes at the time and she hadn’t started cooking. Mr, er, Smythe, in a fit of pique, kicked the kitchen table and threw his bowler hat at his spouse with uncanny accuracy, and hit her just below the nose.


In an attempt to ward off further attack, she threw the cat that was spitting and hissing, straight at her husband. The frightened animal landed on Mr Smythe’s face and scratched and bit him. He stepped back onto a piece of orange peel that had fell on the floor, and slipped. He landed on his bottom and fell back with some force, his head struck a five-pound lump hammer, also lying on the floor – as this and the orange peel were dislodged as Mr Smythe kicked the table.


The paramedics arrived soon after with the emergency doctor and pronounced Mr Smythe dead,” he smiled and added, “The police photographer has been, and we are waiting for forensic services.”


Clarke and I entered the house by the back door. A policewoman was standing next to a weeping Mrs Crispin-Smythe. The cat was sitting on the windowsill above the kitchen sink, licking its unmentionables. I looked at the body; Mr Crispin-Smythe was laid out neatly, hands by his side, with his head resting on the business end of a lump hammed, which was surrounded by a pool of congealed blood. The best part of the metal head was buried in his skull and I imagined death was instantaneous.  


Mrs Smythe was sobbing, but seemed to have run out of tears, and I could see no sign of a handkerchief or wet cheeks and puffy eyes.


“Good morning, Mrs Smythe, I’m Inspector Taylor, CID. It seems there has been an accident. Can you tell me what you were using the lump-hammer for?”


She looked me straight in the eye and said, “For cracking Brazil nuts, of course.”


“So early in the morning,” I said, “and, the orange peel.”


“My dear husband likes freshly-pressed orange juice before his eggs and toast,” she said and stared at me as if daring me to say what I was itching to say, something about peeling oranges before you pressed them.


Jimmy Morton came in, took one look at the body, stepped over it and lifted the head slightly, after a few seconds the hammer fell out of what I imagined to be a whopping great hole. He lowered the head back onto the hammer, pushing it in place and turned to me.


“Accidental death?” I said.


His right eyebrow rose, as any fool could see it was a put up job.


I turned to Mrs Smythe. “Mrs Smythe, I am arresting you for the murder of your husband, you do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned, something, which you may later rely upon in court, and anything you do say may be given in evidence.”


I expected her to protest, to put up a fight, verbally, but her body sagged and the PCW caught her. She was a skinny-framed woman, a shrike, I would call her. She looked down at the body and spat at it, “Ungrateful bastard,” she said, and then grinned; her eyes searching as she looked at me.


She saw neither humour nor sympathy there and her features grew cold. I nodded to the PC at the door and he came forward. She went as meek as a lamb.


Clarke was on the phone to the local animal shelter as I came out.


It was a shame really, he’d had a good home, was well-cared for and then along came domestic violence and turned his world upside down, and not only that he was minus his testicles, the poor cat.




Chapter VI


A mystery develops.


We had a surprise when we came in to report; my boss, Superintendent - squash champion - Marcus Wolfe, called us to his office.


As soon as we entered he said, “The Briar death, Jimmy thought there was something fishy about it, he believed you were on the right track in the first place, but…No, it’s better if you speak with him see if you can shed some light on it.”


I could hardly believe my ears, could this be it, the big one; not the pitiful squabble I’d just attended, but a possible murder mystery to solve.


He brushed his greying auburn locks back and said, “I heard also about the domestic, murder you said. How did you work that out?”


“It was too pat, sir,” I said, “She whacked him with the hammer so hard it was stuck partly inside his skull; she must have a temper that woman. There was no way that hammer could have been buried so deep just by falling on it, and Doctor Morton wasn’t convinced either, he spotted it as soon as he examined the body, which was very, very neatly laid out.”


“Give me your report when you get back, see you later, and well done you two.”


 


In the car Clarke said, “He congratulated both of us on a job well done, both of us; I hadn’t a clue she’d topped her old man.”


I couldn’t help laughing.


“Us, we did nothing,” I said, “He should have congratulated Mrs Smythe on a job badly done.” I added, “Take the credit, Clarkey, you’ll need it if you want to get on in this business, every little bit, just don’t balls things up for both of us, okay.”


“Okay, Boss,” he said.


So, it’s Boss now!


* * *


We found Jimmy watching Linda as she cut Mr Crispin-Smythe’s abdomen open.


“Briar’s death puzzles me, Bill,” he said.


“I like puzzles,” I said.


“There was no reason for his heart attack,” he said, “there was no blocked artery, no sign of a myocardial infarction, no dislodged stent; his heart stopped beating for some reason, and the only reason I can come up with is asphyxiation.” 


