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PART ONE

THE BONE FLUTE



Chapter One
From the artist’s journals

It was tasteless of  the boy to die before I could kill him. His heart, I expect. Amyl nitrate, ecstasy,  
and God knows what else, must have put too much strain on it once he realised what was coming. I  
couldn’t help but abhor this lapse, especially after all the trouble I went to bathing him, binding  
him with soft rope, gagging him and putting him into the cage. Everything had been perfect up until  
that point. Well, no, strictly speaking that’s untrue. There was the business with the toenail. I’ll  
come back to that presently. First, I need to tell you about the cage.

The cage is a four foot cube of  corrosion-resistant titanium alloy and a drop-down gate like the side  
of  a baby’s cot. It sits on a sandstone plinth I made specially. To begin with I bind the occupants so  
they resemble giant foetuses, then I push them inside the cage and draw the gate up; there’s no need  
for a padlock because of  the efficiency of  my knots. My father was in the navy and taught me  
tricks with rope and string when I was five or six. Knots have fascinated me ever since. The one-
inch square mesh on the floor of  the cage allows the occupant to balance his weight evenly on the  
soles of  his feet so he doesn’t don’t topple. I remember as a child father telling me that’s the way we  
all leave this world: feet first. He told me as the undertakers carried my mother’s coffin down  the  
narrow staircase from her bedroom and through the front door to the waiting hearse. He didn’t cry  
as I recall, my father. And so neither did I. But not from taking my father’s lead. It was because  
by then I knew it was mother who had betrayed me. All along it was she. I had been blaming the  
wrong person; at least father loved me, and often told me so. That may be one reason I adopted his  
name for my public persona: Stephen Morrell. To be honest, I prefer the name I am famous for to  
my own; it’s got more resonance. Unlike mother, my father was a pragmatist, and he and I both  
secretly knew her piety would do her no good in the end, and that the message of  the reproduction  
paintings she had up all around the house proved false.

If  you’re seeking the origins of  my work, at least for my current series, it’s right there, in those  
paintings. One of  them in particular comes to mind. She hung it over the mantel of  our horrid  
1960s fireplace with its beige marbled tiles, the blackened grate and brass companion set gleaming  
in the fireglow. The print was on poor quality paper and bulged here and there in its chunky 
wooden frame.  The paper  had a faux-weave  embossed  in  it  to  resemble  canvas,  a  touch that  
heightened its tackiness. In the picture a boy in Victorian garb, bloomers and a jacket and a  
flouncy shirt, is about to step off  the edge of  a densely vegetated cliffside. Behind him a white-robed  
Christ is stretching a hand towards the boy’s shoulder to prevent him falling. We’ll never know if  
he succeeded, but for my own part it would be a matter of  satisfaction if  he didn’t and the boy were  
to have plunged over the edge. 

There were other pictures, too, mostly Madonnas. But I am more interested in the Christ. 

Renaissance paintings depicting The Passion often show Christ with a resigned look on his face, as  
if  he’s rolling his eyes upward at the punchline of  a bad joke. Neither the artists nor their models  
for Jesus could have understood how real suffering felt. They were pandering to public tastes of  the  
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time, and the Catholic Church would hardly have parted with any of  its gold for anything which  
graphically depicted Christ’s torment. For myself, passion fascinates me, as a concept at any rate.  
Sexual passion is one sort, the anguish of  torture and physical abuse is another. And yet depicted  
in art  they can seem  so similar,  the face of  a woman experiencing orgasm or exquisite  pain  
virtually indistinguishable. Why is that, I wonder? Still, it’s important to me to be sincere, at least  
in  the  expression  of  my art.  But  I  am a post-modernist  and I  don’t  need  to  show torment  
graphically. With me it is always implied. I leave room for the imagination always. My work  
would be inauthentic otherwise, and authenticity is everything.

But I digress. Back to the boy. Bartholomew, he said his name was. I picked him up at The 
Equinox Club, one of  the city’s more popular gay hangouts. He offered me poppers as we danced  
in a tribal  environment like a Red Indian sweat lodge.  Pulsating strobe lights  carved out his  
cheekbones in deep hollows, and that’s when I knew he was the one. He was pretty, in a way, and  
his baby skin and firm muscles interested me. A quick sniff  of  the little bottle of  amyl nitrate  
made my heart jolt and for an instant I didn’t have control of  my own body. I didn’t like the  
feeling one little bit, that sensation of  not being in command of  myself  even for a second. It was a  
lapse in judgement, I realise that now, but it won’t happen again.

Back at his apartment, it was easy to persuade him to take the injection: he loved being penetrated,  
he said, one of  the many intimate jokes he made during the evening. For him it was another way to  
get high, another route to more sick kicks. He wanted to touch me in the lift on the way up, but I  
wouldn’t allow it, told him I preferred to be teased first. This excited him all the more, and on  
another occasion I might have taken advantage of  the excitement. But tonight the Muse was upon  
me and I had to contain its flame, and I couldn’t have something as banal as sex extinguishing it.

Once the drug took effect I lifted him up and cradled him in my arms like the Madonna cradling  
her dead son at the foot of  the cross. He was small and light, otherwise I couldn’t have managed it.  
His face looked beatific as I gently laid him on the bed.

It  took another  hour to get back to the studio,  collect  my four by four  and park outside the  
apartment  block.  Luckily,  I  had  taken  Bartholomew’s  security  card,  and  since  this  time  of  
morning there was no reception guard, it was easy to haul his arm over my shoulder, drag him  
across the foyer and throw him across the rear seats. By my calculation he’d come to in another  
three hours or so, by which time I’d have him locked naked in the cage suspended above the vat.

He started to waken only once he was secure inside the cage, squatting in the foetal position. What  
I do is slowly lower  my subjects into my special cocktail of  acids and enzymes. The stuff  in the vat  
slops through the mesh, burning the soles of  the feet and the fleshy pads of  the toes first, moving  
slowly up to the instep and the ankles. The look of  horror in the subject’s face as the flesh melts off  
the bone and they see their inner structure for the first time in their lives, is worth the extra effort  
of  the bindings I use on them.

In many ways I hated to sully  the young man’s delicate skin, the pale,  translucent skin of  a  
nocturnal animal, pale enough to see the blood pushing through the tracery of  veins across his collar  
bone and at his temples and in the delicate instep of  his perfectly manicured feet.

This is where I come back to the toenails. Something so small, a tiny detail like that can be enough  



to delay or even abandon a project. It was a trace of  aubergine-coloured nail varnish on the boy’s  
big toe, a flake remaining from a previous painting that had gradually peeled off. This revolted me  
for some reason, made me angry, as though someone less talented had been tinkering with my work.  

I fetched some solvent and a cotton bud, swabbing at the toenail until it was as clean as the others.  
And now I was ready to begin. Bartholomew screamed through his mask, and his eyes bulged like  
those of  a horse with brain fever.

I’m sorry, but I simply cannot bear imperfect work. You might call it a flaw in my character. 
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Chapter Two

The cacophony of  telephones ringing across The Metropolitan’s newsroom can be 
difficult for a newcomer to get used to. The polyrhythms of  varying tones, trills, 
pulses  and  beeps  setting  off  at  microsecond  intervals  are  enough  to  have  you 
reaching  for  your earplugs.  One phone,  however,  the one on Raymond Bissett’s 
messy desk, stood out, it’s insistent high-pitched buzz just high enough to rise above 
this background, like a soprano against the opera chorus.

Reluctantly, Ray picked it up. “I thought I said to hold my calls.”

Doreen  in  reception  swallowed  her  apology  and  pressed  on:  “It’s  a  Detective 
Inspector Kendrick. He says that—”

“Never mind, Doreen, put him through.”

The name was vaguely familiar. Twenty years a newspaperman and still he struggled 
with the hierarchy in the police force, unless it was the lower echelons (“the lower 
orders,” his editor Frank McVay called them with a note of  scorn in his voice), with 
which he was all too familiar. These subterranean cops were the ones who fed him 
the juicy gossip and gave him some of  his better tip offs — in return for favours, 
naturally. But D.I. Kendrick? A new boy, maybe?

