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      And after all her furious sound




      The stillness of her face




      The quiet of her sleep, tonight


    


  




  







  Prologue




  He looked out across the velvet darkness of the Gulf, the tiny breakers that had begun as confident waves a thousand miles to the west off the coast of Mexico now dying

  exhaustedly at his feet. Without a hurricane to resurrect them, they were as good as finished once they reached the shallows of the Florida Keys. But to give them their due, he thought, there was

  more life in these pathetic ripples than in the girl whose body moved slowly back and forward in their gentle sway.




  He reproached himself on only two counts. One was that she had died so quickly; much more quickly than he had intended. He put it down to nerves. She was his first, after all.




  The other – and this surprised him more than anything – was that despite his meticulous planning, the rehearsals and preparations for unexpected outcomes and interruptions, he had

  overlooked one of the most basic questions of all.




  What to do with the knife afterwards.




  He squatted patiently for a while, considering the matter, humming to himself and untroubled by concern about discovery. No one came out to the mangroves at this, the darkest hour of the

  night.




  The solution, when it presented itself, was so obvious that he wondered why it hadn’t occurred to him before.




  He gripped the bone handle of the knife as tightly as he could and thrust its long blade vertically into one of the girl’s eye-sockets. It was seemingly a random choice, but he noted that

  he had instinctively favoured the left one.




  He washed the blood from his hands in the warm lapping waters of the Gulf and nodded to the dead girl as he stood, ready to leave, her song sung.




  Her last gift to him had been to reveal what his signature would be.
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  She couldn’t believe it. Her plane had taken off forty minutes earlier but only now did she realise she’d left her cigarettes behind in London Airport’s

  first-class lounge. Her gold lighter, too, a twenty-first birthday present from her grandfather.




  She turned towards the window to her left and deliberately knocked her forehead against it in frustration. She was seated ahead of the airliner’s wings but if she craned her neck and

  looked behind her she could see two of its massive propellers whirling in shining arcs. They, and their twins on the other side of the plane, were carrying her towards Massachusetts at an

  impressive 350 mph, but it would still be at least eleven hours before they landed in Boston. She simply had to get hold of some cigarettes before then; she was tense enough as it was.

  She’d never flown before.




  ‘Is everything all right, madam?’ It was a BOAC stewardess, very young and all lipstick, high heels, nylons, dark-blue uniform and a hat that the girl looking at her decided was

  somewhere between sweet and silly. She supposed it was a sort of forage cap, an echo of the post-war military-style uniforms the airline had only recently and belatedly moved away from. You could

  hardly expect the poor girls to carry on dressing up as if they were in the RAF. All four of the stewardesses on board wore them, perched above navy tunics, white blouses and pencil skirts. She

  thought the overall effect rather chic, despite the eccentric headwear.




  ‘No, not really,’ she said. ‘I’ve gone and left my cigarettes behind. I’m gasping for one.’




  The stewardess nodded sympathetically. ‘I’ll bet. I just put one out. Couldn’t do this job without my twenty little friends.’ She reached into her shoulder bag and pulled

  out a freshly opened packet. ‘Here, have some of mine.’ She shook out a few. ‘They’re menthol – I hope that’s all right.’




  The other woman gratefully accepted the cigarettes and jammed one of them between her lips. ‘Forgot my lighter, too,’ she said, indistinctly.




  The stewardess laughed. ‘Something tells me this is your first time in the air.’ She produced a petrol lighter and flicked the top back, holding the wavering flame to the

  cigarette.




  ‘Thanks . . . got it . . . yes, it is my first time. How can you tell?’




  ‘From your face during take-off, mostly. You couldn’t decide if you were thrilled or terrified.’




  The stewardess sank into the empty aisle-seat beside her. ‘These awful stilettos. I forgot my low heels and my feet are killing me already. I’ll have ankles like balloons by the time

  we get to Boston.’




  She lit a fresh cigarette for herself. ‘I shouldn’t, really. We’re only supposed to smoke in our breaks but there’s hardly anyone in first class today.’ She waved

  at the rows of wide, mostly empty seats around them. ‘Only a couple of others and they’re asleep already with their eye-masks on. Just little you for us to take care of. You’ll be

  feeling like the Queen by the time we’re landing. Now, I know from the passenger manifest that you’re Miss S. Arnold. What does the “S” stand for?’




  ‘Stella.’




  ‘Ah . . . and I’m Cassandra.’ She extended a slim hand. ‘How d’you do?’




  ‘How do you do yourself . . . Cassandra. Wasn’t she the Greek goddess who knew everything?’




  ‘Sort of. She wasn’t a goddess, she was a prophet, but yes, all her predictions were spot-on. She even predicted the fall of Troy but her curse was that no one ever believed a thing

  she said. She went mad in the end.’




  ‘You’d better not tell me we’re on our way to America, then – I won’t believe you and you’ll go barmy.’




  The two of them laughed, and smoked side by side in silence for a while. Stella turned to look out of the window at the Welsh valleys slowly rolling underneath them. Up ahead beyond the

  nose-cone, she thought she could catch a glint of sea.




  ‘You were right – about take-off, I mean,’ she said eventually. ‘What threw me off a bit was all the noise. These planes make an awful racket getting into the air,

  don’t they?’