Normally I would say ‘I’ but after Clarkey called me ‘Boss’ I decided to include him and said, “We questioned Claire Madigan; she saw the professor as he collapsed. She saw him standing there, apparently struggling to breathe and then he stopped breathing, dropped to his knees as you said, and fell forward. Nobody was near him at this time, and she wasn’t aware of another presence in the room.”


As he continued, Clarke’s theory went out the window, “I found nothing lodged in his throat,” he said.


I was excited. “Was he poisoned, did the tests reveal anything?”


Jimmy did something he had never done before; he indicated Linda, and she said in a voice, sharp yet throaty, “A trace of an alkaloid was found in his blood, which indicated strychnine.”


Jimmy, dead on cue, took over, “Strychnine can cause death due to asphyxiation, it causes muscle spasms in limbs and back muscles, stiffening them after death but, as you saw yourself, his limbs and body were relaxed.”


Linda spoke out once more; startling me and Clarkey. Her ringing tones echoed round the room, “The only other poison that would cause these symptoms is curare.”


Jimmy took over once more, “Curare is an active and rapid poison. When injected into the circulatory system the drug is rapidly absorbed. As a powerful respiratory depressant, it paralyses the ends of the motor nerves distributed to the respiratory muscles. When a lethal dose has been administered, death results from asphyxia.”


If I didn’t know better I’d say they’d been practicing this, well, I’ll find out later, I decided.


“Curare, isn’t that a South American poison used by the Indians,” I said.


He nodded sagely, “They use it to hunt, but I wouldn’t call it a poison, as I said,  it paralyses the muscles, the victim cannot breath, but he can be kept alive by resuscitation until the effects wear off.”


I thought of poor little Claire and if she could have done that if she’d known; fetching the nurse would have taken her five minutes or more, after which it would have been too late, as Briar would be clinically dead, brain dead.


“One doesn’t just simply walk into a chemist and buy a bottle of curare,” said Clarke, an obvious Lord of the Rings fan..


Linda spoke up once more, hiding a smile that didn’t go unnoticed to me. She said, “Curare is obtained from the plant Chondrodendron tomentosum, which grows as a large liana, or vine, found in the canopy of the South American rainforest. The vine may become as thick as ten centimetres in diameter at its base. It has large alternate, heart-shaped leaves which may be ten centimetres long and almost as wide, with a five to seven and a half centimetre long petiole. The leaves are smooth on top with a hairy white bottom, and deeply indented veins radiating from the leaf base.”


I said, noticing the light creasing of her lips as she said ‘hairy white bottom’.


I was also a Peter Jackson fan, and said with a straight face, “One does not simply walk into a florist and ask for a Chondrodendron tomentosum plant and get one,” and clamped my hand over my mouth as Clarke stifled a snigger.


Jimmy, his face deadpan, said in his James Mason imitation, “I’m not sure about that, William, as somebody already has one.”


It took a ton of control as the term ‘hairy bottom’ came to mind together with the words ‘how would you know, Doctor’.


“How do you make the stuff anyhow,” I asked quickly, looking at Linda, a picture of innocence.


She said promptly, “The Indians crush and cook the roots and stems, stirring it until it becomes a light syrup. Crude curare is a dark brown or black mass with a sticky-to-hard consistency and has an aromatic, tarry odour.”


“So,” I said, “it looks like and smells like pitch.”


Jimmy nodded. “Thank you, Linda. Yes, Bill, you could say that, but I don’t think our killer, if it was curare – as it is difficult to detect in a corpse – would advertise the fact by keeping it on his or her shelf in the pantry, or fridge.”


“They have a greenhouse at the school,” said Clarkey.  


Jimmy laughed softly. “You are certainly not short on imagination, Constable, have you thought how the curare was administered, a dart or a blow-pipe, and what about the projectile, it would have to be a bloody big dart for all that curare.”


“You never know though do you,” said Clarke


A thought crossed my mind as I said “Let’s check it out, and then we can cross it off our list.”


“List, you have a list,” said Jimmy.


“A list of options, Jimmy, you work on what you see, we work on what we hope to find, so we have a list of options on what to do in order to find what we are looking for.”


“Find what,” he said.


“This killer,” I said and winked at Linda who wisely chose to turn her nose up.


That bright light that goes on when something is so clear you wonder why you didn’t think of it sooner. “Jimmy, have you still got that hypo-spray?”


Linda opened a cabinet and held it up.


“Jimmy, check it for curare, if it was watered down enough...”


He slapped his head.


Linda turned to the cabinet, smiling, shaking her head.




Chapter VII.


Bingo!


If Clarkey had been a girl, I probably would have kissed him. There it was, in the greenhouse, hanging in full view, unbelievable! A very large example of a Chondrodendron tomentosum plant. There was even a tiny card with its name and place of origin; the only thing missing was it’s relation to curare and how to make it. 