“Mr Bissett?” The voice sounded like it had a bad cold. “You’re a difficult man to 
get a hold of.”

“Yeah, well, I’m working on this football hooliganism thing.”

“The guys in the suits and tyre irons in their brief-cases. Yes, I know.”

Ray was impressed. “You’ve read my stuff, then?”

“I keep up to date. But, look, I’m no’ phoning to chat about current news. It’s more 
about an old case.”

A trickle of  unease ran down Ray’s spine. And all at once a picture snapped into 
focus. A young constable, as eager as Ray had been then as an ambitious journalist, 
watching  him  throughout  the  police  interview  which  to  Ray  felt  more  like  an 
interrogation, especially since he was thoroughly, incontrovertibly guilty as charged. 
Except he was not being charged with anything. Not then. Since that time, fifteen 
years ago, Raymond Bissett was the only person to find Raymond Bissett guilty, over 
and  over  and over again.  The interview had  been interminable,  the  tapes  being 
swapped at least twice, and the pause button being hit a few times, too, long enough 
for the questioning Detective to say to him, “If  you don’t start telling the truth, boy, 
I’ll break your fucking fingers and you’ll have to dictate your stories to your fucking 
secretary in future. And you’ll need her to wank you off  for the rest of  your life, 
because  you  won’t  be  able  to  do it  yourself.”  Constable  Kendrick  had  frowned 



slightly  at  this,  Ray  recalled;  ambitious  and  puritanical,  ill  at  ease  with lapses  in 
procedure,  the  young  constable  nevertheless  watched  and  learned.  Something 
behind that frown said, “I know you’re lying, too, Bissett.”

“Dogs and children,” Ray said before he realised he had spoken.

“What?”

“Oh, sorry. Thinking aloud. I do it all the time. I was thinking that dogs and children 
have a kind of  sixth sense. They’re able to suss out a person’s real character, get the 
true picture right away.”

“That doesn’t explain how child molesters get away with it, so you’re theory’s not up 
to much.”

“They’re often fathers and uncles, aren’t they?”

“Very often, yes.”

Ray enjoyed playing logic games, especially with the police. “Well they would have 
difficulty believing what their instincts were telling them, wouldn’t they? And if  it’s a 
stranger he’d have to be a brilliant actor, or too fast for the child to stop what was 
happening to them.”

Kendrick sighed on the other end of  the phone. “Your point being…?”

Ray thought fast. He was good at that. “My point being old cases. Someone always 
knows the truth. But evidence is withheld. Concealed. An innocent person, like a 
child, saw the crime but is too afraid to speak about it. Or politics are involved. A 
police inspector has been taking money from gangsters, or corrupt politicians.”

“Listen, Bissett, I need to ask you some quest—”

“Ever read Ibsen, inspector?”

“Detective Inspector,” Kendrick corrected. “No, I haven’t. Why?”

“There is a theme in some of  his work about the past never going away. About a big 
secret coming back to haunt the main character.”

“Is that why you think I’m calling?”

“I noticed you dropped the mister.”

Kendrick snapped back, “I noticed you dropped the Detective.”

“Let’s call it quits, then. This is about the Heathrow hostage crisis, isn’t it? Call me a 
liar.”

“I’m not calling you a liar, Mr Bissett. Not yet. But you’re right, it is about Heathrow, 
indirectly.”

Clever bastard. Ray could think of  a dozen responses he could make. Such as that 
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he never wrote his own headlines, that was up to the sub, or that you need to have a 
good story before you can have a good headline. But he was simply not interested. 
All his energy seemed to drain out of  him. It was as if  he’d just eaten a big lunch 
and all he wanted to do now was have a nap. Or run away, which might be the wiser 
option.

“Mr Pearson says have you got the story finished yet.” David something or other, 
the new copy boy grinned inanely.

Ray cupped his hand over the mouthpiece of  the phone. “Bugger off, son, there’s a 
good chap.”

David wotsisname stood back aghast. Ray Bissett had never spoken to him like this 
before. But it was a valuable lesson. The lesson that says everyone has his or her 
ignition point. The boy withdrew, possibly to make more tea.

Ray cradled the telephone to his ear with his shoulder while he rattled off  the last 
paragraph and watched the 12-point Times New Roman font unravel across the 
screen in a senseless array. His brain was divided, the journalistic autopilot guiding 
the story in for a safe landing while the vulnerable, fearful, guilty part listened for 
the voice of  doom to tell him he was under arrest for murder.

His  therapist  — stress  counsellor,  he  called  himself,  one  of  the  people  all  the 
hostages were offered afterwards — told him earnestly, “You didn’t kill anyone, Ray. 
The terrorists did that. There is often guilt associated with situations like this. The 
feeling that you could have done something. Perhaps overcome the killer, knocked 
the gun from his hand or something of  the sort.”

Oh, sure. He could politely have asked the bruiser with the balaclava over his head 
to please just hand over his Uzi, like a nice terrorist, in case he hurt someone with it. 
And the last thing he was prepared to do was tell his counsellor the truth about 
what happened.

He hit the print button and watched the copy roll out of  the laser printer sitting 
beside Pearson’s desk.

Pearson glanced at the pages sliding out of  the printer, then over at Ray. His eyes 
said, “about bloody time.”

“I said, when can we have a chat?” Kendrick had plainly been talking for a while 
without Ray registering the fact.

“A chat?”

“Yes, a chat. This isn’t official, Mr Bissett, but I’d advise you to hear what I have to 
say.”

“Okay, it’s an unofficial threat, then?”

Kendrick spoke through clenched teeth.  “Look, what is your problem? We both 
know  that  others  were  involved  in  the  Heathrow  thing.  I  was  involved  in  the 



background research. But my papers were...suppressed.”

Ray felt he was missing something. If  Kendrick wasn’t after him, what was it? If 
there was a bottom line here, the policeman wasn’t saying. Maybe he thought the 
phones were bugged.

“Okay, fine. How about tomorrow. Do you know Café Quay?”

“Yes, good cappuccino if  I remember rightly.” Kendrick seemed almost human at 
that moment. “First thing in the morning, say nine?”

“Cosy,” Ray said.

He hung up.  Ray gestured at  the clock above the printer  and tilted his  head to 
Pearson, indicating that his shift was over and he was off  home. Pearson merely 
sighed and vigorously red-penned proof  marks onto a galley. Pearson was of  the old 
school and rarely signed off  final proof  onscreen, even although he had initialled 
the  last  proof  on  paper.  Onscreen  he  always  managed  to  find  something  new, 
though it was usually more pedantry than factual error. He missed hot lead, basically, 
the  impression made on the  galley  proofs  by  the  inked  blocks  of  lettering,  the 
authoritative  look  of  the  final  paper.  He  always  insisted  that  digitally  printed 
newspapers look grey instead of  black. And colour pictures were anathema to him. 
What  he  wasn’t  though,  was  the  jaded  alcoholic  hack  of  popular  myth.  Colin 
Pearson was a top-flight sub editor, and a fine journalist of  the old school. Also a 
shithead bastard of  the first order, Ray thought in his worst moments.

He arrived home at three a.m., the time of  morning when death rates in hospital 
soar. Why is that, Ray wondered? Having stared death in the face in that antiseptic 
Heathrow Terminal lounge, in the eyes of  the terrorist, olive skin showing around 
his eyes in the opening of  his ski mask, death was no longer the dark angel but a 
frightened boy fighting for a cause he didn’t fully understand. Death is also the fog 
in the throat, the congealed terror that holds you still like a fly in aspic until your 
throat closes forever. Three a.m. is when the fog is at its densest and death reaps the 
best harvest.

Sliding the brass security bolts shut behind him Ray entered the dim apartment. The 
only illumination was the residual yolky yellow of  the street lights three floors below 
and the green flashing indicator on his ansaphone.

He threw his coat across the couch, then pressed “play” on the machine. There were 
seven messages, two from different people at the newsdesk asking him to come in 
early in the morning, a few from friends inviting him out for a drink, or a party, or 
the theatre, and a couple from Caroline. 