  The stewardess nodded. ‘It’s because they’re prop-planes. Funnily enough, the new jets are supposed to be much quieter, as well as a lot faster. Not that I’d know. Not

  been in one yet.’ She turned to face Stella. ‘So, you’re flying alone, then. What are you up to in Boston?’




  ‘Nothing,’ Stella replied. ‘Not in Boston, I mean. I’m not staying there. I’m going on to Northampton. It’s an hour or so by car.’




  ‘Northampton? They do love their English names over there, don’t they? I hope it’s nicer than our Northampton. I went there once to see a boyfriend. Never again. Complete dump.

  What’s the Massachusetts version got to offer?’




  Stella smiled. ‘An education. I’m taking my PhD there. At Smith College.’




  The stewardess’s eyes widened. ‘Wow. I’ve heard of Smith, all right. You must be terrifically bright, Stella. Smith is one of the top women’s universities in America,

  isn’t it?’




  ‘Well, yes, it is,’ Stella admitted, ‘along with places like Bryn Mawr in Pennsylvania, and Vassar down in New York State. But I really wanted to go to Smith; we had an

  exchange student from there at my university who roomed with me for a term. She made it sound absolutely wonderful. I was incredibly lucky to get in.’




  Cassandra eyed her closely as she drew on her cigarette. ‘Oxbridge girl, are you?’




  ‘Yes, Cambridge; same college as my mother went to. Girton. Actually, she’s Professor of Modern Politics there now. Girton’s rather like Smith – it’s an all-woman

  stronghold.’




  ‘Where you got a first, I’ll bet.’




  Stella looked slightly embarrassed. ‘Well . . . a double-first, actually. In Psychology.’




  Cassandra threw her hands in the air in mock alarm. ‘Heavens, I should stop talking to you at once, then. You probably know far too much about me already; all my secrets, all my vices. You

  psychologists can read anyone like a book, can’t you?’




  Stella laughed. ‘No! It’s not like that, honestly! And I’m not a psychologist. I only have a degree in the subject.’




  ‘Hmm . . . yes, well. I shall be on my guard all the same, all the way to Boston.’ She took another draw on her cigarette and looked curiously at the girl next to her.




  ‘So what’s your PhD going to be in, then? Something exciting, I hope. Mad people? Murderers? You know, like that chap in Psycho. The film, a couple of years ago. What was

  his name?’




  ‘Norman Bates.’




  ‘That’s it!’ Cassandra clapped her hands and ash sprinkled onto the front of her blouse. ‘Dammit . . . So,’ she continued, carefully flicking the debris

  away, ‘are you studying the kind of stuff that was in that film?’




  Stella nodded reluctantly. ‘Sort of. Well, yes, I suppose. I want to focus on psychopathy. But most psychopaths aren’t anything like Norman Bates, you know, and anyway he had split

  personality disorder as well. All very muddled. But psychopaths hardly ever kill anyone. They’re defined by . . .’ Stella paused. ‘Sorry, I don’t want to get all

  technical.’




  Cassandra smiled thinly at her. ‘Don’t worry. I may be a trolley-dolly but I’m quite bright myself, actually.’




  Stella flushed. ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘Well . . . psychopaths generally find it impossible to empathise – you know, connect with other people, put themselves in their

  shoes. That’s why they can often seem unfeeling, even cruel.’




  ‘Perhaps that’s because they are unfeeling and cruel,’ Cassandra said drily. ‘Sounds a pretty good description of Norman Bates to me. But how did you get

  interested in this kind of stuff?’




  The thick grey curtain separating the first-class compartment from the rest of the cabin was drawn briskly aside and another stewardess pushed through. She was older than her colleague and

  looked at her beadily.




  ‘Oh. So you’re in here, Cassandra,’ she said crisply. ‘You’re needed in the galley. The captain says we should try and get dinner served as soon as possible this

  evening; he’s had reports of turbulence a couple of hours ahead of us.’




  Stella’s eyes widened slightly but the woman smiled down at her and shook her head. ‘Nothing to worry about, madam. Turbulence is perfectly normal. Think of it as a patch of choppy

  sea. We just don’t want our passengers spilling their gravy all over themselves.’




  Stella’s new friend had already discreetly stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray that was built into the seat’s arm-rest, and now she stood up. ‘Duty calls. Would you like a

  drink before dinner, madam?’ A touch of formality had returned now a colleague was present. The woman was clearly Cassandra’s senior.




  ‘Definitely. And if it’s going to be a bumpy night on my first flight, you can make it a very large gin and tonic.’




  ‘Certainly, madam.’ Stella thought she caught the ghost of a wink from Cassandra.




  As the two stewardesses left, Stella turned to look back out of the window.




  They were moving out across the sea now.




  She slept after dinner and when she woke again the plane was far out over the Atlantic. It seemed to her to be chasing a setting sun that was almost motionless, a dull-red disc loitering lazily

  just above the horizon, going down in its own good time and refusing to be hurried. It was the most reluctant sunset she had ever seen.




  So far there was no sign of the predicted turbulence.




  The only other first-class passengers – a middle-aged American businessman with a crew-cut and wearing a loud checked suit, sitting across the aisle from an elderly woman wearing

  wing-tipped glasses and a hat with artificial cherries pinned to it – were awake now, both writing busily on light-blue airmail paper that, to save weight, was almost transparently thin.