Newman was there, working in his shorts, tending to his Cacti.


“Mr Newman, a word in your ear if you please,” I said, smiling.


“Certainly, Inspector,” he said and hurried to us. “Ah, you are interested in our curare plant.”


As you can imagine I was stuck for words, I was going to ask him if he had any poisonous plants. So, instead of pleading ignorance I asked him, “Do you have any poisonous plants,” turning my head away at the same time while Clarkey watched him from behind a Liana plant.


“You were looking at one,” he said.


“Have you any other, more interesting ones, deadly poisonous I mean, as that is not a real poison in the sense of the word, there are no lasting effects and one can consume it orally without suffering the consequences, so, what have you here?”


He’d regarded me from the start with the same, lightly brow-clenched expression and it now changed to a nonchalant one. “We have here the common Foxglove, Witches Bells, Digitalis Purpurea. Over there is Deadly Nightshade, Atropa belladonna and er,” he said, pointing above us to a sapling with a cluster of green amongst its thin branches, “Mistletoe, Viscum album.”


My, God, this place was a veritable poison shop.


“Isn’t that rather dangerous with children coming and going all the time,” I said.


He pursed his lips and shook his head. “The children are fully aware of the dangers of all plants here; we have a number of plants that are not fit for human consumption, some poisonous and some that are edible, and I don’t mean the toadstools. The children are here to learn, Inspector. So, will there be anything else?”


I wondered what they taught here, as an idea was forming in my mind, because not only would children be learning, but also the adults and I wondered what motive Newman could have for killing Briar.


We left him to his plants and walked out into the fresh air.


“Inspector, Inspector, come quickly.”


It was Claire once more. She waved to us and disappeared inside the building by way of a side door. We hastened towards it and entered, we faced a set of narrow stairs and heard Claire’s voice once again, “Up here, Inspector, and hurry.”


We raced up the stairs and along a short landing and through an open door and found ourselves facing Miss Lambert’s door. Claire was outside biting her lower lip. “She’s in there.”


I brushed past her and saw Miss Lambert on the end of a thick rope. Her feet were swinging just below the level of her desk which accounted for the noose around her slender neck, the strange thing was, in my opinion, was that she was still wearing her spectacles.


I was taking this in as Clarkey joined me on the top of the desk, I was holding up Miss Lambert and he was sawing with his pocket knife at the rope which was tied securely to a beam directly above us. I took her in my arms as she fell and she looked at me, or should I say through me. I laid her down gently on the desk and searched for a pulse in vain, her body was cool, cold even and her limbs were stiffening.


I regarded her swollen features, the purple face, calves, and lips and tongue. I’d seen enough dead people to know we were too late. She was long dead and looked so pitiful lying there, and I wondered if I’d spoken harshly to her, as if only too ready to blame myself for her death, feeling I had somehow failed her.


“Look at this, Boss.”


Clarkey was looking at the PC’s flat screen. I joined him. He was flicking through child pornography and I recognised one of the boys from the morning of the murder, then another, as I had a good memory for faces.


They were avatars of the children of this school, dozens of them, all showing what would be termed as lewd acts, acts which were normal for me, but these were of children, ten-years old and older.


I saw Claire amongst them, posing full frontal and one of her either fornicating and enjoying it, or pretending to, with one of the older boys. I closed the folder and the file name was ‘Briar family photos,’ and it was several months old with recent additions, very recent.


Claire was standing at the doorway, gazing at the corpse. I stepped between her and the desk. “Have you seen all those avatars,” I said bending forward my arm extended.


She opened her mouth to speak and nodded several times, her eyes widening as she averted her gaze and backed away from me.


I left Clarke to it as he flicked through them, his lips moving silently as he counted them, while scribbling in his notebook. “Who else has seen them,” I said, approaching her.


She flinched and drew away from me, and backed up quickly against the corridor wall. I could understand her fear, I was one of those people, a grown-up who had forced her and the others to pose; and hopefully only pose in these erotic positions.


I saw Nurse Watts leaving the infirmary; Fletcher poked his head out the door and withdrew it as he saw me. “Nurse Watts, come here, please,” I shouted.


She saw Claire, her small body pressed up against the wall, and the look of horror on her face.


“What have you done to her,” she screamed, bringing Fletcher out of hiding, wearing vest and underpants, his fists bunching as he ran.


I held up a hand and said, “Not me, someone else. And I think we are too late to save Miss Lambert.”


She stopped abruptly and turned and Fletcher bumped into her. Her jaw sagged as saw Miss Lambert who was watching us from the desk top grinning mirthlessly.


Fletcher’s visage turned green and he hurried off.