“Dad? You on late shift again? Well, call me, will you? Doesn’t matter what time. If 
I’m not in, I’m out. Ciao.” Typical Caroline.

The other message worried him: “It’s me again. Look, you know I said I’d never ask 
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you for anything? Well I kind of  need to ask you for something now...don’t be mad 
at me. I could use some money. Not a huge amount, but...well, you know how it is. 
Sorry.”

An elongated beep cut her off; the microchip handled messages in twenty-second 
chunks, and Caroline had spoken slowly, her voice smudged by alcohol or possibly 
drugs.  No, he mustn’t  think that.  Caroline didn’t  do drugs. That wasn’t  her.  She 
enjoyed a drink, yes, but she always steered clear of  the rest, that’s what she always 
said. And he believed this, mainly because he wanted to. She’d rarely succumbed to 
peer pressure at school, unless it was to insist on the latest, most expensive trainers 
for her birthday or button-sided tracksuit bottoms that everyone around her age 
wore a few years back, a badge of  conformity. Except Caroline never went out of 
her way to fit in. Fitting in was the resort of  weak-willed, feeble-minded jerks, she 
once informed her dad. To put him off  the scent, perhaps.

University education for his daughter was a source of  great pride to Ray, who had 
not enjoyed such a privilege himself, even though it had been through choice and 
not lack of  opportunity. He entered journalism at the age of  nineteen, straight out 
of  secondary school, and now his daughter was undertaking a degree in physics and 
chemistry. By some miracle, Ray, who only passed arithmetic second time around 
and that by the skin of  his teeth, had produced a child who was an analytical whiz, 
and she could have inherited nothing from her mother’s genetic makeup, since Anne 
was the artistic type, a musician. At least she thought herself  a musician. Ray often 
wondered why her career remained in the doldrums, after two well-reviewed albums, 
one of  jazz standards, a second of  keyboard improvisations.

If  Caroline was coming to him for money instead of  her mother, she must he in real 
trouble. Or so he reasoned, the way a parent will against evidence to contrary. And, 
as a parent will, he elected not to call his daughter and disturb her in the middle of 
the night. 

Instead, he went to bed and lay awake worrying.



Chapter Three

There  is  the  air  of  the  warehouse  to  contemporary  art  galleries  of  the  kind 
personified  by  The  Syntax  Gallery,  especially  in  the  week  leading  up  to  a  big 
opening. Indeed some of  these buildings formerly were warehouses, when industry 
and  not  vanity  was  the  coin of  the  realm,  and  when hard  labour  carved out  a 
landscape  that  made  it  possible  for  talentless  nonentities  to  become  celebrities. 
Stephen Morrell wasn’t one of  those though, but a young artist whose star was in 
the ascendant, and who in spite of  courting controversy managed to be unassuming 
and charming, with none of  the aggressive pretensions of  many of  his peers.

A chill breeze soughed through the corridor leading from the open steel doors in 
the loading bay. Morrell shivered slightly, rubbing at the sleeves of  his charcoal grey 
silk suit. He wanted to scream for the doors to be closed, but instead he smiled at 
the gallery attendant who was pulling bundles of  straw from a packing case, and 
said, “Is there any chance of  a bit of  heating in here?”

The attendant, a small woman of  about 25, with short-cropped black hair smiled 
back apologetically.  “The thermostats have just  come on,  Stephen.  Once they’ve 
unloaded  everything  we  can  close  the  doors  and...then  normal  service  will  be 
resumed.”

She trailed off, rather feebly, Stephen thought. “Ah, right. Fine.” He slid the Raybans 
down the bridge of  his nose and apprised the female. Quite attractive in a mundane 
sort of  way. Broad hips, ripe for bearing children, which would probably be  the 
only real creativity she was capable of.  Not that he cared a jot one way or the other. 
They were all just meat as far as he was concerned. Meat in a refrigerator, in this 
case. Jesus, it was cold.

Arranged around the  raw brick  walls,  leaning  against  studded iron pillars  which 
supported the vast roof, were a series of  framed pictures, most of  them covered in 
bubble wrap, all with criss-crossed masking tape across the glass to prevent the glass 
shattering in transit. In the interstices of  one masking tape grid were splurges of 
colour, red and brown and grey, like abstract paintings, which on closer inspection 
proved  to  be  photographs.  The  attendant  glanced  over  her  shoulder,  following 
Morrell’s gaze.

“One of  my early ones,” he explained. “A dead cat in a bath of  formaldehyde. A bit 
crude, I think.”

“No, not at all.” The girl was eager to please, a little awed by him. “It’s kind of 
beautiful in a way. I mean, we’re all so frightened of  death but in some cultures it’s 
celebrated.”

“You’ve been reading my catalogue,” presenting his most winning smile.
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The girl  blushed hotly. “Yes, of  course. But it’s true. We’re more than just flesh, 
aren’t we? I’m not religious, but I really believe that, like there’s something —”

“Inside?”  Stephen  prompted.  This  was  growing  really  tedious.  She  was  such  a 
simpleton. With a simple view of  the world. But the prompt would feed her ego. 
She was having an actual, honest-to-God, intellectual debate with Stephen Morrell. 
The Stephen Morrell.

“Yes, inside. Decay is just part of  the natural cycle, and as such —”

Jesus, but she was boring!

“We should celebrate decay,” he added for her, knowing it was coming. “Exactly. 
That’s my point in the photographs. To celebrate decay. Confront people with their 
fears. But, more importantly, to confront them with their self  disgust.”

“Self  disgust?” The girl rustled more straw,  uncertain as to what to say next.

There were only two other people in the gallery. A middle-aged man in a cheap suit 
and a lanky younger man with a pony tail and a gaunt face argued quietly in the 
corner. The gallery technician, the man with the pony tail, was coming across like a 
school janitor, ruler of  the roost, clearly denying that such and such a job could be 
done in the way the less knowledgeable man in the suit was suggesting. It was the 
usual pre-opening wrangling and power play. Extremely tedious all in all. The man in 
the suit was clicking a retractable ballpoint pen over a clipboard and lowered his 
head as he tried to insist on his rightness. Stephen wanted to take the pen from him 
and punch the point of  it into the jelly of  his eye.

“What?”  His  train  of  thought  had  momentarily  distracted  him.  “Oh,  yes.  Self-
disgust.  All  very  Freudian,  I  suppose.  It’s,  like,  being  repelled  by  the  human 
condition.  We all  basically  hate our bodies,  otherwise  the fashion and cosmetics 
industry wouldn’t  be doing such great business.  Or dieticians, health centres,  the 
pharmaceutical industry –.Have you seen my anorexia and bulimia series?”

The girl,  who evidently  uncomfortable about being a little  overweight  and wore 
shapeless clothing to hide herself  in — in this case a standard issue gallery boiler 
suit in a hideous shade of  green – muttered that she had not.

Stephen, realising he was stepping onto shaky ground, swiftly changed tack. “But 
I’m also saying the body is something to celebrate. Ruebens loved the flesh, or we 
wouldn’t have those paintings of  all those glorious women. All I’m saying...” and 
here he crouched down and removed his sunglasses so he was eye to eye with the 
girl, “All I’m saying...Yvonne, is it ? (she pinked, not realising Stephen made it his 
business to remember everyone’s name, not matter how unimportant) ...is that there 
is also something majestic in decay. Eroticism is the antidote to death, isn’t it? And 
doesn’t knowing death more intimately make life all the more erotic?”

Yvonne Graeme, six  years out of  art  school  and nothing to show for it  except 
putting up other artists’ exhibition, nodded agreement modestly, as if  she’d been 



listening to a key lecture for her final examinations. She was flattered, too, by the 
intimate turn in the conversation.

“Oh,” she said, the last bundle of  straw moved aside to reveal the contents of  the 
crate. It was a Lucite block embedded at six inch intervals with pairs of  human 
femurs. The transparent block was a foot wide, three feet long and three feet deep. 
“Oh, wow.”