  Stella reached into her bag and pulled out the last such letter she had received from Boston, only three days before.




  

    

	

      Dearest Stella




      We are so looking forward to meeting you in person on Thursday. We feel we almost know you already from your letters! Naturally your mother told us a great deal about you when she stayed

      with us during her attachment to Smith last year. She showed us photos of you, of course – you look so alike, you could be sisters!




      Everyone here is very excited about having an English student in our midst and we have so much planned for you after you’ve had a few days to recover from your flight. Jeb says

      when he last flew back from London his plane had to land in Iceland to refuel because of the headwinds. He says you must be flying on a DC7 or suchlike to be able to make it across the pond in

      one hop. I told him I wouldn’t know my DC7 from my H2O!




      Anyway, we have a week or two before you start your first semester at Smith. You must stay with us at the house for as long as you want before moving into your rooms on campus. As

      you’ll discover, our place in Bancroft Road is just a stone’s throw from the college grounds – it’s right across from Elm, not more than two minutes’ walk from our

      front porch. Maybe you’ll decide to stay with us here permanently. You’d be very welcome.




      I know you want to do some studying before term and that’s fine but you must have some fun too, Stella! Jeb and I kissed our professorships goodbye for the summer weeks ago and

      have no intention of going anywhere near our departments again until the last possible minute. Jeb keeps saying ‘Smith’s STILL out for summer’ and it is, even though

      it’s September now. We and Sylvia, who is only a year younger than you, are going to just LOVE showing you round Massachusetts and Maine, and New England generally. We’re holding

      back the Fall, just for you!




      In fact, this Sunday we plan to drive down to Martha’s Vineyard, which remains full of folks clinging on to their vacation. We’ve all been invited to a barbecue on the beach

      – a private beach, of course – and I’m told on good authority that among the guests will be—


    


  


  


  For what seemed like the hundredth time since receiving the letter, Stella read the names that followed. Her head swam slightly. The idea that she might see, shake hands with,

  perhaps even speak to the family her generous hostess in Northampton so casually mentioned here . . . the mere thought made her more nervous and excited than she had been during take-off

  earlier.




  Cassandra materialised in the seat next to her. ‘Enjoy your dinner? What did you have?’




  ‘The Beef Stroganoff. Yes, it was delicious, thank you.’




  The stewardess nodded towards the blue airmail letter.




  ‘Writing or reading?’




  ‘Reading. It’s from the family I’ll be staying with to begin with, the Rockfairs. They both lecture at Smith. My mother stayed with them last year when she was a visiting

  professor there.’




  Stella gestured to the letter. ‘This is telling me about their plans for the weekend.’ She hesitated before continuing. ‘It seems we’re going to a private beach barbecue

  in Martha’s Vineyard this Sunday.’




  Cassandra’s mouth fell open. ‘Martha’s Vineyard? My goodness, you’ll be mixing with America’s crème de la crème, my dear. Martha’s

  Vineyard is where anyone who’s anyone goes for the summer. It’s a millionaires’ playground. Lucky you! Do you know who else is going? Anyone I might have read about in the

  newspapers?’




  Stella nodded. ‘Yes, actually, I do know who will be there. In fact you generally see something or other about them in the papers every other day.’




  The stewardess’s mouth opened wider before she prompted: ‘Go on then! Who? Who is it?’




  Stella took a deep breath.




  ‘I probably shouldn’t be telling you this but . . . well . . . it’s the Kennedys. Bobby Kennedy and his wife Ethel and their children, and according to this—’ The

  thin sheet of paper crackled as Stella waved it in the air – ‘Bobby’s brother JFK might actually be there too. The President! With Jackie! I don’t know who I’ll be

  more terrified of meeting – him, or her.’




  Cassandra gaped at her. The stewardess seemed to be struggling for words, before she finally managed:




  ‘Well, you can fly me to Timbuktu!’
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  Stella was disappointed that she hadn’t had the chance to explain to Cassandra why she had chosen to study Psychopathy. For some reason she would have been comfortable

  confiding in the young stewardess.




  Most people were curious to know why she had chosen to follow such a challenging path, especially as a woman. Psychology and psychiatry were still overwhelmingly a male preserve. But things were

  slowly changing, and anyway the science of the mind was becoming increasingly fashionable. Reflex suspicion of ‘trick cyclists’ was fading as the bright new decade got underway. Many

  were willing to accept and even embrace a discipline that their parents had dismissed as being little more than witchcraft.




  It was true that Hitchcock’s 1960 film Psycho had a lot to do with changed perceptions. When it was released two years earlier, Stella was one of the first in the queue to see it

  at the cinema in Cambridge.




  She had thought it crude and rather silly in its jumbled, sensationalised depiction of certain clinically recognised mental conditions. But, she reflected, as her plane droned on through the

  gathering Atlantic darkness, Hitchcock had certainly put psychopathy on the map.




  Her own private interest in this extreme corner of the human zoo was anything but modish. Stella had been fascinated by the dark backwaters of the human psyche for years; ever since she was ten,

  in fact.




  Because long before Hitchcock’s fictional motel-owner had become a byword for murderous depravity, she had encountered a real-life psychopath of her own.