I have been led to believe that women scream at the sight of a dead body, due to watching crime films of course - I waited in vain.


“Oh, my God!” she whispered, “What happened?”


Good question as I couldn’t see how little Miss Lambert could climb up onto a beam four metres above her desk and fasten a rope there. It seemed to me we had another murder; that is, if the first one was, as I now had a reason for suicide, namely Briars, or a motive for his murder. But, as to what the hell I was supposed to make of this I hadn’t a clue, but then again I might have misjudged Lambert’s capabilities, maybe she could climb up there, as this place was full of surprises, multi-nude bathing, promiscuity and now child-porn.


 Watts took hold of Claire and hurried away with her.


* * *


It came as no surprise to me when we found CD’s of the avatars in Lambert’s room, secreted away between her books in her crowded bookcase.


I had two lines of thought, Lambert and Briar were part of a paedophile ring, or somebody was setting Lambert up after they killed Briar by switching curare for insulin and then planting the avatars on her computer.


There could be a paedophile connection to the school as the mixed nude swimming supported this, which meant all of the staff was part of it, but that would be hoping too much.


We still needed a motive.


Motives are fine, the next was opportunity and there were ten suspects. We had to include the none-teaching staff as they were intimately involved with the others.


Well, this should be easy-peasy. Yes, sure, and pigs can fly.


While Clarkey organised the removal of Lambert’s computer and collection of CD’s, I surfed through the records on the infirmary’s PC, as Watts was busy caring for Claire. She had walked into Lambert’s office and collided with her legs and dress which were soaked in urine, just like my suit.


I went through the names of children, hoping to find when they had arrived and where they went to after they were old enough, namely eighteen - no such luck.


I found the section and one thing annoyed me, the names of the ones who left for a private school were entered, but not where they went. We had to take a look at Lambert’s PC, maybe she had more info.


I collared Fletcher as he lay on the couch in the infirmary, feeling ‘faint’. That he’d vomited was all too apparent by the odour and the stains on his sports vest. I had this cocky bastard at his weakest.


“Mr Fletcher, I am curious about Miss Lambert, would you say she was a stable person,” I said as I stood by him.


He opened his eyes and said, “Stable! Of course she was stable, Inspector, and sensible too. She was as calm as calm could be, never lost her rag whatever the circumstances,” he said. “Oh, God, her face. What the hell happened, did she slip or something?”


So, he didn’t notice the rope! Or was this his way of declaring his innocence or hiding his guilt?


“How was she physically, did she do any callisthenics,” I said.


He took a deep breath and stroked his stomach. “She was strong for her size, hardly weighed anything, but she could shin up the ropes likes a mad monkey, and trampoline, triple somersaults - .” he broke off and sat up. “What happened to her?”


“She hung herself,” I said.


He stared at me. “Hung herself,” he said.


“In her office, from the cross-beam, that’s why I asked you about her physical abilities.”


“She wouldn’t do that,” he blurted.


I didn’t say anything; I just stared at him, but not in a demanding way, as the term ‘hardly weighed anything’ echoed in my mind.


He glanced around the room first; Watts was in the other room, I could hear bathwater running. He looked at me for a few seconds and leaned forward, his lips formed the word ‘murder’, and his brow clenched as I nodded slowly.  


He cursed inaudibly and said, “You have a suspect, I imagine.”


I shook my head. “Do you,” I said.


He sat still for a moment then said, “She had something going with Holt, but it was only physical, she absolutely adored Briar.” He stopped. “That’s it, she must have done herself in after he died; heart attack wasn’t it.” He shook his head. “I warned him about his weight, I told him to exercise more instead of just swimming with the kids.”


Was he ‘telling’ me he didn’t know about his diabetes? I kicked myself mentally for not asking Watts who was privy to this.


“Did Briar or Lambert share any hobbies,” I asked, as nonchalantly as possible, “er, something they may have discussed openly?”


“Hobbies, no, they were more interested in the children’s education, physical and mental.”


“What about photography,” I asked, watching his eyes.


“No, that will be Rhodes. He has his own darkroom.”


“What sort of camera does he have?”


“I have no idea…! Oh you mean digital. No, he’s old fashioned, it was film or nothing for him and I agree too, pixels per centimetre and so on. No I prefer the old school, black and white was my favourite, natural light, no flash, but I don’t have the time anymore.”


 Watts came out with Claire, wrapped in a child’s bathrobe. She came to a standstill near to me and said, “Will there be more, or will it stop now?” then walked off with Watts without letting me speak.


“What did she mean by that,” I said to Fletcher. “She was referring to the deaths.”


“She’s in shock; people say silly things when in shock,” he said and stood up.


She may have been in shock, but her voice was that of a pleading child.