Almost at a loss for words, she lowered the sides of  the box to reveal the block 
entirely, and it shone as if  from an inner glow beneath the halogen lamps pocking 
the ceiling. “It’s beautiful.”

“Thanks,  Yvonne.  You’re  very  kind.”  Only  what  I  deserve,  Stephen  thought  to 
himself.

Excusing himself, he made his way over to the arguing men.

“Ah, Stephen. Hi. Slight problem. Andy here —” The suit, who was the curator, 
Paul Marks, made a dismissive nod in the other’s direction, “— claims we can’t light 
Homunculus in this space.”

Homunculus was a  favourite  piece of  Stephen’s,  a  photo-object,  he called it,  an 
ambiguous humanoid shape that could have been a foetus inside a resin structure 
suggestive of  a caesarean section. The image itself  was half  photograph, half  tissue, 
as  though  ill-formed  flesh  were  emerging  in  three  dimensions  from  the  two 
dimensional plane of  the photograph. A dome of  yellowish liquid formed a kind of 
lens through which the image could be barely seen. When a journalist suggested the 
liquid might be urine, Stephen had replied, “I prefer the audience to make its own 
interpretation of  what they’re  seeing.” The Homunculus was also,  of  course,  an 
reference to alchemy, and the creature the alchemist would keep bottled as a magical 
component in the process of  turning base metal into gold. Or, as Stephen would 
say, turning death and decay into art.

“The plinth’s too wide, for a start,” Andy said. “People’ll bump into it. And there’s 
no junction box for a spot here.”

“Well, can’t you make a temporary one?”

“We’d have to gaffer tape the wires to the floor. Against fire regulations.”

Ironically  Andy  was  renowned  for  playing  fast  and  loose  with  fire  regulations 
himself, especially if  he was providing sound and lighting for rock groups in the 
theatre space. Stephen was well aware of  this, since he had met little Hitlers just like 
him all over the world. He decided to take him to one side, and in doing so hooked 
an arm fraternally across his shoulder.

“Andrew,” he  said,  slowly,  so there  would be complete  clarity  between them.  “I 
realise mounting a show can be a difficult proposition. And you must have your 
share of  challenges.  But maybe if  you laid off  the cocaine and got on with the 
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fucking job in hand we could achieve something here, eh? What do you think?”

The technician tensed visibly. Stephen’s wide smile showed a mouthful of  perfectly 
straight and white teeth, a set that any orthodontist would be proud of. He shuffled 
off  the artist’s arm and said to the curator, “We could maybe rig something up in 
the joists,  take away a ceiling panel,  run cables across the loft and put a rig just 
opposite the pillar. Box in the plinth, too, so it doesn’t get bumped.”

“Excellent,” said Stephen, rubbing his hands together and winking at Andy. The 
technician  scowled  and  busied  himself  with  his  wiring  diagram,  noting  some 
alternations  with  a  pencil,  abstractedly  sniffing  and  wiping  his  nostrils  with  his 
thumb.

It was a  lovely moment for Stephen,  a joyful moment, drawing attention to the 
technician’s  habit,  making  him self-conscious about  it.  It  may be  that  he  hadn’t 
snorted  since  yesterday,  when he  had  pulled  an  all-nighter  striking  the  previous 
show, but the mere mention of  the word cocaine had made his septum tingle and he 
couldn’t stop the automatic swiping motion of  his finger. 

The  power  of  suggestion  was  an  idea  initially  despised  by  Stephen  Morrell, 
associating it as he did with Victorian charlatans and vaudeville hypnotists. But he 
grew to learn that there existed a real power in the populist notion, perhaps even a 
scientific explanation. What happens if  a group of  boys, making mischief, stand in a 
pedestrian precinct, look up at the sky between the tiers of  department stores, and 
point heavenward? Everyone who notices looks up too, only to find there is nothing 
there, apart from a few stray clouds. Pavlov’s dog. Ring a bell and it salivates. Here 
was a power that Stephen learned to use, even as a child, to thwart the school bully, 
to gull teachers, or any authoritarian figure. All except for his father, against whom 
this power was useless.

“Do you want to check the press release now, Stephen?” Paul asked.

“What? Oh, sorry, wasn’t listening. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Just let me have a copy 
before you ship it to the media.”

The curator seemed puzzled. Stephen Morrell was well known for his attention to 
detail,  and it  was unlikely  he would disregard a  detail  as important  as the press 
release for his first major retrospective. Stephen appeared to be studying on of  his 
large scale photographs leaning against  the wall,  but in reality he had caught his 
reflection like Narcissus in the pool. Except that in those smoke grey eyes Stephen 
Morrell was seeing, not himself, but his father’s face, smelling the stale tobacco off 
his breath. He quickly pushed his Raybans back on.

The curator said, “Gallery Two’s almost ready, if  you want to have a look.”

Stephen nodded assent and the two men picked their way across snaking electrical 
cables, tins of  white paint, hammers and saws, and an array of  other tools, passing 
between a pair of  brick pillars into a pristine white space, which would be dimmed 



finally  except  for  a  few discreet  overhead  spotlights  picking  out  Stephen’s  latest 
pieces, large-scale sculptures.

Twelve upright packing cases were spaced around the large gallery, like Egyptian 
sarcophagi,  except instead of  hieroglyphs the words “Fragile.  Handle with Care” 
were stencilled on them in red. Stickers on the top left hand corner of  each, beneath 
an assertive black arrow, advised: “This Way Up.”

One of  the works had already been unpacked, and was mounted in position. Inside 
a flat, rusty iron ring like a barrel-maker’s, the ring in turn enclosed in a square of 
the  same  hammered  iron,  was  suspended  a  human  skeleton,  legs  spread  in  an 
inverted  V,  the  arms  perpendicular,  a  pastiche  of  Da  Vinci’s  Vitruvius.  The 
suspension devices were bondage equipment from a fetish shop: a leather corset 
cinched around the lower ribcage, with hip flanges linked by steel chains anchored 
to the equatorial points of  the ring. Hands and feet were manacled into position, the 
leather clasps wittily lined with poodle-pink fur. There was a rubber bondage mask 
over the skull, eyeless but with a breathing filter like a World War Two gas mask. 
The piece was entitled “Crucifixion III”, the title itself  embossed in an aluminium 
plate mounted on an oak block between the skeleton’s feet. The skeleton itself  was 
blindingly white as if  it had been treated to resemble plaster. The only colour on the 
whole sculpture was on the indentations where toenails would have been on the 
living person.  The indentations,  all  ten of  them, were painted meticulously with 
aubergine-coloured nail varnish.
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Chapter Four

Ray was still angry with his daughter as he sat down in the pine-backed booth next 
to the doorway to the kitchen of  Café Quay. When she’d said on the phone she 
needed a little money he didn’t expect she meant more than two months’ salary.

“Three grand?” he gasped. “How much do you imagine I get paid, Caroline? And 
you mother even gets half  of  anything I do make.”

Caroline, at her father’s request, had come round to the flat to discuss the loan in 
person; not that he wanted to make things any more difficult, but because he wanted 
her to look him in the eye and tell him everything was fine and that she was not in 
any kind of  trouble. She couldn’t.

Her  black  jeans  were  scruffy  from continual  wear,  and her  grey  sleeveless  satin 
jacket  with  the  velvet  collar  looked  like  a  dog  that  had  been  out  in  the  rain. 
Caroline’s shoulder-length auburn hair was bedraggled, and her eyes were distant. 
Ray’s heart squeezed; he wanted to take her in his arms, but instead he yelled at her.

“You could buy a car for that kind of  cash. But that’s not what it’s for, is it?”

She sat on the couch, knees tightly together, shoulders hunched, a mug of  coffee 
gripped between long, pale fingers. A slight shake of  the head gave him his answer.

Ray paused before asking the next question: “Are you pregnant?”

How much was an abortion these days? Did you have to pay for one or not? Oddly 
enough, he hadn’t a clue.