  He was, like Bates, superficially charming, persuasive, and credible.




  Like Bates, he was extraordinarily dangerous.




  He was Stella’s father.




  ‘Three hours to go!’




  Stella jumped as the air stewardess flopped back down into the seat next to her.




  ‘Sorry, dear. Did I startle you?’




  ‘A bit,’ Stella admitted. ‘I was miles away.’




  ‘Penny for them?’




  Stella hesitated. She’d read about this syndrome somewhere recently; the compulsion to unburden oneself to a fellow passenger, a complete stranger, on a long flight – particularly at

  night. Cassandra wasn’t a passenger but she was a girl of about Stella’s age and she was bright and friendly. Her uniform gave her a touch of authority, too, and even her name added a

  certain distinction. Suddenly Stella laughed to herself.




  ‘Seer and instant therapist,’ she muttered under her breath.




  ‘Come again?’




  ‘Instant therapist,’ she repeated, more distinctly. ‘I read an article the other day saying that strangers tell each other all sorts of private things on aeroplanes. It’s

  something to do with a journey into the unknown, and the fact that when you’re up here, you’re sort of . . . well, nowhere. I think the headline was “Instant In-Flight

  Therapy”, something like that, and I was just thinking—’




  ‘That I’m your therapist! How funny, considering, you know, what your degree is in . . . but it’s true, people do tend to open up between continents at twenty thousand

  feet.’




  Cassandra leaned her head conspiratorially towards Stella’s. ‘We see all sorts of heart-to-hearts going on between passengers who’ve only just met. The other night coming back

  from New York I found myself virtually taking confession from a man who told me he’d been cheating on his wife.’




  Stella laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t have any admissions like that,’ she replied. ‘I don’t even have a boyfriend to cheat on.’




  ‘Watch out for JFK at the barbecue on Sunday, then.’ They both laughed.




  The stewardess lit two cigarettes and handed one to the girl next to her. ‘So what is it you want to tell me? Don’t worry. I’m good at keeping secrets. Anyway, no one believes

  what I tell them. I’m Cassandra, remember?’ She smiled.




  Stella paused. She didn’t have to do this . . . suddenly, she made her decision.




  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘It’s just that, before, you were asking how I became interested in the human mind . . . but we were interrupted by your boss – she

  is your boss, isn’t she?’




  ‘The Wicked Witch of the West? Oh yes. She’s been on my back all night. Says I forgot my comfy shoes on purpose so I could swank about in heels. As if! I’ll be hobbling for

  days . . . anyway, go on. I think you’re the first woman psychologist or psychiatrist or whatever you are that I’ve ever met.’




  Stella sighed. ‘I told you, I’m neither . . . well, not yet, anyway. I just study the field. But as to why I chose to do that . . . the honest truth, I suppose, is that I was scared

  into it.’




  The air stewardess tucked her legs comfortably underneath her. ‘Really? Who by?’




  ‘My father. Or rather, what he was . . . what he did.’ Stella hesitated again. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.




  But Cassandra’s next remark could have been no clearer sign for her to continue. ‘I never knew mine – my father, I mean. He was killed in the war. Went to sea to sink German

  submarines before I was born but they sank him first.’




  Stella stared at her. ‘How extraordinary! My father died in the war before I was born, too. He was a fighter pilot. He was shot down and killed over France.’




  Cassandra arched her perfectly pencilled eyebrows. ‘Then how could he have scared you into anything? I don’t understand.’




  ‘Because he wasn’t killed at all. He certainly vanished – but the RAF jumped to completely the wrong conclusion: missing, presumed dead.




  ‘In fact he bailed out of his aircraft just before it crashed, and promptly deserted – spirited himself down to the south of France and was never heard of again. Well, not for ages,

  that is. My mother eventually remarried and, as fate would have it, we went to live with my stepfather near Nice.’




  The air stewardess gave a knowing nod. ‘Oh, don’t tell me. One day out of the blue you—’




  ‘Bumped into my father. Yes. Or rather, my mother did first. She . . . well . . . she had an affair with him, to be honest, a very brief one, before she discovered he was a gangster

  – a killer, too. He ran a really vicious protection racket in Nice.’




  ‘Wow. This is one hell of a story, Stella. You should write the book.’




  ‘Maybe one day I will. Anyway, to cut a long story short, my father tried to extort money from my mother. When she wouldn’t play ball, he tracked me down. I knew him the moment I set

  eyes on him.’




  ‘How? You’d never met him!’ Cassandra suddenly put a finger to her lips and got to her feet. ‘Hang on, Stella: don’t answer that question before I fetch us both a

  drink. This is so fascinating that I reckon we’re in gin and tonic territory now for sure.’




  She vanished to her galley and returned with two brimming glasses.




  ‘Cheers. Right. Continue.’




  Stella sipped her drink. ‘I recognised him from the photo I’d kept on my bedside table since I was tiny. Obviously my mother put it there so I’d know who my father was, what he

  looked like. He was so handsome, Cassandra, in his RAF uniform. The picture was taken about a month before he was shot down but when I saw him in the flesh ten years later, he’d

  barely changed.’




  The stewardess stared at her. ‘My God. You must have thought you were seeing a ghost.’