As we left the room he said, “Lambert’s face, her eyes; I’ll remember that look for the rest of my days,” and walked off, him tainting the air with an odour of vomit, and me with Lambert’s urine.


* * *


Back at the station, I changed into my track suit. Marcus was upstairs speaking with the vice squad. Clarkey and I found the room where Lambert’s PC was. I booted it up and found I didn’t need a password. We found a folder with Family Photos and they were family ones: hundreds of photos showing happy days. Half of them were scanned from the original, all the staff was there including one pregnant woman, who disappeared from the later ones.


Not one indecent one amongst them; no nudes, adult or child. At the bottom we found a folder, a PDF file which I had to convert before I could download it. It was a list of names, and avatars, sixty-six in all. Against the names was a letter, either S or P. I counted fifty-three S’s and thirteen P’s. 


Were these fifty-three the ones who had been groomed for child pornography or were they the ones who left for a better place. I checked the thirteen and recognised the faces from the porn. The other ones were strangers to me.


I had been informed they had left for a private school or an Internat, of which there were thirty-five here in England alone. I chose the last two to leave, Rob Hammond and Rita Flowers. I picked one off the top of the list, a mixed school and asked after naming my rank and the nature of my inquiries which was tracing ex-pupils from the Lord Carlton Home for underprivileged children. 


Yes, I know, beginners luck, but only because somebody else had enquired after them several weeks previously, a Professor Briar she said, and she gave me the same answer: they, at the school had never seen the two, they were supposed to arrive, but they never turned up, she said. I asked how many more pupils Briar had enquired after and the answer came back - none. Only the two named were supposed to arrive there, they knew nothing of any others. I imagined Briar himself or Lambert had arranged their passage and their fees to different schools, but instead of furthering their career these reprobates had, after tasting freedom, headed for other horizons.


So much for records, but something nerved me, something I should be thinking of, but it evaded me. Was it the pupil’s unexplained disappearances, as the only logical excuse for their actions would be because of the abuse they had been subjected to? That is why they had disappeared - to escape forever from Briar’s clutches.


* * *


The digital camera and lighting equipment were discovered in the attic, inside a locked room, a sort of atelier to which only Briar had the key, still on his key-ring of course.


* * *


The children were to be interviewed by child psychologists, as none of them would open their mouths to the police except to give their name, Claire included. It had to do with shame I suppose, the acts they had been forced to perform or imitate were now being shown to foreign eyes, and they must have felt terribly insecure.


At the clinic, they denied any knowledge of the photo sessions. They were hypnotised, given a “truth” drug, but nothing could be obtained from their conscious or subconscious minds; it was as if their memories relating to anything of this nature had been totally eradicated. They were returned two months later, cheerful, but not as boisterous; Nurse Watts informed me.


The case was still open as Briar’s death was still a mystery. If the avatars had been discovered earlier, just before his death then that would have been the end of it, but I was still convinced it was murder by one or more or even all, of his colleagues, Lambert excluded.




Chapter VIII


The last Interview.


I’d been through the records and discovered that all of the teachers would have the knowledge of how to produce curare; it had been included in a numerous subjects on the tribes living as they had for hundreds of years in the slowly diminishing rain forests of South America. 


They also knew that a victim could be kept alive through resuscitation due to first aid classes.


Briar’s insulin hypo-spray was an easy to use apparatus that the patient could refill himself, compressed air included. The fact that the spray had been found in his pocket indicated that he kept it with him at all times. But, where there’s a will, there’s a way.


I felt like a zombie, out of time, I had two deaths, one of them a murder and the other a possible murder or suicide and no motive except for the avatars, there could be money involved, greed, which would include a third party.


I decided on a slide show.


* * *


We used one of the larger classrooms that had a huge viewing screen, Clarke and I faced the audience, all the teachers and the others were there.


I faced them and said, “We found these hidden in a PC, quite by chance, after Miss Lambert’s accident. If you wish to leave the room you are free to do so, as these pictures you are about to see are of a -.”


I had to stop; I was upset, angry, and confused. I nodded to Clarke and he commenced.


The first picture appeared, one of Claire and an older boy, I decided on the ‘hard’ avatars first, the pornographic ones. Clarke left it on. There were gasps as it sunk in what was happening and more so as the children were recognised when Clarke continued.


Nobody stood up and left, and everybody was glued to their


seats as I read the names out when they appeared, “Jack Paulson, 16, Donald Pope, 14, Alex Doyle, 14, Tony Floyd, 13, Sarah McCarthy, 16, David Lindsay, 13, Monica Gibbs, 12, Laurence Tyler, 14, Claire Madigan, 11, Todd Blake, 14, Jenny Cobb, 12, Megan Becker, 14, and Anita Hodges, 15.”