She giggled. “Dad. You must be getting cloth-eared in your old age…”

“Less of  the old. I’m not forty yet.”

“Maybe you didn’t hear me when I told you I was gay.”

Ray said,  “Ha, ha,  very funny.  Okay,  I remember you said you were determined 
never to have kids, but turning lesbian’s a bit extreme isn’t it.” He was trying to be 
amusing, and failing.

She stood up, a spark of  anger in her eyes: “I knew I should have gone to mum!”

“Shit. Oh, Caroline, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, okay? To be honest I don’t really care if 
you’re a…”

“Bisexual, actually,” she finished.

“Yes, I remember. You’re my daughter, and I love you. You damned well know I’m 
not judgmental.”

“You make me sound like a criminal.”



Ray  sighed.  “Dammit,  Caroline,  you’re  so  obtuse.  You’re  deliberately 
misunderstanding me. Okay, I’ll admit that as an unreconstructed heterosexual…and 
a man, to boot…”

“Poor you.” Caroline managed a smile.

“Less of  the sarcasm, young lady. As a raving het,  like I said, you imagine your 
children will  be the same, get  married and all  that.  I don’t  much enjoy growing 
older…the beard gets tougher to shave, for a start…but grandchildren would be 
nice I sometimes think. In weaker moments.”

“You could still have those. I want kids.”

“Yes, but…” Ray felt a lightbulb pop over his head. “Bloody hell,  Caroline. You 
want the money for artificial insemination?”

And that, finally, cracked her up completely. Caroline laughed so hard she fell back 
against the couch, spilling coffee on the carpet.

Her father stood there feeling more than somewhat foolish.

But when she sat up again, she was crying, not tears of  laughter, but of  real pain.

He knelt down and enfolded her in his arms until her wracking sobs subsided.

“Okay,  babe,”  he  said.  “Of  course  you can  have  the  money.  I’ll  get  it  for  you 
tomorrow. No questions asked. Fine by you?” He pushed her back by the shoulders 
so he could look into her face. How can such an ugly bastard have produced such a 
beautiful daughter, he wondered.

“Thanks…dad. Thanks. I do love you, you know. Even though you’re an intolerant 
sod sometimes.” Spoken through a broad grim, fortunately.

Sitting in the booth Ray clenched his teeth as he visualised the meeting he would 
need  to  have  with  his  bank  manager.  Oh,  sorry,  I  forgot,  Account  Executive, 
Personal Loan Manager, the new branding, which Ray equated with calling the office 
cleaner  a  hygienist  or  a  clinical  functionary.  Everything  was  about  branding 
nowadays. The rule of  the logo. Even The Metropolitan had succumbed, with its 
weekend supplement being renamed M, just that, the letter M. What the hell was it 
supposed to mean? Masturbation, Ray supposed.

“Fancy another coffee?”

Ray looked up. Kendrick’s features were familiar after all, and unlike Ray he had 
hardly put on any weight at all. The beginnings of  crow’s feet around the eyes were 
the  only  obvious  indication  that  he  had  grown  any  older.  He  was  wearing  an 
expensive suede jacket over a check shirt, with designer jeans and timberland boots 
on his slender legs.

Kendrick caught the apprising look. “I told you I’m off  duty. It’s unofficial. Now, 
about that coffee?”
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Ray turned the thick pottery coffee bowl, a subtle creamy glaze with a streak of 
drying coffee down the side, and studied the dying cappuccino froth in the base like 
Circe predicting the future.

“Large,” he said, “Cinnamon topping, not chocolate.”

“Cinnamon it is.”

Ray watched Kendrick’s confident stance as he chatted brightly to the young woman 
serving. She played with her hair as he talked, and looked at him coyly under her 
lashes. A bit of  a flirt, then, our Detective Inspector Kendrick.

When  he  came  back  to  the  booth,  sliding  the  tray  of  coffees  across  the  pine 
tabletop and easing himself  onto the bench opposite, Ray commented: “She’s a bit 
young for you, don’t you think, Kendrick?”

“A lot of  them prefer older guys. And you can call me Colin.”

Ray said, “A lot of  older guys like to think they do.”

Kendrick  clicked  two sweeteners  from a  dispenser  he  carried  into  the  cup,  and 
watched the little white disks dent the milky foam, not sinking until he stirred them 
in with a teaspoon.

“Watching your weight?” Ray could not resist asking.

“No. Watching you, Bissett. Mind if  I call you Ray?”

“Why, Tom, this is all so sudden,” in a poor parody of  a shy southern belle.

“Are you always sarcastic?”

“Not always. Depends on whom I’m addressing.”

“You’re very defensive, Mr Biss—Ray.” Kendrick sucked a mouthful of  coffee and 
wiped a frothy moustache from his top lip.

Ray  made  no  reply,  but  instead  studied  D.I.  Kendrick  dispassionately.  He  was 
probably  mid thirties or  so,  doubtless  quite young to hold the rank he did.  Fit, 
sinewy rather than muscular, with a sprinkling of  white through his crew-cut black 
hair, which doubtless appealed to certain young women with a penchant for older 
men. Mature, but not too mature. His eyebrows were full, little black dots at the 
bridge of  his nose suggesting they had a tendency to meet in the middle but were 
regularly  plucked  away;  otherwise  they  would  have  made  him  seem  to  be 
permanently frowning. His mouth was small, the lips thin, a feature of  a person with 
a stubborn streak, Ray felt.

“So what is it you want to ask me about Heathrow?” The mere word was enough 
for Ray to envisage the sketchy shape of  his recurrent nightmares. Two syllables, 
Heath-Row, two gunshots echoing around the passenger lounge. In his nightmare 
the surprising volume of  blood splashing against the enamelled wall was grey—Ray 
never dreamed in colour—but his brain told him it was red, as red the carpet the 



Airport rolled out for visiting dignitaries.  Ears still  ringing from the first shot, a 
second followed after angry shouts in Arabic or some such language, and a twin 
rivers of  blood ran in torrents across the hard, shiny floor, breaking into tributaries, 
an Amazon of  glutinous, grey blood, finally pooling around his feet, sucking him 
down like a quagmire. He invariably awoke then, sweating and wondering if  he had 
called out in his sleep, even though there was no-one there now to hear him if  he 
had.

“Our snipers brought down two of  the terrorists.  Another killed himself  with a 
cyanide pill—very James Bond, I thought—and one managed to escape. It was a 
woman, not an Israeli. A European, possibly opposed to the conflict on religious 
grounds. A fanatic. One of  the passengers. I wondered if  you knew her.”

So Kendrick didn’t know the truth, not really, only what he had read in Ray’s stories 
back then.

“I interviewed her, yes, but over the phone. Said she was calling from Hamburg.”

“To give you more background for your pieces?” Kendrick snapped the tiny biscuit 
provided with the coffee between his teeth. He chewed thoughtfully and gestured 
with the uneaten half.

“And you checked out what she told you?”

“Of  course. I’m a good journalist, Kendrick, even if  you don’t think so.”

“I didn’t say that. In fact, quite the opposite. I think you’re an excellent journalist, 
only a little misguided occasionally.”

Ray bristled. “Misguided in what way?”

“Well,” Kendrick paused, laid the biscuit half  in saucer, brushed his fingers together 
to get rid of  crumbs and continued, “Like others of  your kind…”

Ray did not like such generalisations; his view showed in his face.

“…like some reporters,” Kendrick amended, “You believe in telling the truth. At 
least, the truth the way you see it.”

“And what’s wrong with that? We’re in the entertainment business, after all.” Ray 
was being facetious.

“You don’t really believe that. Your sometimes write as if  you’re on a campaign for 
justice.”

“Maybe I don’t really feel that justice exists other than as a concept. An abstraction.”

“But you want it to exist. You need to feel in can, just as I do. Anyhow, as I was 
saying, the truth the way you see it is often at any cost. Like the name and shame 
campaign against paedophiles.”

“That wasn’t our paper. We did an editorial criticising it. It was the worst kind of 
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tabloid sensationalism, and dangerous as well. Mind you, I’d have liked to kill the 
sick fucks myself.”