  Stella gave a short laugh. ‘Some ghost. The bastard kidnapped me – his own daughter. I was held for two days in a grotty flat before my grandfather, my mother’s father, flew

  down from London with the ransom. Then we went straight back home to England and I never saw my father again.’




  Stella looked out of her window at the blackness outside and for a while neither of them spoke. Eventually Cassandra ventured: ‘That’s an incredible story, Stella, but forgive me . .

  . I can’t quite make out how this awful man forced you to study psychology.’




  Stella turned to face her new friend. ‘He didn’t, not directly. But a few years later, when I was sixteen, my mother sat me down and told me everything she knew about him. How before

  the war he’d seduced her and manipulated her and lied to get her to fall for him and marry him . . . then in Nice years later he admitted to her that he was only ever interested in her

  father’s money . . . and she told me the terrible things he’d done on the Riviera, about the people he’d killed, or had had killed . . . he was an absolute monster. A true

  psychopath. Charming on the outside, empty and cold as ice on the inside. And as dangerous as they come. That was my father.’




  Stella closed her eyes. ‘The thing is, Cassandra, I began to become fixated on the idea that psychopathy might be passed on in some way. That I might have inherited it from my father . . .

  even my grandfather. A psychological ambush from both sides of the family, as it were.’




  Cassandra blinked. ‘Your father, yes, I can sort of understand that. But your grandfather? Why? Is he psychopathic too?’




  Stella shook her head quickly. ‘God no. He’s a wonderful man. Kind and generous and funny. But he has certain . . . capabilities. Something frightful happened the night the ransom

  was paid, and we left Nice at dawn the next morning. But I can’t say any more.’




  For the first time, the air stewardess reached for Stella’s hand, and squeezed it reassuringly. ‘Of course not. Families must keep their secrets. You’ve told me a packet

  already. But I don’t understand your fears for yourself.’ She smiled. ‘You’re obviously not crackers, Stella.’




  The other smiled thinly in return. ‘Really? How can you be sure? Psychopaths like my father can be very good at concealing their true natures. For all you know, I’m a charming

  killer, like him.’




  ‘Rot. But finish your story. Why did you decide to study psychology?’




  Stella took a long swallow of her drink before answering.




  ‘Know thine enemy,’ she said at last. ‘I realised the best way of laying my fears to rest was to confront them. And what’s that old Greek proverb? “Know

  thyself.” The more I learned about psychology and the human mind, the more I gradually became reassured that I was within the bounds of what might be loosely described as normal. Of course

  I’m not a psychopath. But I’ll tell you this, Cassandra – I’ve become fascinated by them.’




  Stella gently stirred her gin with the silver swizzle-stick Cassandra had put in it along with ice and lemon. ‘They’re nothing like you and me, you know,’ she continued after a

  pause, ‘nothing at all. They’re like creatures from a parallel world; human, yet not in the least human. When I get to Smith, my project will be to research if people are born

  psychopaths, or if they become so as they grow up. You know, the nature-versus-nurture thing.’




  Cassandra slowly finished her own drink before speaking again. ‘And what’s your current assessment of the question? Your best guess, as it were?’




  Stella shook her head. ‘There’s no place for gut instinct in science. But if I allowed myself that luxury, I’d say . . .’ She turned back to the now total darkness

  outside the window. When she spoke again, it was with her face still averted.




  ‘I’d say they come straight from Hell.’
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  The battered Ford pickup most probably belonged to her boyfriend, he decided. Miami Dolphins bumper stickers and a tangle of fishing gear in the back made it obvious that

  she was using a guy’s car.




  He’d been parked up all morning outside one of the brand-new Kmarts, keeping an eye open for the peaches – he’d thought of them as peaches as long as he could remember

  – when he saw her pull in to one of the green-shaded parking lots kept back for employees, and jump down from the cabin.




  She looked exactly like a college girl should, he thought – high-top sneakers, blue pleated skirt, short-sleeved white cotton blouse. Bubble-gum lipstick and long blonde hair pulled

  back in a ponytail.




  Likely enough, Kmart had given her a summer vacation job. And, when he strolled into the supermarket ten minutes behind her, there she was sitting at one of the checkouts, smiling at a

  customer as she gave change.




  He’d tracked her easily since then. She lived with her parents and brother in a pink-and-white clapboard one-storey conch house. It was on a quiet street just off the Overseas Highway,

  the road that ran all the way down from Miami and across arching bridges linking the islands of the Keys, right down to Southernmost Point on the last one in the chain, Key West.




  Gumbo Limbo Drive lay on the Atlantic side of Key Largo, and as he drove past the house, he caught glimpses of sparkling ocean between palms and bougainvillea-covered porches.




  Now he figured it was the brother’s car she drove to work each day. There didn’t seem to be any special guy hanging around; he’d followed her on her dates and all of them

  turned out to be with girlfriends.




  He was ready.




  That afternoon he had deliberately queued at her aisle in the store, so she could be the one to sell him the knife he’d just picked out especially for her. He thought

  that was pretty neat. He almost laughed when she smiled up at him and asked if he would be using it for fishing or hunting, but he managed to hold it together. Jesus, it was fucking funny

  though.