As I read the last name out, Clarke stopped the slideshow. The room was well-lit enough for me to be convinced that none of these people had been aware of the avatars.


Several of the women were crying. Anton Beck and Mark Bates, seated next to one another were consoling one another as they sobbed. Newman sat there, his eyes burning with something feral. Was I wrong, did he know, did he kill both of them? Then he burst into tears, and he just sat there and bawled like a baby.


Rita Pena, next to him, placed an arm around his shoulder. Haynes, seated next to him was beside herself, sobbing as she gazed at the empty screen. “Bastards!” she screamed, and stood up, she walked towards the door and stumbled as she neared it.


Clarke grabbed her and steadied her and left with her.


I stood there for God knows how long; they must have had murder in their hearts, and I’m sure if I’d mentioned some poor unfortunate’s name they would have torn him or her limb from limb.


As Lambert was dead, they probably decided she was involved. I expected questions on Briar’s involvement, but nobody asked and far as I was concerned, there was nothing more to say, and they seemed to understand and left, either singly or in pairs.


I couldn’t find Clarke and I couldn’t have cared less, his car was still there so I would see him back at the station. I was at a loss, I felt numb. As far as I was concerned I was out of suspects and running out of time. My mind was a whirl, how could a man so highly thought of have committed such a heinous crime.


I decided Briar and Lambert had committed suicide and stated so in my report.


* * *


I had a restless night, I was so taken with the whole thing that Linda gave up trying to arouse me and I fell asleep in her arms after hours of staring at the ceiling. I kept seeing Claire’s face as she stared at me in the corridor the other day.  


I left Marcus’s office with Clarke amidst applause for our efforts.  Clarke was full of himself. He asked me, grinning, “Do you think Morton and Linda are an item?”


I said, “No, she only has eyes for another.”


“Do you know who,” he said.


I shrugged and said, “Some lucky bugger.”


“So, what have we here,” I said as we arrived at my desk.


There were two notes for me; Claire Madigan had phoned four times while I was away and I had a body found in the river Ouse to look at.


I called Morton who said the corpse was a drunk with a belly full of whisky, not all that interesting, but what he said next was, “He was loaded down with two solid gold bars, Bill. Divers found him after searching for a missing 14-year-old girl who’d turned up two hours later, she’d been to a party at her friends, where she’d got drunk and slept it off in the garden shed.”


I rose up to leave and the outside phone rang, I picked it up and said, “Inspector Taylor”.


I recognised her voice, “Fifty-three already, but when will it stop, and will I be next. Help me please.”


“Claire,” I said, “Claire, is that you?”


The line went dead.


Fifty-three! Why fifty – but of course; fifty-three runaways. “Clarkey,” I said, “Fifty-three kids have run away from the school over the years. What do you say to that?”


“Briar, the dirty sod, they left because of him.”


“I think we are missing something.”


He looked at me his brow in knots. “What do you mean, Boss,” he said and then paused. “Fifty-three, that number’s been bothering me, you too?”


“That was Claire Madigan on the phone,” I said, dismissing a morbid thought.


Clarke’s brow was still in knots. “Jill was saying something about fifty-three bed sheets, do you think there’s some crazy connection.”


Jill! Jill Haynes. So, that’s where he had got to the randy bugger.


“No, just a coincidence, but something has upset Claire, otherwise she wouldn’t have phoned me,” I said.


“What about?”


“She was quoting somebody, her words were: ‘She said fifty-three already, when will it stop, will I be next, help me please’ she said and hung up.”


“She’s probably distraught after what she’s been through, Boss, she’s what, eleven. She’ll be scarred for life, she needs treatment. I’m surprised they sent them all back so soon.”


“I must see her, let’s go.”


He joined me. “What about ‘Goldfinger’,” he said.


“He’s not going anywhere, he’s dead,” I said, “we’ll take my car, you can drive.”


“The-the mustang!” he said.


“Afraid,” I said.


“I love horses, especially wild ones.”


“What about female ones.”


He grinned and said, “I tamed one last night, it was a hard ride, for both of us.”


* * *


We went straight to the infirmary and found Watts, she looked haggard. “I’m sorry, Inspector, she’s delirious, she’s been like this all night and morning. She keeps phoning you every chance she gets, I turn my back and she’s on the phone, a dozen times already, she stopped after she spoke to you, and then passed out.”


“What was she saying,” I asked, “she mentioned a number, fifty-three, do you know what that means.”


She shook her head, “Sorry, no; in her sleep she rambled on about… ‘The woods, in the woods, they’re in the woods’; over and over, it sounded like she was having a nightmare.”


A shiver ran down my spine. “Where is she now?”


“I gave her a sedative; she’s resting now, in the other room.”