“It stopped us from doing our job properly.”

Ray wanted to add, but did not, that if  the police had been doing their job properly 
there would be no need for tabloid vigilantism.

“Look, Kendrick—Colin—I wrote factual, accurate accounts of  what happened at 
Heathrow, the pro-Jewish campaigner who happened to be there and who happened 
to get away, also read what I’d published and chose to contact me to put their side 
of  the story—”

“—which you printed,” Kendrick finished.

“Which we printed, yes. It was a gift. But nothing in that article was supportive of 
what they did. It was a balanced commentary.”

“Suggesting that you supported their actions.”

“No, not at all!” Anger rose in flared in Ray’s chest. “Their cause might have been 
just was all I was saying, but the means of  fighting their corner wasn’t. No way was I 
supportive of  terrorism.”

“And what if  the terrorists had been Arabs? Would you have said they were wrong?”

“Both  sides  have  their  points  of  view.  Westerners  like  us  can  never  fully 
comprehend the complexities.”

The counter argument was becoming flaccid, so Ray decided to give up on it.

“Okay,” he said, “You’ve made your point. Mine is that I had to publish, the things 
that  woman told  me were important,  another aspect to the story that the other 
papers didn’t have.”

“So it was all about selling papers, was it?”

A trap. And Ray had fallen straight into it. He wanted to kick himself.

He sat back and gulped at the strong coffee, which had become slightly bitter as it 
cooled. His head pounded from too much caffeine and lack of  sleep, that and the 
prospect of  facing whatever urgent demands his editor would be making of  him 
this morning. He had called in with a delaying tactic in order not to have to arrive 
early, claiming an estate agent was a friend of  one of  the football hooligans and had 
some  information  about  him.  This  part  was  factually  correct,  though  Ray  had 
actually spoken to the man two days ago, one of  several  leads he was pursuing. 
Conscience, or fear of  being found out for his misdeeds fifteen years ago, insisted 
that he meet the policeman this morning rather than go to his office. No matter 
how  much  he  intellectualised  about  the  past  never  completely  going  away,  he 
blocked the reality of  it emotionally, the way none of  us believe we are ever really, 
really, going to die.



“The thing is, Ray, I can accept most of  what you’re telling me, but—”

“No,” Ray butted in. “Hang on a minute, Kendrick. There’s something I don’t get 
here. Interpol took over the case so far as I’ve been told. It’s probably lying dormant 
in their files right now. No, what I don’t get is what your interest is, and why now.”

Kendrick waited.

“I mean,” Ray said, “Digging up the past is what you people do, but this is bloody 
archaeology. All you’ll get is the woman’s name, if  you’re extremely lucky. And that 
won’t do you a blind bit of  good, other than having the satisfaction of  seeing her 
arrested. There’s politics involved here, man. Too big for a city copper.”

A sigh from the other suggested that Ray had overstepped the mark. He was wrong.

“Bad timing,” Kendrick said with a note of  resignation in his voice. “My timing was 
bad. I pulled the files on the terrorists. See, the trouble was, I also had a file on the 
woman. I knew who she was. And so did my boss.”

Ray was flabbergasted. “You’re kidding me.”

“She was—is—the daughter of  a certain Euro MP, but the powers that be felt it was 
too big a story to come to light. So my material was, like I said, suppressed.”

“And you want revenge?”

Kendrick snorted. “Ha. Hardly. I was a young cop, ambitious yes, but not stupid. I 
got to where I wanted to go.”

“Early promotion?”

Kendrick glared. “I bloody worked for it, sunshine. Keeping my mouth shut helped, 
that’s all.”

“So why are you telling me this now? Feeling bad about yourself ?”

“No, Ray, I’m not. Are you?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“See, what I wondered, Ray, after the event, a good while after if  you must know, 
was how you happened to be in Terminal One at the time.”

It was as if  he had been kicked in the stomach, regardless of  the instinct Ray had all 
the while that Detective Inspector Kendrick knew the whole story. And had known 
it for every minute of  the past fifteen years.

A long silence ensued.

“Two people died because of  you, Ray. Died needlessly.”

A glacier calved inside Ray Bissett’s chest,  a chunk of  his  heart dropping into a 
frozen ocean. It was only what he had told himself  again and again. Because of  him. 
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Ray Bissett, a strong-minded, ambitious young man who wanted to make it big in 
the world of  journalism. An informant with political connections had tipped him 
off  about the impending hostage situation, in exchange for a large sum of  money, 
which cleaned out Ray’s bank balance. He regarded this sacrifice as worthwhile. If 
he could be in the midst of  the crisis, even going to the trouble of  purchasing a 
ticket to Paris without intending to go there, he would have the story of  a lifetime. 
Reasoning  that  he  was  putting  his  own  life  at  risk  was  to  no  avail;  like  many 
ambitious  young  men  he  felt  invulnerable.  Reason  also  argued  that  a  hostage 
situation such as this  was so quixotic  that  there could be no real  danger to the 
passengers. Reason had been mistaken.

 “And a boy called Philip Carr died from a bullet wound through his head. And a 
woman called Valerie James, who was with her husband at the time, died from a 
bullet  that  tore open her carotid  artery.  The boy was nine,  and the woman was 
twenty eight.”

Ray was trembling; he couldn’t prevent it. Shaking the way he had finally done in the 
therapist’s  office when he revealed the truth,  when he had howled inconsolably, 
remorseful tears spilling hotly across his cheeks while he fought for breath between 
sobs. His eyes smarted now, and his cupped a hand across them so Kendrick would 
not see.

“Your wife left you because of  it,” Kendrick informed him, simply.

God, this guy was unrelenting.

“So are you going to arrest me for withholding information?” Ray wiped his eyes 
and fixed Kendrick with a look that said “you can’t prove a thing.”

Kendrick leant forward. “To be honest, Ray, I’m not convinced that would do either 
of  us much good. I’m as guilty as you are, after all.”

“But,” he added, “I do want that woman arrested. Fact is I want to keep my career 
on track, but there are people who don’t want me to move any higher up the ladder. 
I’m working on something that could be important and this stuff  from the past is 
sort of…getting in the way, if  you catch my drift.”

Ray was puzzled but also intrigued. “Hang on. You’re going a little fast for me here. 
Are you asking me to help you in some way?”

Kendrick shrugged: “I don’t suppose you’d piss on me if  I was on fire. So, no, I’m 
not asking you. I’m telling you. Or, let me put it another way. I have information 
about this woman, who she is, where she can be found, and what her involvement 
with the hostage situation was. All you have to do is go public with it, which is your 
job after all. And wouldn’t do your career any harm, either.”

“So long as I keep you out of  it.”

Kendrick gave a tight-lipped smile. “Good boy. Now you’re getting it.”



“Or else what?”

“You know what, Ray. Remember what you said about Ibsen.”

Ray glanced at his watch, unwilling to make a response. “Listen, I have to go to 
work now, or my editor’ll sack me.”

Kendrick nodded, waving him off  with a promise that he would be back in touch.
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Chapter Five

It  was  past  midnight  when  the  corrugated  metal  shutters  of  the  The  Syntax 
Gallery’s loading bay were rolled down. The gallery thoughtfully provided taxi cab 
rides home for the late workers, although the fares were in reality offset by the low 
wages offered to these eager art students who were willing to work their butts off 
for the privilege of  being bathed in the reflected glow of  those of  their number 
who got a show and the fewer who made the bigtime. Stephen thought these drones 
perfectly adorable. If  the reason for their existence was to serve him, well let them 
serve. Standing on the pavement he studied his name laminated in a large, white 
serif  typeface  on  the  plate  glass  windows  flanking  the  gallery’s  entrance.  The 
lettering,  double  spaced  according  to  a  typographic  trend  favoured  by  many 
designers, was too pristine, he felt. It was starting to annoy him. He’d insist on it 
being changed in the morning, regardless of  the inconvenience or expense.