  Things had gone much better this, his second time. She’d lasted twice as long as the first one and she’d made some really exciting noises, pretty loud ones, too. He was far

  enough down the little-used salt creek for that not to matter and anyway the skiff he’d stolen was fairly high-sided, so most of her racket was diverted straight up into the night sky. The

  noise of the drumming of her heels against the deck had transferred straight down into the water. No one but him was any the wiser.




  And when it was over, only he could hear her special song, the verse he would always sing to them when it was done.




  He was annoyed that the newspapers hadn’t reported his personal sign-off after the first one, but to be fair to them the cops had probably held it back. Some dumb cat-and-mouse game or

  other. But he had the feeling that this time they’d want everyone to know about his signature. It showed that he was no random killer and the cops would get that now, however stupid they

  were. The papers, too; they loved that kind of angle.




  And you had to admit it – as signatures went, this one looked pretty damn cool, even if it was going to cost him a fortune in knives. He bought only the best; he felt he owed them

  that.




  He took one last look at her as he prepared to slip out of the boat and begin wading back up the channel. But he knew that the image, striking though it was, would begin to fade soon

  enough.




  Next time he’d make sure to bring a camera.
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  ‘That’s not a car, Professor Rockfair. That’s a big boat on wheels.’




  The woman standing beside Stella in Logan Airport’s passenger pick-up zone laughed.




  ‘It’s a Lincoln Continental Convertible, my dear, Jeb’s pride and joy, especially since he heard that President Kennedy took delivery of exactly the same model last month for

  his official motorcades. With the top down like that it does have the look of a motor-launch, I agree. But it’s such a lovely day we thought you’d like the sun on your face and

  the wind in your hair on the drive back home.’




  Jeb Rockfair was carefully nosing the gleaming silver open-topped sedan into the parking bay. Once he was satisfied, he looked up and gave them both the A-OK circle of forefinger and thumb.




  ‘Welcome to New England, Stella,’ he called to her. ‘Hop in! I know it’s a bit of a squeeze, but we’ll manage somehow.’




  Stella giggled. ‘I’ve never seen a car as big as this in my whole life. Oh my goodness! The doors are on backwards!’




  Jeb had opened the rear door closest to the kerb. ‘Yup. The back doors swing open towards the front. Neat, huh? Just like the old stagecoaches. Let me get your bags for you.’




  ‘Thank you, Professor.’




  Jeb Rockfair glanced meaningfully towards his wife as he swung Stella’s two suitcases into the trunk. ‘She been calling you that too?’




  ‘She certainly has, ever since the arrivals hall.’




  ‘Right.’ He ushered Stella into the back of the car and got behind the wheel, his wife sliding onto the leather-covered bench seat beside him.




  ‘Now see here, Stella,’ he said, once he’d started the engine and pulled out onto the airport’s exit lane. ‘Dorothy and I don’t have many Rockfair rules but

  here’s one you’ll break again at your peril. No “professor” this or “professor” that from here on in, OK? It’s Jeb and Dorothy, period. I mean, Jeez, were

  you planning on calling our daughter “Miss Sylvia”?’




  Stella gave a passable imitation of the Queen. ‘Neow, it was going to be Miss Rockfair, eactually,’ she said in a nasal, clipped tone. Her hosts roared with laughter.




  ‘You’re a chip off the old block – that’s just the kind of stunt your mother might pull!’ Jeb said when he’d caught his breath. ‘You’re quite the

  mimic, Stella . . . Dottie, we’re in the presence of royalty! The Queen of England is in the back of our sedan! How’d you learn to do that, honey?’




  ‘Oh, almost anybody can do the Queen,’ Stella said, beginning to enjoy herself. ‘It’s easy, I’ll show you. What do you breathe?’




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘Come on, it’s simple. What do you breathe?




  ‘OK . . . air,’ they replied together.




  ‘And what’s on top of your head?’




  ‘Hair.’ Dorothy started to laugh. ‘I think I can see where this is going, but then I do lecture in linguistics.’




  ‘One more,’ said Stella. ‘A fox hides in its . . . ?’




  ‘Lair!’ Jeb shouted after a moment, as he signalled right onto the freeway out of town.




  ‘Right. Put them all together and what do you get? One, two, three . . .’




  ‘Air-hair-lair!’




  ‘Which is how the Queen says: “Oh, hello”,’ Stella finished. ‘See? I told you it was easy.’




  Dorothy Rockfair clapped her hands and looked over her shoulder at Stella, her eyes sparkling.




  ‘You know what, honey? Sylvia is going to just love you.’




  Stella was surprised at how comfortable she felt with her hosts, so soon after meeting them. Of course, she’d heard this about Americans. Everyone knew they had a

  God-given talent for relaxed, easy friendliness. But she hadn’t expected things to go quite so swimmingly from the start; the Rockfairs were, she knew, a sophisticated, intellectual couple.

  She was a senior member of the faculty at Smith and he was a respected historian, author of weighty but best-selling books on nineteenth-century America. Jeb was considered an expert on slavery,

  the American Civil War, and President Lincoln.




  They were utterly unlike the professors she’d known at Cambridge. Her glamorous and beautiful mother was the exception that proved the rule: most of the dons and academics they knew shared

  the same dusty, desiccated air, along with the dusty and desiccated clothes that they affected to wear. And how ponderously they carried their academic titles and their learning! Some of her

  lecturers at Girton were incapable of holding a conversation about anything outside their narrow fields of expertise.




  ‘Walking, talking cobwebs,’ was her mother’s usual description.




  The Rockfairs could hardly be more different. For a start, they had undeniable glamour. Dorothy wasn’t exactly what you might call beautiful, Stella decided, but she certainly drew the

  eye. When Stella had passed from the baggage hall into the arrivals terminal earlier, she had spotted her hostess at once: tall and slim, with beautifully cut auburn hair feathered close to her

  face, and wearing black slacks pushed into ski-boots. She held a dark green ski jacket draped over one shoulder. Stella thought Dorothy Rockfair looked like a secret agent in a Hollywood spy

  thriller.




  For some reason, her husband reminded Stella of what she imagined a newspaper editor might look like. Strong jaw, already darkened by four o’clock shadow (it was barely past midday),

  glossy black hair oiled back in a classic short-back-and-sides, and wearing a crisp, white tailored shirt tucked into well-pressed silver-grey trousers. The matching jacket – he’d

  called it a ‘coat’ when he slipped it off earlier while they had stopped at a red light – was now neatly folded on the back seat next to Stella, and it looked suspiciously like

  pure silk to her. Jeb had rolled his shirtsleeves back to the elbows. Muscles in tanned forearms flexed as he steered the car towards Northampton. She decided he played a lot of tennis.




  Stella suddenly remembered her mother telling her that, when she was staying with her hosts the year before, Jeb been invited at short notice on to one of the USA’s most popular

  entertainment television programmes, The Ed Sullivan Show.




  ‘It’s basically a variety programme, Stella,’ Diana explained. ‘Not at all the place you’d expect to see a distinguished Professor of History pop up. Anyway, they

  were doing a daft musical number based on Abraham Lincoln and afterwards Ed Sullivan did a jokey interview with Jeb, as a leading expert on Lincoln’s life. He – Jeb, I mean – was

  hilarious. Extremely dry and witty. Dorothy and I watched it from home; we were so nervous for him we were drinking neat bourbon, but we needn’t have worried. We raised our glasses

  to the TV when it was over and cheered. I remember telling her you’d never get Jeb’s British equivalent to do something like that here. Can you imagine Dr Woodman from Girton

  going on Sunday Night at the London Palladium and larking about with Bruce Forsyth? You could hardly conceive of a more bizarre, unlikely scenario, could you? It doesn’t bear

  thinking about.’




  The Lincoln suddenly dipped into a deep pothole. There was a sharp thump and groaning of suspension, and Stella gave a faint yelp of surprise.




  ‘Hey, all right in the back there?’




  ‘Yes, fine thanks – sorry, I was just startled out of a daydream. Where are we?’




  Dorothy waved expansively at the rolling farmland and woods on either side of the road.




  ‘God’s own land – the sweetest countryside in the whole of America. I was born on a farm here so I should know.’




  ‘You’re right, it’s lovely,’ agreed Stella. ‘I’ve been thinking how pretty and prosperous-looking it all is since we got out of Boston. Sort of like a

  patchwork quilt, lots of different-sized fields and meadows and beautiful old trees everywhere. It reminds me of that film, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. I

  hadn’t expected America to look so . . . well, quaint and old-fashioned. What kind of farm did you grow up on, Dorothy?’




  ‘You can take your pick around here – we’ve got all sorts in Massachusetts. Horse ranches, cattle farms, fruit orchards . . . but I was brought up on one of those.’ She

  pointed to a green meadow where what appeared to be a red-painted barn on wheels was slowly scything down vast swathes of long grass.




  ‘My dad made hay; made hay while the sun shone, you could say, on glorious days just like this . . . I used to sit on the back of his combine harvester like that one over there and read my

  books. He’d look round at me and say: “Little girl, don’t you get enough of those at school?” and I’d smile back at him. I knew he knew I’d never be a

  farmer’s wife, not that he cared either way. He just wanted me to be happy. So God knows how I ended up with this long drink of charged water here.’ She poked her husband affectionately

  in the ribs.




  ‘Hey, don’t dig the driver! Anyway, she asked where we are, not where you come from.’




  Jeb spoke over his shoulder to Stella. ‘We’re about three-quarters of the way there – it’s only a hundred miles or so from Boston to Northampton, and Smith. This is

  Interstate 90, the Massachusetts Turnpike. See that bridge up ahead? That takes us over the Connecticut River. It used to be called the Great River – flows all the way down from Quebec up

  north and if you jumped on a raft here, you’d eventually be spat out into Long Island Sound. One way to get to see New York, huh?’ He slowed down as they approached a toll station,

  fumbling inside an ashtray.




  ‘Damn! Where’s my change?’




  Dorothy looked slightly hunted. ‘Er . . . I took it for cigarettes at the airport, Jeb. I left my purse at home again.’




  ‘Great. You always do this.’ He turned as they pulled up at the barrier and looked round sheepishly at Stella.




  ‘Sorry to ask for a cash loan, so soon after making your acquaintance, but I don’t suppose you have any quarters on you, do you, honey?’




  Stella nodded, enjoying his discomfiture. For some reason she felt an irresistible urge to tease him.




  ‘Yes, actually, I do. My mother found some in a drawer yesterday and gave them to me just before I left.’ She pursed her lips, making an elaborate show of considering the matter.

  ‘But you’ll have to sing for them first.’




  ‘What the – you’re kidding. What exactly do I have to sing?’




  ‘“Buddy, Can You Spare a Dime”, please. Any verse will do.’




  Jeb stared at her a moment and then turned gloomily to his wife. ‘Can you imagine what she’ll be like when she teams up with Sylvia? My life won’t be worth a damn. Can’t

  we just drop her off at the YWCA?’




  The driver behind them honked his horn and Stella jingled the coins in one hand.




  ‘Do you want these quarters or don’t you?’




  Jeb cleared his throat.
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  He had to drive north all the way up Route 1, as far as Coral Gables, to get the one he wanted.




  It was the 900 series. They’d only been in the stores for a year or so. None of the photographic outlets in the Keys had them yet and he didn’t want any of the outdated models

  the salesmen there had done their best to foist on him.




  Like the knives he chose, only the best would do for his peaches.




  He would have gone the day before, but Thursdays were his college nights and there wouldn’t be time between finishing work and his class to get to Coral Gables and back. He could have

  skipped that week’s lecture but they were studying Paradise Lost this term and he fucking loved Milton and his take on Lucifer and Adam and Eve. Fucking loved it. Others in his class

  were moaning that it was too obscure and boring but he didn’t know what the hell they were talking about. He’d read the whole thing in under a week and was now reading it for the second

  time. He’d already started writing his 3, 000 word review of it and planned to ask his tutor if he could go over by maybe 500 words or so. There was just so much to say. The thing was a

  goddamned masterpiece.




  The Polaroid came with a free pack of film but he bought two more to be on the safe side. As soon as he got back to the parking lot he took the camera out of its cardboard box and inserted

  the double roll of film – one for recording the images, the other for instantly starting to develop them. He’d never held a Polaroid before. It was much heavier than a regular camera.

  He still couldn’t quite believe that it would simultaneously take and develop pictures.




  He wasn’t sure what to photograph for the test shots but in the end he snapped off some frames of his ’61 Dodge Dart. God, he loved that car, with its concave aluminium grill and

  fabulous elongated fins at the back above the huge rear fender. No wonder Miami-Dade police had chosen the new Dodges for their fleet of highway patrol cars. The sedans looked pretty cool in their

  official black-and-white county livery but he preferred the dark-red paint job on his limited-issue Dart Phoenix, with the long tapering gold and cream flashes down the sides that he had carefully

  sprayed on himself. They were meant to suggest the Florida sky at sunset.




  A few minutes later he was inspecting his photographs with a kind of wonder: he’d never been dumb enough to believe in miracles, not like his mother with her holy water and rosary and

  Hail Marys. None of that crap had stopped his father from running out on her when she’d been pregnant with the only kid she’d ever have. Her prayers hadn’t brought the bastard

  back, either.




  But the near-instant images he was holding in his hands seemed to him to be possessed by a kind of magic. He knew it was down to basic, classroom chemistry but all the same he felt an almost

  primitive superstition pricking his blood as he gazed at pictures he had conjured up moments earlier out of thin air. And when he suddenly remembered what the next subject in his viewfinder would

  be, that very night, his hands trembled slightly and there was a metallic dryness in his mouth. The prospect of being able to review his achievements, immediately, any time he liked, made him

  briefly dizzy with excitement.




  But there was another reason for buying the camera. The papers had AGAIN failed to mention his signature on the second girl, just like there’d been no description of the

  first. The cops HAD to be holding out on the press; the news guys wouldn’t be able to resist a juicy titbit like that. The headline would write itself, for Chrissakes. The words practically

  danced in front of him now:




  ‘EYE-SOCKET SLAYINGS.’




  Screw the cops, tonight he’d take two pictures – one for him, and one for the funnies. He’d send the photo to the Keys Courier. They’d be most likely to run

  it – they were in deadly competition with the more cautious Miami Herald. The Courier wouldn’t be able to resist such a shocking exclusive, and they’d

  wire-syndicate it across the country for a small fortune once they’d broken the story for themselves first.




  In forty-eight hours from now he’d be a fucking star from coast to coast.




  He tossed the camera and photos onto the passenger seat and got behind the wheel. As he fired the Dodge up, he began to laugh softly. He’d just thought of another headline, perfect for

  the Courier:




  ‘LOCAL BOY MAKES GOOD.’
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  Dear mother,




  Isn’t Bancroft Road gorgeous? What a house. I love the hardwood floors with rugs strewn everywhere, and that big sea-chest taking pride of place in what they call ‘the great

  room’, with those tall windows letting all the light in, and that huge open fireplace sunk into the centre of the floor. (I know it’s corny, but so much of what I see here reminds me of

  American films, and the living room with its split-level floors and sunken fireplace reminds me of the ski lodge in ‘White Christmas’. You know, where Bing Crosby kisses Rosemary

  Clooney in front of the fire and sings ‘Counting Your Blessings’!)




  Did you know that this house is known as a Colonial Revival Home? I had to look it up in the library here (imagine having a house big enough for your own private library) and apparently no

  sooner did the New Englanders get their independence than they began harking back to the days they were a British colony. This kind of white-painted wood-framed house with its screened porch and

  shuttered storm windows is a throwback to those days. The streets are full of them.
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