“I must speak with her, it’s important.”


“If you must,” she said.


I motioned to Clarkey standing by the door and we followed Watts.


Claire was in a large cot, her head was rolling from side to side, her eyes screwed shut “I won’t, I won’t, I promise, I promise I won’t. Don’t hurt me please.”


“Claire,” I said softly, “it’s me, Inspector Taylor.”


“She told me, she said fifty-one and she was next.”


“Who told you?”


“I promised.”


“What did you promise, Claire,” I said.


“Forty-two. forty-nine, fifty. Fifty-one, no, not me please she said, I heard her in the woods, the hollow, very quiet, him and her together, animals, keep quiet, don’t move, fifty two.”


Watts took a syringe from a tray, “I’ll give her a little more,” she said and applied the syringe to a drip feed opening on her hand. Claire muttered and then she was quiet.


“What have you given her, I wanted to question her?”


“She’s quite conscious, it’s just a sedative and something to make here less despondent.”


“What did she mean, ‘The Hollow’,” I said.


Fletcher came in as I spoke, “It’s an old bomb crater deep in the woods, it’s a dangerous area, and it’s fenced off with warning signs. A German bomber dropped its load of bombs there before it crashed, they’ve only found one, and it almost took the bomb squad members with it when it detonated.”


I looked at Clarkey. “The fifty-three runaways, Boss,” he said weakly.


My heart skipped a beat and my breath caught in my throat.


Clarkey’s visage paled as he said quietly, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Boss.”


I was thinking of a murderer and Briar. “I don’t want to believe it,” I said, “It can’t be true, one I could accept, or even two, but fifty-three.” My stomach churned, and I thought I would throw up.


Clarkey’s features were paler, he was muttering, “Oh, my God, oh, my God, oh, my God,” over and over and started hyperventilating until Watts slapped his face. 


She looked at me. “What’s the matter with you two, you look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”


She grabbed hold of Clarke, and Fletcher took my arm, they sat us down at the table, my mind was in turmoil. I heard the words, ‘No, it cannot be’ repeatedly inside my head, and realised I was actually saying them while trapped inside a dark tunnel.


Somebody pressed a cup against my mouth, it was coffee, hot sweet and strong. I looked up at Fletcher, “Are you okay, Inspector,” he asked


“You both look as if you’ve been chased by zombies, what’s the matter,” said Watts.


‘Oh, God, tell me I’m wrong, tell me I’m mistaken, how could this be?’


Clarke said in monotone, “That makes fifty-three missing pupils and fifty-three missing bed sheets.”


“Bed sheets!” said Watts. “What do you mean?” 


“Bed sheets,” called out Claire, still under sedation, “To cover their faces so they couldn’t stare back at us.”


“What the f -.” Fletcher stood there mouth open, brow tense. He looked at Watts. “Am I dreaming,” he said.


I took out my mobile and called in, they put me straight through to Marcus who was at a meeting with the vice squad. “Sir, I believe we have discovered something awful. I believe there could be a mass grave in the woods near the school.”


“Watch out, he’s -.” A chair flew backwards as Clarkey rose up and caught Fletcher as he fainted. He and Watts lifted him onto a nearby couch, and she lifted his legs up. 


“A mass grave, are you sure,” said Marcus.


“Sniffer dogs, a dozen might be enough, Bomb disposal too, and as many men you can muster, you included, sir, the body count is over fifty -, fifty-three children,” I said and waited.


I’d never hear Marcus swear before, but then again, I couldn’t blame him.


* * *


Inside twenty minutes the area was swarming with police in every shape and form and of course sniffer dogs were there too. Marcus approached us. He stared at me and Clarkey. “Are you two okay, you look like shite, as if you’ve seen a ghost.”


“People keep saying that to us, sir, and we have, in our minds that is, fifty-three ghosts.”


He stood there, gazing about, watching the dogs being taken out of their cages. “I spoke to the chief constable,” he said, “He contacted the local army camp, they are sending all their bomb-disposal people, and I suggest you two go and lie down, or have a cup of tea.”


Jimmy arrived with Linda, and Clarkey’s jaw dropped and so did two dozen others as Linda embraced me, Clarkey grinned and said, “I should have guessed.”


* * *


They exhumed fifty-three bodies in different stages of decomposition, some as young as seven.


The newest were Rob Hammond and Rita Flowers, both eighteen, all of them were wrapped in bed sheets lying face up in shallow graves, one metre deep, all of them strangled with a cable binder and most with signs of torture; burns, cuts and bruises.


I for one was glad when it was over. Linda drove me home.


* * *


My trusty assistant and I started digging into the drowned man’s past and came up trumps. He was a Russian businessman from the city found drowned with two bullion bars in his overcoat pockets.


We raided his flat, his wallet was there with all the info, but the best part was the info about the gold bars in his safe in a warehouse by the canal, fifty-three of them each one weighing one kilo and all stamped with a swastika and eagle wrapped in a piece of white linen.


It turned out it was Nazi gold, and we were there now with an armed combat team, armed and armoured as we surrounded a nondescript building. This was where the rest of the gang were, neo-Nazis, they were going to use the gold to buy weapons.


I checked my Glock’s safety was off and nodded to the commander.


Suddenly a bell started ringing from somewhere, not constant, more like – a, er…


Damn, just another bloody dream.


I could hear a voice in the distance, getting nearer, “It’s ringing, the phone, it’s ringing,” It was Linda, shaking me. “Your mobile, wake up,” she said.


I reached for the source of the noise and pressed okay. I could hear a child crying, and then calling out in pain. I pressed ‘record’; more sobbing, squealing, pleading, then a choked-off scream, then nothing as the line went dead.


“Wassat,” said Linda, “some kid?”


I played it back.


“What the hell! Who was that?”


I tried ‘re-call’, but no response. “Go back to sleep,” I said, “S’probably some drunk.”


The problem was, neither of us could sleep after that, it was four am and we rose for our usual ‘love-shower’ followed by a large egg, bacon and tomato breakfast. 


My mobile rang once more as I was starting my third cup of coffee. I pressed ‘record’ before I heard the voice. I heard squeals, laughter, whimpers, giggles and ‘Do that again’ followed by more squeals and giggles, then a scream and a gurgle and then panting, grunting, and familiar sounds of somebody climaxing during the sex act, a female, followed by a male.


The two voices were juvenile, the single one of a child. Had I been listening to a murder preceded by torture followed by the sex-act, or, hopefully a very good imitation by someone who liked taking the piss out of the police.


I played it back and Linda agreed on the originality, cursing like she was ready to do someone a mischief.


I was annoyed. “Why me,” I said, “Why is somebody sending me shit like this?”


“Think about it, Bill, somebody’s winding you up; you’ve uncover -.” She stopped and we gazed at one another. “The torture scenes could have been recorded,” she said


I emptied my coffee cup. “Probably, but we didn’t find anything of that nature.”


“And now they are tormenting you with them,” she said.


“Slow down, I know what you mean,” I said, “but they were not adult voices, not Briar and Lambert...”


We stared at each other as we sat there; I was thinking what weird bastard would do such a thing and I was going down the list. My brow was so tense it was giving me a headache.


Linda couldn’t have been thinking on the same line as me, as she said, “I don’t believe what I’m hearing; a voice in my head is telling me things I don’t want to hear.”


“What is it saying,” I said.


“Don’t you get it,” she said her brow a series of knots.


“Get what,” I said.


“The teachers, it wasn’t just Briar, they were all at it, now they’re sending you this paedophile crap to taunt you, children having sex, torture scenes...”


“No,” I said.


“Who murdered them then…?”


We stood there, the past scenes past through my confused mind and Linda’s visage paled and her hand flew to her open mouth as she gasped. “The Children -!”


I took her hands, she was trembling, I knew what she was thinking. “It was the children all along, not Briar or Lambert, or the others,” I said and told her about Claire’s delirium. “She said; ‘To cover their faces so they couldn’t stare back at us’, Us, meaning the other children.”


I held my hand up, I had to think; why the phone call, why the recordings, who was sending them? I remembered a case I was involved with when I was a Detective Sergeant, a serial killer who left clues behind that led to his arrest. It turned out he wanted to be caught, poor sick bastard.


So, maybe this was why.


I imagined somebody wanted the truth to be out, one of the children, they wanted the case kept open; they wanted me to dig, and dig deep. My thoughts turned to Claire.


I decided we needed a search warrant for the whole school, for I was sure we would find something, tape reels or cassettes or maybe they were burned onto CD’s or memory stick or in a PC somewhere. We would find them, especially if my theory was correct, that the guilty, or one of them, wanted to be caught.


* * *


I called Marcus and told him to arrange everything while I was on the way to the school with Linda.


I parked out of sight and we entered by the side door. I felt Claire was the key to this, maybe she knew where the tapes were.


We went to the infirmary, but it was empty, it was six am in the morning so we decided to go down to the kitchen and tell the chef that breakfast was off the menu. 


We passed the gym on the way there, following the cooking odours, bacon and sausages and we heard voices from inside, children’s voices, they were laughing and giving someone encouragement.


I pushed open the door and saw Sarah McCarthy swinging back and forth as she held on to Claire’s waist while Jack Paulson propelled them back and forth.


He turned as Linda shouted, “Noooooo!”
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