Restlessness infected him at these times, towards the completion of  a piece or on 
the eve of  a big opening. Adrenaline pumped through him, a feeling of  restless 
power like that of  a hungry predator surged from his abdomen to his temples. It 
was not a predator’s need for hot blood that took hold of  him, though, but a need 
to dominate or subdue or humiliate another human being.

A cab drew alongside, its green light off  to indicate it was reserved, and parked, its 
large diesel engine ticking over reassuringly. The driver raised his head questioningly, 
but Stephen shook his and said, “They’re just locking up.” The driver flipped open a 
newspaper and squinted to read it the dim cablight. Stephen caught a portion of  the 
headline: “…Deny Shocking Discovery.” And as he turned past the page dominated 
by the photograph of  a bare breasted girl  (the colours were muddy in the poor 
light), a sub heading said, “Forensic Anthropologist Consulted.” That would be one 
of  the newspaper’s hired “experts”, who were called upon from time to time and 
paid to offer an opinion about a case they had no involvement in, who lacked the 
scientific rigour of  those working on the ground who knew better than to shoot 
their mouths off.

Stephen frowned,  slightly  ill-at-ease  for  no reason he could pin down.  Forensic 
anthropologist.  Not  very  catchy as  tabloid  headlines  go.  Therefore  of  particular 
significance.

Brushing past  him with no apology,  Andy, an arm cinched in ownership around 
Isabel Graeme’s waist, hustled her into the cab and followed behind. She looked out 
from the darkened far corner with an air of  embarrassment that she was about to 
led this skinny, ageing hippy work of  his cocaine buzz on her. “It comes with the 
territory” her eyes seemed to say. The curator had swanned off  hours ago in his 
reconditioned  Humber  Sceptre,  a  scarlet  and  silver  motor  whose  retro  futurist 
design reflected its owner’s personality to a tee. Like its owner, it to was pretentious, 



chunky and  noisy at speed.

“Goodnight, Isabel,” Stephen said, making a particular point to not acknowledge 
Andy’s existence. “And thanks for all your help tonight.”

She lowered her head in pleasing modesty. A mumbled response along the lines that 
she was simply doing her job. Stephen did not expect the same argument to hold for 
what she was about to let the stringy technician do to her all night long, and he 
intellectualised the emotion of  feeling sorry for her.

As  the  cab  drove  off,  Stephen  leaned  toward  the  window,  his  head  seemingly 
disembodied by the darkness in the foyer. Removing his sunglasses and dropping 
them into his top pocket he pulled his fingertips down the smooth, hairless line of 
his jaw. His lips were full, florid, the sort of  lips that man or woman might be drawn 
to  kiss,  the  eyelids  heavy  lidded  like  those  of  a  sensualist.  This  androgynous 
sexuality  drew  people  to  Stephen  Morrell,  together  with  his  mercurial,  if 
unpredictable, personality.  Never being sure of  where you were with him excited 
many of  his admirers, of  which there were as many men as there were women. 
Stephen saw all of  this in himself, saw it now in his pale reflection in the night-
darkened glass,  a  deep and abiding narcissism bolstered by his  many sexual  and 
business  conquests  in  addition  to  a  talent  which  some  critics  described  as 
“astonishing.”

Walking was therapeutic, he found, and he strode away from the gallery aimlessly at 
first,  merely  observing  the  few passers-by,  leaving  theatres  or  bars  and  heading 
home or going to clubs. An inebriated couple, the woman in a satin party dress, the 
man in a dinner suit with loose bowtie and his starched collar undone, staggered 
past singing “Goodnight Irene.” A trio of  girls with bare legs and plastic mini skirts 
which barely covered their behinds, shivered and giggled as they negotiated with the 
bouncers for entrance to a nightclub. One of  the girls, a petit brunette with straggly 
yellow hair, clutched at the jacket of  the beefier of  the three guardians of  the club 
and hissed into his ear. He laughed and said, “You’re too young for me, doll. I’ll get 
the jail.” And so she was. Drawing closer, Stephen could see that the girl must have 
barely been twelve years old; she probably wasn’t a hooker, because one of  the older 
girls,  whom she  resembled,  was  scowling.  Possibly  this  was  her  sister,  who had 
reluctantly promised her unconcerned parents she would look after.

Shadowed  in  a  doorway  opposite,  Stephen  observed  the  scenario  unfold:  the 
indifference of  the bouncers, the resentfulness of  the girls that could any moment 
spiral into rage and verbal abuse. One of  the bouncers glanced idly up and down the 
legs of  the eldest girl, lost interest and made a remark, which produced a coughing 
laugh in his colleague. The youngest one was the most antagonistic, spoiling for a 
fight, the result of  too much alcohol in her system; her arms were goosebumping 
and she rubbed them abstractedly as she tried other tactics to get them inside. She 
spoke too quickly and shrilly for Stephen to catch what she was saying, but the result 
was merely that the lead bouncer, a bald, square-shaped man, merely folded his arms 
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across his chest and gazed blankly into the space just past her ear. 

“Alright girls?” Stephen said, moving out of  the shadows and pushing himself  in the 
middle of  the circle whose inner arc was the bouncers and whose outer the three 
prospective clubbers.

“Piss off, oldie,” the youngest said. Stephen snapped his head around and looked 
steadfastly into her eyes. Her short blonder hair was gelled down flat, parted at the 
side like a 1920s flapper, a style which clashed horribly with her sleeveless gold lame 
top, mini skirt and patent leather ankle boots. Ill-applied mascara made her look 
trashy, though by day in every likelihood she would be a perfectly respectable high 
school girl. Catholic, Stephen guessed. Always the worst.

His cold, sapphire-blue eyes flustered her and she looked down at her toes, finding a 
point of  interest in the concrete slab between them.

Theatrically, he produced a wallet from inside his jacket and fanned out some notes, 
waving them at  the fat  gatekeepers.  The bouncers shrugged and a bald,  square-
shaped one, evidently the leader, took the money in his fists as if  picking a bunch of 
flowers and flicked his head that they could go inside.

The girls whooped and followed Stephen, impressed by with cavalier display.

“Going to buy us a drink, then?” asked the youngest insolently as they ascended the 
stairs lit with flickering striplights.

“Whatever you want,” he replied, “My treat.”

The eldest girl nudged the middle one, indicating they had found a sucker.

The place was much larger inside than it appeared from the outside, the dancefloor 
on  three  tiers,  the  upper  of  which  was  merely  a  platform for  a  line  of  go-go 
dancers, bodies swathed in coalescing oil lights which had once been in vogue in the 
60s and which were making a return now. What was different, however, was the 
music, trip-hop, jungle and techno, an insistent pulse like the heartbeat of  the world. 
There was a room, too,  off  to one side,  a “chill  out” space filled with ambient 
sounds, soundproofed from the aural warfare outside. It was here that Stephen came 
with the girls initially, sipping at his San Pelligrino while the girls greedily threw back 
glasses of  Bacardi and Coke.

“I’m off  for a dance,” said the young one. “You two coming?”

“I’ll get you another drink,” Stephen offered. “They’ll be here when you get back.”

After that it was an easy matter to hold them in his thrall. A combination of  alcohol, 
flattery, persuasive conversation and bribery. “I’m going to a party after this, if  you 
want to come along. Up the West End. A bit posh, lots of  champagne on the go.”

They looked at him doubtfully.

“Yeah, right!” the eldest replied scornfully.



“Shut it,” the middle said to her friend, clearly looking for a bit of  action and had no 
use for  doubters.  This  guy was really  well  dressed and he was throwing lots  of 
money around, so obviously he was on the level.  “My name’s Paula, by the way. 
That’s Evelyn.” 

“And your friend..?” Stephen prompted, raising his chin to indicate the young girl, 
plainly a major inconvenience, who was being mauled on the dancefloor by a much 
older boy. Paula mentally discounted the youngest girl, but reluctantly mumbled that 
it  was she was Jane, her sister.  When the boy’s  amours escalated from tongued 
kissing to attempting to put his  hand between Jane’s  legs  she rebuffed him. He 
persisted and she punched him in the chest. The boy staggered back, laughing, and 
went off  in search of  fresh meat.

“What  are  you  looking  at?”  She  asked  Paula  and  Jane  when  she  returned.  Re-
appraising Stephen in his expensive designer suit, with his sophisticated good looks 
and confidently  personality,  she became almost  bashful:  “Haven’t  I seen you on 
TV?” she inquired.

“Quite possibly,” Stephen answered truthfully.

Paula interjected: “Are you an actor or just a real life person?” By “real life” she 
doubtless meant someone on the news or in documentaries.

Real life. The fundamental question. Could these girls weaned on a staple diet of 
soap operas and game shows distinguish between fantasy and reality, the construct 
and the living organism? Overhearing conversations between women in shops or 
banks  or  supermarkets,  Stephen  would  catch  the  verbal  replay  of  the  previous 
night’s viewing, the actors spoken of  by their character names as though they were 
real people. Actors in television dramas when interviewed, again on television, were 
wont to say that their public addressed them by these names and not their “real” 
ones. Not that what appeared on their equity cards was likely to be any more real 
than the parts they played. Story played a huge role in everyday lives; for these girls, 
who would read only fashion magazines or gossip rags, storytelling, the myth, held 
them in its thrall. And yet the idea of  reading a novel would appal them. Such is the 
power of  story, Stephen reflected as he took Paula’s hand between his and stroked 
the back of  it and replied: “Neither. And both. I act, a bit. And I’m a real person, 
too. I’ve been on TV quite a lot. They invite me.” And then he leant forward, and 
whispered like a serpent in her ear: “They’re always on the lookout for girls with 
your looks.” And that was when, finally, he had her. She was completely ensnared, 
and Stephen could not resist and sly smile to himself. Across her shoulder, though 
he winked at Jane and smiled, a secret smile just between the two of  them.

“Now,” he said, addressing Jane and Evelyn. “Why don’t go two go off  and dance. 
Jane and me will just chat here for a bit, won’t we, Jane?”

He fascinated Jane. There was a mesmerising quality to him, not in the least like any 
of  the clumsy, idiot boys she knew. Something promising or threatening, or both. 
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She  nodded,  picked  up  the  drink  she  had  left  on  the  table  next  to  them,  and 
followed Stephen into an unlit corner occupied by a long, curving leather couch.

“You all  right for  drinks,  Jane?” Stephen asked,  lightly  laying  a  hand across  her 
shoulder and taking it away in case she grew suspicious. 

“Yeah, fine.” She tried to read his expression as she slumped down on the couch 
while  Stephen  elegantly  lowered  himself  onto  it  as  though  it  were  a  throne. 
Languidly crossing his legs, he lit a cigarette and offered it to her.

Jane took it, inhaling like a professional. Expensive cigarettes, too. Jane knew this 
because they tasted like shit.  She much preferred “rollies”  from the tin  can she 
carried in her handbag.

“Why do you put up with them, Jane? Beautiful, charming girl like you?” Stephen 
weighted his speech carefully so as to sound neither ingratiating nor eager, and it 
worked  because  Jane  read  it  as  completely  sincere.  It  was  this  air  of  gravitas, 
combined with charm and his courage in standing up to the bouncers which began 
to set her heart racing. Passionate, earnest flattery worked on her, but more than 
that was the fact she was being treated as an adult for once, and she liked it.

“We could dump them, you know?” Stephen offered after another couple of  drinks. 
Jane watched her sister and her sister’s friend wrapped up in two men who were 
chatting them up at the bar; one had Evelyn pressed up against him, a hand clamped 
on her buttock while the other hand raised and lowered a beer; the other, a man of 
perhaps 25, was making Paula giggle, and playing with the ends of  her hair. “It’s 
going to be some party. Like nothing you’ve ever seen before?”

“Yeah?”

“Champagne. Caviar, probably. A few celebs knocking about—there always are at 
Peter’s (this was a name Stephen invented on the hoof). Like, last time I went to one 
of  his bashes, couple of  weeks back, you’ll never guess who was there?”

“Who?” asked Jane, eyes widening.

“Ted Austin.”

“You’re joking!” Jane exclaiming, completely believing. Ted Austin was the current 
teenage heartthrob from an Australian soap opera, who happened to be in the city 
performing in pantomime, a fact that Jane was sure to be aware of. “He might even 
be there tonight.” He paused, struck by a thought and added: “I bet he would really 
like you, Jane.”

Oh, he was good. Even without the naiveté and alcohol young Jane would have 
eaten all of  this up. Glamour, the promise of  it and the excitement that went with it 
raised her out of  whatever ordinariness she inhabited. Sprays of  disco lights moved 
across the booth, fleetingly catching the blush in her cheeks, the modest lowering of 
the eyes. He was, truly, a master of  the game.



By  the  time  Evelyn  and  Paula  returned,  and  started  looking  around  for  them, 
Stephen and young Jane Larson, were long gone from the club.
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Chapter Six

Alleyways, cul-de-sacs, side streets and culverts are the living, breathing heart of  the 
city. Not the mercantile and entertainment centres, or the post modern waterfront 
developments,  or  the  business  districts.  No,  life  at  its  most  vibrant,  its  most 
exhilarating, its most…truthful, pulses through these veins of  stone and concrete 
and shadows. Echoing the famous tabloid strapline “all human life is here”, they 
have  been  the  stage  for  animalistic  couplings,  robbery,  voyeurism,  drug  deals, 
gambling, assault, rape and murder. When you live in the city, though, such thoughts 
rarely cross your mind, even the mind of  Ray Bissett, who had done his share of 
crime reporting and had seen at first hand the dreadful deeds one human being was 
capable of  inflicting upon another.

Striding along one such alley now, in the hour after midnight, confident as only an 
experienced denizen of  the city can be, it did not occur to Ray that he might be 
mugged or battered to death with a crowbar for no reason whatsoever. It did not 
occur to him that a police patrol car might stop and question him for walking these 
alleys at night, suspecting him of  being a peeping tom, or a thief  or worse. Nor did 
it  occur to him that he would be an idiot to promise Detective Inspector Colin 
Kendrick anything at all, neither information nor assistance. Like walking these back 
lanes in the early hours, working to Kendrick’s agenda was simply something he had 
to  do  and  for  the  present  he  could  not  afford  to  consider  consequences. 
Consequences are like a pack or hyenas or a prospective assailant: they can smell 
your fear and they are galvanised by it. What drove Ray, gave him an edge, was a 
keen survival instinct, an instinct which outweighed his guilt and the sense that it 
would his hands would never be clean or the two deaths at Heathrow Airport that 
day. It was this primal urge that said no matter what you’ve done you might still get 
away with it, except in his own case he never really had got away with it, because 
there was always a little black space inside him that would rise like the last bubble of 
air from a drowning man’s lungs, marring a joyful moment or clouding a time of 
lightness. He was weary of  it, and yet he kept on going, the way we all do.

Emerging from the alley he found himself  in the courtyard of  merchant city flats, 
blocked from the main traffic thoroughfares, all except the entranceway, which Ray 
would have had to walk all the way around four blocks to get access to. He’d been 
given a small sketch map of  the shortcut; Ray avoided taking a cab or driving so as 
to eliminate potential traces of  having been here.

The yellow plastered wall rose two floors in the similarly designed flats, the third 
floor timber faced abutments echoing the medieval buildings, which had formerly 
occupied  the  site.  Once  there  would  have  been  cobbles  beneath  his  feet,  and 
running sewage and rats, but now it was flagged with concrete and little islands of 
grass and trees forming an orderly line down the middle of  the pedestrian section. 



To his right, a knee-high red brick wall offered access to parking bays and access to 
the world beyond. He wandered up and down, searching for 12A; the discreet door-
entry  panels  were  nameless,  another  burglary  deterrent  allegedly.  So  when  he 
pressed the brushed chrome button, and leant his ear to the speaker grille he was 
relieved when a tinny voice said, “Ray?”

“Yes, sorry I’m so late.”

“Come on up,” said the voice, followed by a buzz which sprung the doorlock. