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Dedicated to the memory of John Gill, 1945 – 2015

Former Karting and lawn mower racing champion John Gill was the husband of a dear friend. Just two weeks before his sudden and tragic death, John wrote a glowing review of the first book in this series, A Mersey Killing. It turned out to be the last review the book received before his untimely death. With the permission of his widow, Carole, I have dedicated All Saints, Murder on the Mersey to John's memory, in the firm belief he would have enjoyed this second instalment of the Mersey Mysteries series.








John's review of A Mersey Killing:

A MERSEY KILLING IS FAB

A Mersey Killing, as well as being a great story, succeeded in taking me back to the days of my own youth. The hopes, dreams and aspirations of a generation were perfectly summed up here by young Brendan Kane who simply wanted 'something more than his Mum and Dad had, maybe one of those new colour television sets'. Few of us had them back then unless you had plenty of money. Nothing too grand in his ambitions then, and that's the great thing about the book. It recreates the sixties just as it was for those of us who lived through those heady days of The Beatles, Gerry and the Pacemakers, et al. The author's descriptions of sixties life were bang on, right down to the washing drying on the old wooden clothes horse in front of the coal fire, which had to be kept going in the summer to heat the water!

As we moved to the nineties, the investigation into the skeletal remains found in the old disused Cole Brothers wharf sets in train an investigation that leads the detectives right back to those early years of the Merseybeat, with murder, betrayal and a missing woman thrown into the equation. As D.I. Ross and Sergeant Drake delve into the past, we eventually learn the tragic secret of A Mersey Killing… simply fab!
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Introduction

All Saints, Murder on the Mersey is the second book in my Mersey Mysteries series, featuring Detective Inspector Andy Ross, Sergeant Izzie Drake and the fictional Merseyside Police Murder Investigation Team, following on from the so far successful, A Mersey Killing.

Though set in my ancestral home of the city of Liverpool, this is a work of fiction and though many of the places mentioned in the book are of necessity, real locations in the city, many of the places are in fact fictitious, the creations of my own mind. This is particularly true of the churches mentioned in the book. Liverpool is blessed with many churches of differing faiths, but it would not have been fair or respectful to use any of them as locations for this story. The churches mentioned in All Saints, Murder on the Mersey should therefore not be assumed to bear any reference to actual churches in the city that bear the same names.

Look out for the forthcoming books in the series, A Mersey Maiden, A Mersey Mariner, and A Mersey Ferry Tale.







Prologue

Speke Hill Orphanage, Liverpool

Strictly speaking, Speke Hill Orphanage was something of a conundrum. First of all, it wasn't in Speke, the area of Liverpool that today is possibly best known as the location of Liverpool's John Lennon airport. Secondly, there wasn't a hill in sight, and in point of fact it had never been designed to be used for its current purpose. There probably wasn't a living soul who could rightly recall how or why the former Mental Asylum had been given its original name other than those who assumed it was perhaps an attempt to give the old place a touch of the grandiose with a name bearing a similarity to Speke Hall, the Tudor mansion once owned by the wealthy Norris family, and now in the care of The National Trust, a few miles away. Though, bearing in mind the 'clientele' of the old asylum, it would have been debatable whether any of the inmates would have appreciated the pleasant rural-sounding name of their place of incarceration.

For most of those held within the grim walls of the old Victorian buildings that comprised the asylum, Speke Hill would have been the last place on earth they wanted to be, and for the worst afflicted, it may also have been the last place on earth they would see, many being confined without limit of time behind the locked doors and corridors of the bleak, forbidding red-brick buildings.

Set back from Woolton Road, in its own deceptively pleasant landscaped grounds, a sweeping, curved gravel driveway, bordered by an avenue of fir trees, the asylum employed all the horrors of early Victorian psychiatric 'treatments' to those in its care, including dousing with freezing cold water from high-pressured hoses, to beatings, long periods of solitary confinement and worst of all, the enforced use of frontal lobotomy in a madly useless attempt to cure the sufferers of perceived insanity.

Thankfully, the suffering of those held behind the walls of Speke Hill ended when the asylum was closed in the 1930s, and its inhabitants transferred to other establishments, though whether their treatment improved or deteriorated in their new 'homes' was hardly a subject considered worthy of recording by the chroniclers of the time.

After standing empty for five years, it was decided that, rather than the council going to the expense of demolishing the three buildings that comprised Speke Hill, the old place could be utilised, following a cheap and cheerful programme of renovation, as an orphanage, there being an ever growing proliferation of parentless children in the city and its environs during the austere and barren industrially sterile years following the Great War of 1914-18. Often, children whose fathers were away at sea and whose mothers simply couldn't cope would be placed in orphanages. Hunger, general deprivation and homelessness had taken a bitter toll on the great port city.

The project gained more popularity with cost-conscious councillors when the local diocese of the Roman Catholic Church offered to contribute a sizeable portion of the cost of renovation, provided they were given the rights to run the orphanage, placing a strong emphasis on discipline and religious instruction, with the stated aim of turning out useful members of society by the time their charges were old enough to leave full time education, usually at the age of fifteen, which would be provided in the school which would be run in one of the three old asylum buildings. There had been some opposition in the council chamber at this development.

It was felt by some that the orphanage should be run on secular lines, as not all the children who would populate the orphanage would be of the Catholic faith, but the voices of dissent were over-ridden, probably for reasons more to do with cost than matters of faith. It was, however, written into the constitution of the new Speke Hill Orphanage that no child should be forced to follow the Catholic faith if they held strong beliefs of an opposite faith. Of course, this tended to be easier to say than to execute, as most children of tender years would find it difficult to argue such a point with those in charge of their everyday lives, and so catholic or protestant, the children who first moved into the dormitories of the newly renovated buildings found themselves being taught as though they were all of the Roman Catholic faith. Most of them, being children of the poorer inner city areas and rather wise to such things, tended to take the religious instruction with a pinch of salt, and most people thought at the time that the new orphanage was initially a great success. What many failed to realise at the time was that by allowing Speke Hill to effectively become a closed community, many of the children accommodated in the new orphanage felt as though they were in an environment that almost amounted to being incarcerated in much the same way as the previous inhabitants of the old asylum must have felt.

The well-meaning diocese of the church provided plenty of areas within the grounds for the children's recreational needs, a football pitch and netball court, two separate playground areas containing various implements of play, slides, swings, etc, and the children were allowed out of the grounds on certain days so they could interact with the local population, but those youngsters who were forced to call Speke Hill home found they would never be fully integrated or accepted by those who lived in the surrounding areas along Woolton Road.

And so, life went on at the new orphanage, the old wards gradually being modernised and the large open dormitories eventually becoming partitioned so that groups of four children could have their own shared 'rooms' and a modicum of privacy. The school, taught by well qualified Catholic priests, and at first thought of as providing nothing more than basic education to the children of Speke Hill, surprised everyone by establishing a good reputation for turning out young teenagers with a higher than average standard of education for the time, and even bred a little resentment among the children and parents of some children at other schools in the area.

With the coming of World War Two, things changed at Speke Hill, as they did almost everywhere in the country. Though those in charge attempted to carry on normally, by the time the blitz arrived, with regular bombing of the city of Liverpool, the docks being seen as a prime target by the Luftwaffe, it had become apparent that even one stray bomb, dropped on the buildings of Speke Hill, could result in devastating loss of life, and the children were added to those who would be evacuated out of the cities to temporary homes well out of reach of the Luftwaffe's bombs.

Speke Hill closed temporarily, and didn't reopen its doors, unscathed by the attentions of the Luftwaffe, until after the end of hostilities in 1946. Most of the staff who had worked hard to build the reputation of the orphanage and its school, both ecclesiastical and civilian, in its early days had moved on to other things during the war years, and indeed, many of the children who had been evacuated had reached an age where they were ready to leave school and begin their working lives, and for the most part, Speke Hill was virtually reborn in the post war years with new staff and a mostly new population of poor and needy children from the poorest housing estates of Liverpool.

* * *

The nineteen sixties arrived with little having changed in the running of Speke Hill during the post-war years, apart from the fact that the new Local Education Authority exercised more control over the educational standards required of pupils in the United Kingdom than in pre-war years. As such the school at Speke Hill was overseen in greater detail than before and the priests charged with the children's education were now all required to hold relevant teaching qualifications in the subjects they taught. For the most part the orphanage had grown to be a reasonably happy place for those living there, with educational standards once again rising, and very little trouble caused by those very children who might at one time have been deemed 'troublemakers' if left to roam the streets from whence they originated.

In an effort to add a touch of 'class' to the educational side of things, the teaching staff copied the 'house' system, as used in many secondary schools at the time, to help instil a sense of pride, belonging and competition among the children, and so Molyneux, Norris, Stanley and Sefton, all names historically associated with the city, were chosen by a Diocesan committee as the names for the four Houses of the Speke Hill School.

By the time the 'Swinging Sixties' hit the United Kingdom in general and the city of Liverpool in particular, Speke Hill had expanded its sports facilities to include a second football pitch, a rugby pitch, the netball court remained of course, and the school now boasted an indoor gymnasium, with sport and recreation having been deemed as being good not only for the body, but for the soul as well, by those with responsibility for the youngsters in care in the orphanage.

As Cilla Black's You're My World became her second UK number one chart hit at the end of May, 1964, the staff and children of Speke Hill prepared for their forthcoming school sports day with all the usual enthusiasm that went hand-in-hand with a day spent out of the classrooms and buildings of the orphanage. An air of excitement spread through the halls and dorms of the orphanage, and the children felt a slight lessening in the usual strictness of the regime enforced by the priests and nuns who held control over their everyday lives. An extra hour was allowed for all the boys and girls in the communal TV room, a privilege extended to allow a similar additional allowance to radio time, for those lucky enough to possess a transistor radio and the batteries to power it. Only a few lucky children owned such treasures, saved for out of their meagre weekly allowances, pocket money that most would quickly spend in a few days at the local sweet shop or on cheap throwaway toys, perhaps from Woolworths, on rare visits to town, under supervision by an ever watchful priest and nun.

And of course, in case you were wondering, due to its former incarnation as an asylum it was almost inevitable that over the years certain stories of a more fanciful nature began to attach themselves to the orphanage, spread no doubt by boys or girls with lively imaginations and too much time on their hands in their spare time to allow such thoughts to manifest themselves, and so, as with many such institutions, Speke Hill is reputed to possess its very own resident ghost…







Chapter 1

Homecoming, Liverpool, 2002

Gerald Byrne stood at the ship's railing, his eyes stinging slightly, his hair damp from the salt spray of the voyage across the Irish Sea. He would not, however, have missed the sight of the ferry's arrival in Liverpool for the entire world. As the ship neared the great sea port, the city of his birth, he smiled as the iconic view of the world-famous Liverpool waterfront came into view, dominated by the three majestic buildings that had come to be known as 'The Three Graces'. The Royal Liver Building, The Cunard Building and the Port of Liverpool Building had dominated the Liverpool waterfront for almost a century, defining the city's skyline for locals and visitors alike. The sun was already quite high and played upon the waterfront buildings, making them gleam and reflect almost perfectly in the waters of the River Mersey. Byrne could make out movement on shore as the people of the city went about their daily business, pedestrians, buses and cars clearly visible from his ship-board vantage point as the ferry drew nearer and nearer to Liverpool's ferry port.

The priest sighed as the ship swung towards the ferry terminal, and his view was temporarily obscured by the change in the ferry's orientation. The eight hour crossing had been boring and uneventful, the Irish Sea not too violent in its treatment of the ship and its passengers. Father Byrne had spent most of the trip in one of the aircraft-like seats that P &O Ferries supplied in lieu of cabins on the service, his mind alternating between his reading of the Bible and thoughts of returning to the city of his childhood after so many years.

Life had been good to Gerald Byrne over the years. Born in a back-to-back terraced house on Scotland Road, one of the poorest areas of the city in nineteen fifty four, he and his sister ended up in Speke Hill after their mother died of pneumonia in nineteen sixty-one, their father having died four years earlier, having eventually succumbed to ill health as a result of disease and deprivation suffered during his time as a prisoner-of-war, working on the notorious 'railway of death' in Burma under the brutal regime of the Japanese guards.

Against all odds, young Gerald thrived in his new environment and impressed his teachers and the caring staff at the orphanage with his capacity for learning and exemplary behaviour. He developed a deep interest in theology and the Catholic Church and from an early age, he knew the direction he expected his future to take.

Following his chosen path by living his life in the Roman Catholic Church, he'd left Liverpool in nineteen seventy five, at the age of twenty-one, and following his eventual ordination in Rome, of all places, he'd led a good life, serving the church in various locales around the world, expanding his knowledge of the diverse people and races that went to make up the vast worldwide congregation of Catholicism. Gerald had witnessed life and death in all its forms, having served in war zones, areas of famine relief, and in disease-ridden areas of some of the poorest nations of the world, ministering to the poor and the sick. He'd managed to learn to speak four languages, apart from English, quite fluently, and had learned from his experiences that quite often the rich were in as much spiritual need, if not more in some cases, than the downtrodden masses of the third-world nations so often in the news headlines around the world.

Now at the age of forty-eight, the church had agreed to his request to return to his home town, following a diagnosis of severe unstable angina by his doctor. If anything were to happen to bring him ever closer to his eventual meeting with his maker, Byrne wanted to be in his home city when it occurred. Five feet ten, hair still a dark brown with only a few flecks of grey, Byrne looked far fitter then he really was, his physique built over many years of enjoying various sporting activities.

Having spent five years teaching at a seminary just outside the village of Enniskerry in County Wicklow, Byrne had moved on to become a parish priest once again, and now, his congregation at the small church of St Clement in a small town in County Cork had been upset and saddened to see their priest of these past ten years leave them. Gerald Byrne had become part of the fabric of their lives, a fixture in their religious and devotional faith, and in truth, it saddened him to be leaving them also, but, as he explained to a full church at the end of his final mass at St. Clement's, God, his conscience, and the lure of his home meant it was time to leave, to go back to his roots, and to be at peace with God, with himself and with his past before finally leaving this earthly plane.

* * *

Father Byrne found himself jolted out of his reverie by the sound of the ship's hooter as the Port Erin swung beam-on to the dockside and crewmen ran to the port side of the ship, where they heaved the thick hawsers over the side to be caught by the dock workers on shore, who proceeded to wrap the ropes around the capstans on the dock, until the ship was made fast and the throbbing of the powerful diesel engines died away, and the vibration of the deck beneath the passengers' feet ceased as the eight hour voyage came to its end. For a few seconds, the silence was palpable until, as if as one, passengers and crew seemed to come to life and there began a mass exodus from the ship, as the city of Liverpool beckoned those on board.

Within a short time, Father Byrne found himself being carried along in a wave of humanity down the gangplank, and he said a silent prayer of thanks as his feet touched the ground on the dockside. He was home again.

Carrying his single suitcase into the ferry terminal building, and wearing his charcoal grey suit, black shirt and white clerical collar, Gerald Byrne's calling was evident to anyone who cared to look at the tall handsome man with the dark brown hair, only slightly greying at the edges. Within seconds of his arrival in the terminal, a diminutive figure, at least six inches shorter in height, and dressed in similar fashion to the priest, came scurrying up to him, addressing Byrne in a breathless voice as he held out his right hand in greeting.

“You must be Father Byrne,” said the new arrival. “Please say you are. I'd hate to be speaking to the wrong priest after being delayed in a traffic jam on the way and then finding hardly a space to park the car.”

Gerald Byrne smiled as he shook hands with the little priest, whose words spilled out in a hurry, as though he was recently qualified in speed-speaking.

“I am indeed Father Byrne, have no worries, and you, I presume, are Father Willis?”

“Yes, yes, that's right, Father. David Willis, your Deacon, praise God, and pleased to be so.”

Still grinning, Byrne placed a hand on the young priest's shoulder as he spoke again.

“Father Willis, David, if I may?” Willis nodded emphatically. “Good, now David, calm yourself, dear boy. There's no harm done. The Good Lord saw fit to aid you through the traffic jam and the car park just in time to meet me here, without you having to wait for ages and perhaps having to sit and drink some terrible potion masquerading as tea or coffee out of that infernal machine over there.”

Willis looked behind him to where Byrne indicated a hot drinks machine, beloved of railway stations, ferry terminals and bus stations the world over

“Well of course, Father Byrne, you're quite correct in that respect. I was just so afraid you'd arrive and there'd be no-one here to meet you and you'd have thought me so terribly remiss.”

“So, there's no harm done, now, is there?”

“No, Father, as you say, no harm done at all.”

“In which case, I suggest you take a moment to calm yourself and then we'll take a walk to your car and you can drive me to my new church, and my new home, and we can become better acquainted along the way, eh, David?”

“Oh, yes, of course. The car park's not far away and we'll soon have you at St. Luke's, Father.”

Byrne placed another steadying hand on Willis's shoulder.

“And tell me, David, do you always speak so quickly, as if the words are likely to go out of fashion if you don't get them out fast enough?”

“Oh dear, that is a rather bad habit of mine, when I'm stressed or nervous. Father O'Hanlon used to say the same thing to me, you know, bless his soul.”

“Well, please, David, there's no call for you to be stressed or nervous around me, that's for sure. Did you work under Father O'Hanlon for long?”

“I came to St. Luke's exactly a year ago this month, Father. It was a real shock when poor Father O'Hanlon passed away so suddenly.”

“I'm sure it was, David. A heart attack I believe?”

“Yes, indeed it was, Father.”

“Well, he's with our Lord in Heaven now, David and it's my job, and yours, to ensure we carry on the Lord's work at St. Luke's, and so, let's go.”

David Willis nodded, took up Byrne's suitcase, and led Gerald Byrne to the car park, where the older priest couldn't help but smile as Willis stopped at a rather battered looking Ford Escort, that had obviously seen better days, opened the boot and deposited the suitcase within. The young priest then rushed to open the passenger door for the new parish priest of St. Luke's, Woolton, and within minutes they were clear of the ferry terminal and heading to Byrne's new parish, and new home.







Chapter 2

Norris Green, Liverpool, 3 Months Later

Detective Inspector Andy Ross pulled the unmarked police Mondeo to a halt, its right side wheels pulled up on the pavement outside St. Matthew's Church in Norris Green in an effort to avoid restricting the traffic flow along Brewer Street. The Norris Green housing estate, built on land donated to the council by the Norris family, was unusual in that the original bequest of the land included the stipulation that no public house be built on the land. To this day, that instruction has been adhered to, meaning residents of Norris Green have to venture further afield to obtain whatever alcoholic stimulation they require.

There were already two police patrol cars parked on the street, together with another pool car identical to his own which he knew would have brought his assistant, Sergeant Clarissa, (Izzie) Drake and Detective Constable Derek McLennan to the scene as well as an ambulance and the green Volvo he recognised as that belonging to Dr. William (Fat Willy, but don't tell him that) Nugent, the overly rotund but eminently brilliant pathologist who served as the city's senior medical examiner. Blue and white police crime scene tape had already been strategically placed across the wide double gated entrance to the churchyard, with an attendant uniformed constable on guard to prevent unwanted sightseers trying to gatecrash the crime scene.

Ross silently cursed the court case that had demanded his appearance at nine a.m that morning. The trial of a serial mugger who had almost killed his twelfth and last victim before being almost comically apprehended by the off-duty Andy Ross had been suddenly curtailed when the accused changed his plea from not-guilty to guilty, thus relieving Ross of the need to hang around the court building waiting to give evidence. As soon as he exited the court and turned on his mobile phone, Ross received word of the 'incident' involving a body being discovered in St. Matthew's churchyard from his squad's collator, D.C Paul Ferris. The fact that he would now probably be the last to arrive on the scene did little to improve his humour after what he considered a wasted and fruitless start to his day.

Luckily for him, the uniformed constable on duty at the gates recognised the detective inspector and with a brief, “Good morning, sir,” waved Ross through after lifting the crime scene tape for the detective to pass beneath. Ross had no need to ask the constable where to go. He simply followed his nose along the path that led around the church itself, in the direction of the noise of voices and activity in the graveyard that stood to the rear of the church.

As he neared the scene, Ross could see Dr. Nugent on his knees, his assistant, Francis Lees beside him, both men obviously intent on carrying out their initial examination of the body of the unfortunate victim. Sergeant Drake and Constable McLennan were in attendance, standing just behind the doctor and Lees, while three uniformed constables stood further back from the scene, each man bearing what Ross could only describe as a disturbed look upon their faces.

Seeing him drawing near, Izzie Drake broke away from her position and walked briskly towards him.

“Morning, sir. I'm afraid we've got a bad one today.”

“Hmm, well, there are never any good ones when it comes to murder, are there, Sergeant?”

“I know sir, I'm sorry, I just meant…”

“Forget it, Izzie. My apologies. I'm just in a foul temper after wasting my time at the damn court this morning.”

“I know, sir. Ferris told me when he called to let me know you were on the way. Damn shame, wasting your time like that, but, at least Phillip Downes won't be troubling the courts again for a few years after he's sentenced.”

“Very true,” Ross replied. “Now, come on, what have we got here?”

“It's bloody gruesome, sir, and that's the truth. Poor Derek threw up almost as soon as we got here, as well as one of the uniformed lads. Bet they both wish they hadn't eaten a hearty breakfast this morning. Come on, sir, best you see for yourself.”

Ross nodded and the two detectives walked slowly towards the location of the body that had necessitated the appearance of the Murder Investigation Team at the scene.

Sensing their approach, William Nugent turned and looked up from his kneeling position as he greeted Ross in his variable Glaswegian accent. Ross always thought of the word 'variable' when it came to Nugent's speech as the more upset or irate he became, the more guttural and broad his accent became, even after spending most of his working life in the city of Liverpool.

“A late start this morning, eh, Detective Inspector?” he chided, though Ross knew the pathologist would have been made well aware of the circumstances surrounding his delay in attending the death scene. Ignoring Nugent's obvious attempt at a witty remark, Ross replied, in a total business-like tone.

“Yes, indeed, Doctor. I take it you've been here long enough to carry out at least a cursory examination of the victim?”

“Aye, well, you could say that, I suppose. Ye'd best come and take a look for yourself, but I'm warning ye, it's not a pretty site. Francis, please step away and allow the Inspector and the Sergeant to get a good look at the poor soul, would ye?” he said to his tall, thin assistant, whom many of Ross's team though of as being almost as cadaverous in his appearance as some of the bodies they were forced to deal with in the commission of their jobs.

“Oh, my God,” Ross exclaimed as he drew closer to the scene, Drake slightly behind and to the side of him.

“I told you, sir,” his sergeant said, quietly.

“Yes, but this…this is, well, nothing short of bloody monstrous. What the hell happened to the poor bastard?”

William Nugent spoke up in reply from behind the inspector.

“Well, at first glance,” he spoke almost reverently, “the victim, a man I'd put in his mid-to late fifties by the way, has been almost totally eviscerated. As you can see, the poor sod's intestines have been removed and draped across the headstone of the grave on which his body lies, and his other major organs, liver, kidneys, spleen and heart are neatly arranged around the body, almost as though the killer had laid them out for us in readiness for a post-mortem examination. But, and if you look closely, you'll see the worst part of all this, Inspector, your killer removed the victim's penis, and then stuffed it down the poor bugger's throat. Oh yes, one more thing, he also removed the victim's tongue, though I cannae find it anywhere up to this point in time. The killer may have taken it with him, a trophy of his handiwork, perhaps. Of course, that's more in your pervue than mine, I'm simply surmising.”

Ross couldn't help himself. He visibly gagged as he took in the blood-drenched scene that lay before him. The naked body of the unfortunate victim lay across the gravelled top of a grave, and as Nugent had indicated, the intestines had been draped across the headstone that stood at the head of the grave, the internal organs dripping blood as they lay in the gradually warming sunshine around the sides of the grave. From what he could make out, the look on the dead man's face was one of total fear and horror.

Ross gulped hard, and turned his face from the scene. Hardened detective he may have been, but this definitely was 'a bad one', as Izzie Drake had called it, and he was hardly surprised that the uniformed constable and his own detective constable had felt the urge to be sick at the sight that they'd stumbled onto when they'd arrived at the scene.

“Tell me Doctor, can you say whether these…er, these mutilations were carried out while the victim was alive or dead, and what may have been the actual cause of death? I know that sounds stupid, but would one particular injury the victim sustained have been enough to cause death, or was this a prolonged and sadistic attack by some kind of pervert, perhaps?”

“Ah wish I could tell ye, Inspector, but, it's too early for me to say and you know I dinna like to speculate on these matters. We'll have to wait until we get what's left of yon laddie to the morgue and I can carry out a detailed examination. For now, I think we can say without much doubt that the cause of death was exsanguination, though which wound, or wounds were the fatal blow, well, I just cannae say.”

“Any identification, his clothes, any personal items, were they found?”

“Not a thing,” Nugent replied. “As far as I can tell, he was left here naked as he is now. Whoever did this, and he's a sadistic bastard I can tell you for free, made sure he took the poor man's clothes and any identification he was carrying with him when he dumped the poor sod here.”

“Thank you Doc,” said Ross, turning to his sergeant who was by now visibly pale at being in close proximity to the remains of the victim for so long.

“Who found him, Izzie?”

“The poor bloody priest, Father Michael Donovan. He entered the churchyard through the rear gate and was making his way along the path towards the church when he almost literally stumbled over the body. Apparently, he threw up too, over there.”

Izzie pointed to a grave two places along from where the victim lay. At least the priest hadn't contaminated the crime scene.

“I'm not surprised,” Ross grimaced. “And where is the good Father now, may I ask?”

“Last seen in his church, praying as though his life depended upon it, sir”

“Right then, let's go and have a word with Father Donovan.”

* * *

“Terrible, simply terrible, that poor, poor man,” Father Donovan wept openly, his head in his hands as he sat in one of the pews at the front of his church, five minutes later, speaking to Ross and Drake who sat either side of the visibly shaking priest.

“It must have been an awful shock for you, Father,” said Ross, sympathetically.

“It was indeed, Detective Inspector. I mean, there I was, enjoying this beautiful sunny morning, whistling to myself, All Things Bright and Beautiful of all things, and then, all of a sudden he was there, lying on that grave, virtually in pieces, I tell you, in pieces.”

Izzie Drake placed a comforting hand on the priest's right arm in an effort to calm him.

“Father, you need to calm down a little,” she said, quietly.

“Just take your time and try to recall everything that happened as you walked along the path from the time you passed through the gate until the moment you found the victim.”

“Please, Father, it's very important,” Ross added, grateful to his sergeant for using her feminine compassion to reach out to the shaking priest.

Michael Donovan took a couple of deep breaths, closing his eyes as he attempted to compose himself and recall the terrible events of earlier that morning. Finally, opening his eyes, he spoke in a faltering voice.

“Well, Inspector, it was just after eight o'clock. I'm sure of the time because I always leave the manse which is just behind the church, at eight precisely. I like to come to church when it's peaceful and quiet and pray for a while in solitude. I hold a morning mass at nine, you see, and, oh, it was just awful seeing your officers turning my parishioners away as they arrived for the service,” he rambled for a moment.

“It's alright, Father. I know you're in shock, so just take your time. Now, it was just gone eight o'clock, you say?”

The priest gathered himself together again and went on with his statement.

“The sun was shining and it was already quite warm. I heard a blackbird singing and looked up and saw him perched on the wall that runs along the north side of the churchyard. I remember smiling to my self and began whistling the tune of All things bright and beautiful. I didn't stop to watch the bird as I wanted those few precious minutes of contemplative prayer to myself, you see.”

Ross nodded but didn't interrupt.

“The path winds its way around the church as you've probably seen, in a sort of S pattern, I suppose you'd call it and as I came round the corner of the church onto the straightish part of the path that leads to the main doors, I saw something ahead of me on one of the graves. At first I thought it might be the work of vandals, the Lord knows we get enough of that sort of thing round here, or maybe someone had dumped a load of old rubbish on the grave, in an act of blatant sacrilege. I slowed down as I got closer and it was then, when I was just a couple of yards away that I realised what I was seeing. I know it sounds stupid, but the first thing I did was wonder if I might be of some help to the man but when I got even closer I saw the terrible, monstrous things that had been done to him and I'm ashamed to say I…I…well, I'd just finished breakfast before I came out, you see, and I couldn't help myself. I staggered over to one of the adjacent graves and was awfully sick, I'm afraid. I've never in all my life seen anything like it, you see, and I pray to God I'll never see the likes again as long as I live.”

“You've nothing to apologise for, Father,” said Ross. “Two experienced police officers have been sick out there as well. We're all human and none of us should ever have to see such things.”

“But sadly, you do, don't you Inspector Ross?”

Ross nodded, but still remained silent, allowing the priest to speak and hopefully recall any small details he may have noticed when he discovered the body.

“There was blood everywhere, Inspector, so much blood. And then, I saw the other things, you know the, the…”

“It's alright, Father, I know what you saw, but tell me, from the time you entered the churchyard until you found the victim, did you see or hear anything else, or any other people, perhaps?”

“Not a soul, no. To be honest, if there had been anyone lurking around, I might not have seen them. I was so focussed on the sunny morning and the birdsong. But I'm still pretty certain there was nobody else around.”

“Now, and perhaps most importantly, I know you probably only got a quick look at the victim, Father, but did you recognise him? Is he known to you at all, either as a parishioner or maybe just someone you've seen in the area at all?”

“Yes, it was only a quick look, Inspector. Nobody could possibly have stood staring at that poor man, but I saw enough to know he wasn't anyone I know. I'm sorry. I can't help you there.”

Father Donovan's face paled again at the thought of the sight he'd witnessed in his churchyard and he fell silent for a few seconds. Izzie Drake spoke in her quiet voice again.

“I know this is pretty much a rhetorical question, Father, but we have to ask…er, you didn't touch anything at all before calling the police did you?”

Donovan looked aghast at the mere thought of having done so as he replied.

“Sergeant, I most certainly did not. What kind of man do you think I am? A person would have to be very sick in the head to want to mess around with what I saw out there. I simply tried to compose myself and then ran as fast as I could into the church where I rang 999 from my little office in there. Then I waited at the church gates for the police to arrive and to keep anyone from entering the grounds until your people got here.”

“And a very good thing you did, Father,” said Ross. “It wouldn't have done for anyone else to come wandering in and be confronted with the sight of the poor man out there.”

There being little else the priest could tell them, the two detectives left the church, with Father Donovan again on his knees praying before the altar, and moved back into the daylight, where by now the forensic experts of the Crime Scenes Unit had arrived and were busy searching and examining the crime scene and surrounding area.

Ross spoke briefly with Constables Knight and Riley, the first officers to respond to the emergency call, who confirmed they'd arrived on the scene, assessed the situation and immediately called for C.I.D. assistance, and a second squad car of officers to help secure the area, realising the gravity of the situation they'd found. Ross commended both men and then returned to speak to William Nugent, who, together with his assistant, Lees, was packing up his instruments and accoutrements as the body and associated parts were being carefully loaded into a body bag ready for transportation to the morgue, having been fingerprinted where it lay in the hope of identifying the victim, and once at the morgue, he'd carry out a full post-mortem in an effort to determine exactly what had happened to the deceased.

“Anything else to report, Doc?” Ross asked as he drew closer to the pathologist.

“Nothing that I can tell you at present, Inspector. Ye'll get ma full report as soon as possible, like always. Let me get back to the mortuary with the poor man and I can get on with ma job.”

There was that strange and for some, disconcerting comingling of accents again, part Glaswegian, part Liverpudlian, that always rather amused Ross.

“A preliminary report will suffice for now, Doc, as soon as you can. This case is likely to generate some nasty headlines if the press gets hold of it, so I'd like to move as fast as I can to find the sick bastard who did this.”

“Aye, well, I'll give you a call later today, if I can, and if you and your sergeant care to come along in the morning, I'll schedule the full post mortem examination for nine a.m. if that'll suit you, Inspector?”

“Perfect, thank you Doc.” Ross replied, standing aside to let the Doctor and his assistant pass. Ross next spent five minutes talking to Miles Booker, the senior Crime Scenes Officer who was leading the examination of the area around the body. Booker would ensure his team combed every blade of overgrown grass, every sliver of granite chips, every nook or cranny where a minute piece of trace evidence might have been deposited. As he broke away from Booker, Detective Constable McLennan walked up to Ross. McLennan shared the same post-vomiting complexion as the uniformed constable and Father Donovan.

“You alright, Derek?” asked Ross.

“Yes, thank you sir,” McLennan replied. “It was just a bit more then my stomach could stand, seeing what the killer did to that poor man.”

“No need to apologise, Derek. We're all human, after all. None of us should have to see things like that. Sadly, it's our job when some bastard decides to make a mess of someone in that way. Now, do you have anything for me, anything we can use?”

“Not really, sir. I've spoken at length to the two constables who were the first attenders. They're both adamant there was no one around in the churchyard when they arrived, and neither of them saw anyone acting furtively or suspicious out on the streets as they arrived in response to the emergency call from Father Donovan.”

“Alright Derek, Sergeant Drake and I will be heading back to headquarters soon. I'll arrange for Sam to join you out here in a minute. Then I want the two of you to take charge of the scene, until the crime scene boys have done their thing, and then, make a quick sweep of the area, talk to some of the nearest residents in the hope someone may have seen or heard something. I'm going to organise a team of uniforms to carry out a house to house inquiry in a half-mile radius of the church, but something tells me we're going to come up empty handed. And, Derek?”

“Sir?”

“Get one of those constables at the gate to arrange to seal off the back gate too. We're lucky nobody's blundered through there so far.”

“Right, sir. I'll get on it right away.”

As they spoke, Miles Booker walked up to the detectives with a small cellophane evidence bag in his hand.

“Got something for me, Miles? Ross asked.

“Not sure,” said the Crime Scene Investigator. “One of my lads came up with this,” and he held the bag up, close enough for Ross and Drake to see a small silver coloured key inside.

“A key,” said Drake.

“Hey, ten out of ten, Sergeant,” Booker grinned.

“But a key to what?” Drake persisted, “and how do we know it belonged to the victim?”

“That's just it, you see,” said the C.S.I. “We don't, at least not yet. Maybe, once we have his fingerprints, we may get lucky and find they match the print we found on the key.” He smiled.

“Ah, so you do have a print?” Ross asked.

“Yes, and a pretty good one, looks like most of a thumb print, you know, from when someone held the key to insert it into a lock.”

“Looks like the sort of key that fits a safety deposit box, or maybe an airport or railway left luggage locker,” said Drake.

“Can I see it, please?” asked Derek McLennan. Booker passed the bag containing the key to the detective constable who scrutinised it carefully for a few seconds before passing it back to him.

“Sir,” said McLennan, turning to Ross, “I think we'll find that it is a locker key but not for a left luggage locker at the airport or from a station.”

“Alright Derek, let's have it. What's your theory?”

“I think it's from the Halewood Plant, sir.”

“The car factory? What makes you think that?”

“Well sir, the cellophane makes it hard to see, but there are a series of four numbers on one side of the key. My brother-in-law works at Halewood, sir and he has a key just like that on his car key ring. The anglar shape is quite distinctive. I've seen it when he's let me use his car once or twice. The way the numbers are etched into the key looks just like this one.”

“So, we may have a clue after all. Well done, young Derek,” said Ross.

“Thanks, sir,” McLennan replied.

“Yes, well, that's assuming the key belonged to the victim, isn't it?” said Miles Booker.

“Very true, Miles,” Ross agreed. “Any way you can tell us more that might help?”

“Sorry, Andy, not a thing. If the fingerprint matches your man over there, okay; if not, you're going to be hard pressed to discover if it belonged to him or not.”

“We can show his photo to employees at Halewood, see if anyone recognises him,” said Izzie Drake.

“Yes, well, bearing in mind what he's got stuffed in his mouth, I wish you luck with that one.”

“I'm sure Doctor Nugent can make him look presentable enough for us to get a photo likeness we can show around,” Drake responded.

“Of course, just me joking around, Sergeant.”

“Could be easier than that, sir, Sarge,” McLennan interjected again.

“How's that, then Derek?” asked Drake.

“The numbers on the key,” he replied. If it is from Halewood, they'll refer to a specific numbered locker, and that locker will be allocated to an equally specific employee. Simple logic really.”

“Yes, of course, well done Derek,” said Ross.

Andy Ross had learned to come to rely on young Derek McLennan in the three years he'd served with him. The young man had developed from a hesitant, awkward young D.C. into a clever, confident and reliable member of Ross's team, with a quick mind and an even temperament when working under pressure, not a bad thing when faced with some of the cases the team was called upon to handle. Ross recalled the first major case the young detective had worked on with him, when the skeleton of a long time dead pop guitarist had surfaced in the mud of an old dried up dock in the city, sparking one of Ross's strangest and perhaps most tragic cases to date, which resulted in the ultimate suicide of a woman who'd spent over thirty years of her life officially listed as 'missing'. That case had been the foundation on which Derek McLennan had gradually forged his career and now, Ross knew he could rely on the man's intuitive skills as well as his quick, intelligent mind.

Ross and Drake left soon afterwards, and made their way to the city mortuary, where they knew William Nugent would by now be carrying out an initial examination of the victim's remains. Ross had questions that needed answers and for the moment the only man who could help him was the rather obese but professionally superb pathologist.







Chapter 3

Speke Hill Orphanage, Woolton

Charles Hopkirk, Senior Child-Care Officer in charge of the latter-day orphanage rose from his leather chair and stepped out from behind his desk to greet the newcomer to his office. Five feet nine, already turned grey, and with a slight stoop as he stood, Hopkirk looked every bit as worn down as his slightly crumpled dark blue suit with its shiny elbows, and his black shoes with attendant scuff marks, betrayed the lack of a Mrs. Hopkirk. No one would believe a good wife would allow her husband to leave home each day looking quite so dishevelled. Doing his best to look the opposite of his actual appearance and putting on an air of assumed authority, he held his hand out as he spoke and shook hands with his visitor.

“Father Byrne, welcome to Speke Hill. We're delighted to have you here as our new chaplain to the pupils.”

“It's a pleasure, Mr. Hopkirk, I assure you, and you must call me Gerald, please, unless we're in formal circumstances, of course.”

“Well in that case, you must call me Charles. I insist. And, it seems rather appropriate to have you here as part of our community, don't you agree?”

“It does?”

“Oh come now, you must know we'd soon find out you were once one of our boys here at Speke Hill, and to have you return as the Parish Priest at St. Luke's and our chaplain here is wonderful, a great example to hold up before the children.”

“I wouldn't go so far as to say that, Charles. It's a tradition that the priest at St. Luke's takes the role of chaplain here at Speke Hill, and yes, I may have been an orphan myself, raised here, as you say, but I wouldn't want to be held up as an example of something I'm not. Not everyone at Speke Hill aspires to grow up to be a Roman Catholic Priest.”

“You're too modest, Father, er, sorry, Gerald, I'm sure, but let's not dwell on it. I imagine you'd like a quick tour? Many things have changed since the days when the Catholic Church ran the place. Now that Liverpool Council, together with the Local Education Authority have control over Speke Hill, there've been many improvements and changes to the place, as you'll see.”

“And some things never change, eh, Charles?”

“I'm sorry?”

“The entrance gates and the driveway, with those rowan trees and elms lining the gravel drive. It still gives the false impression of arriving at some old Victoria country mansion. It was just the same when I was a boy here”

“Oh, I see,” said Hopkirk, who'd wondered for a moment just where Father Byrne was heading with his previous remark.

“Yes, I suppose like the original incumbents of Speke Hill, those in authority long ago decided to maintain the sweeping curve of the driveway and the grandly ornate gates at the entrance. It does after all give the place a touch of the grandiose, don't you think? Nice for those who live here, Father, I think. Not just some grey concrete monstrosity in the middle of an inner city sink estate. At least the boys and girls who live here and are schooled here can feel proud of the place, which does of course, have an excellent academic record and a long list of former pupils at the school who have gone on to achieve good things in life. Rather like yourself, Father Byrne.”

“Yes, well thank you, Charles, and please, my name, again is Gerald. I did well, as have quite a few former orphans and pupils from here. It's a pleasure to be able to come back and perhaps contribute a little to the spiritual welfare of the boys and girls.”

“I looked you up, Gerald,” said Hopkirk, looking pleased with himself.

“Did you now?” asked the priest. “And just what did you discover, I wonder?”

“Only that you arrived here, together with your ten year old sister, Angela, as a seven year old after your mother died, in nineteen sixty-one, with no other relatives left to look after you. Your father had died a few years earlier, finally succumbing to illness following years of ill treatment during the war in a Japanese Prisoner-of-War Camp and the two of you then lived in the orphanage and attended the church school here until you were both old enough to leave and make your way in the world. One particular note on your records really stood out, Gerald.”

“And what, I wonder, would that be?”

“Well, it was two things really. It said you were an outstanding sportsman, having represented the school, and Stanley House, at football, rugby and cricket, and that you also, even then, possessed a strong sense of spirituality, and had professed your intention of entering the priesthood as soon as you were old enough. It's nice to know you were successful in your ambition, Gerald.”

“Thank you, Charles. My life has indeed been one of enrichment and service to God, and I'm happy to be home again after so many years away.”

“And your sister, Angela? How has she fared in the big wide world since leaving us?”

A cloud momentarily seemed to pass before the priest's eyes and his shoulders appeared to droop as his demeanour changed for a few seconds, until he pulled himself together before replying.

“I'm afraid Angela died at a young age, Charles. I'd prefer it if we don't discuss the details. It was a painful time for me and remains so to this day.”

A look of genuine concern appeared on Charles Hopkirk's face. He'd looked up the original records of their new priest as soon as he'd heard that he was an 'old boy' of Speke Hill. Those records showed his sister Angela to have been a resident of the orphanage at the same time as Gerald Byrne, but obviously, those records ended when each of the children reached the age of maturity and passed out of the local council's care. He now felt he may have committed something of a 'faux pas' in mentioning what was obviously a painful subject for the priest.

“I'm so sorry, Father Byrne,” he said, returning to a veneer of formality. “I didn't mean to upset you.”

“It's okay, Charles, really. It's just that it all happened a long time ago and isn't something I care to talk about any more. My sister dwells with the Lord now, and I'd like to leave it at that, and, my name is Gerald, remember?”

Byrne smiled now, and Charles Hopkirk felt an instant forgiveness in that smile. Here indeed, he thought, is a good man.

“Right, well, I suppose you'd like to take a brief look around the old place eh?”

“That would be nice, thank you.”

“I hope you won't mind, Gerald, but, knowing you were coming today, I asked one of our teachers to give you a guided tour of the modern version of Speke Hill. A lot of things have changed since you were here, as I've said, but many things are still the same. It just so happens that we have another 'old boy' on our staff at the senior school, another lad from your own age group during your time here. You might remember Mark Proctor?”

Byrne's face almost betrayed an emotion he wouldn't have wanted the senior care officer to witness at the mention of Proctor's name. Mark Proctor, who the other children back then used to call 'Garibaldi' due to his lack of hair, even at such a tender age, had never been a particular friend to Gerald Byrne, who recalled him as something of a bully, always picking on those younger or smaller than himself and unable to defend themselves against his aggressive tendencies. He'd always felt that Mr. Pugh, the senior housemaster for Stanley House knew just what Proctor was like, but could never actually catch him in the act of bullying, so had tried to channel some of his aggression into boxing training, a sport at which Proctor excelled and in due course won a number of trophies for the school in local competitions. Byrne doubted very much that boxing would feature on the modern day sports curriculum, far too violent for today's passive and non-confrontational educational system. Keeping his dislike of the man, well, in fact the boy he'd known decades earlier, hidden for now, he replied politely to Hopkirk's minor bombshell of information.

“Mark Proctor? Yes, I do kind of remember the boy, Charles. What subject is he teaching?”

“Physical Education.”

“That makes sense. Proctor the boy was always involved in all things physical.”

Byrne tried hard not to let the sarcasm of his words transmit themselves to Hopkirk, who barely seemed to register the priest's reply as a knock on the door heralded the arrival of the former bully, now respected teacher of P.E at Speke Hill, and Byrne's thoughts turned to buried memories.







Chapter 4

Mortuary Matters

Andy Ross exited the car, leaving Izzie Drake to lock up and he was first to the entrance to the mortuary building. He'd just pressed the intercom button as Drake arrived at his side, and a familiar voice came through the little box on the wall.

“Please identify yourself and state your business today.”

“Peter, it's D.I. Ross and Sergeant Drake. Dr. Nugent is expecting us.”

“Ah, hello Inspector. You know the routine, please come in.”

The speaker pressed a button inside the building and Ross waited until he heard a 'click' and then pushed and the door swung open to admit the detectives. Ross and Drake soon arrived at the office, (Ross thought it more of a cubicle really, but politeness precluded him mentioning it), where Peter Foster, the senior mortuary receptionist was seated behind a small desk, protected by plate glass. A circular speaking outlet allowed visitors to speak through the glass, and a small slot at the bottom allowed Foster to pass the appropriate 'Visitor' badges to those authorised to progress into the main mortuary building. Ross could clearly remember when a younger Peter Foster had first begun working here, just before a complex case relating to the long deceased singer, Brendan Kane had reared its head some three years earlier. Foster had become a real asset to the department and had been promoted to the senior position some months earlier, much to the delight of Izzie Drake, who Ross had been surprised to discover had been dating the younger man for a few months by then.

“Good morning, Inspector, Izzie,” Foster said as the detectives smiled in greeting.

“Everything okay, Peter?” Ross asked.

“Fine, thanks,” Foster replied.

“Hello, Peter,” said Izzie Drake,

“You're looking good, Izzie,” he replied.

“Considering what we've seen this morning, I'll assume you're being very nice to me, Peter. I feel like shit after being in that churchyard.”

“Oh well, you know me. I know nothing about the cases when they first come in so I have to assume it was a bad one?”
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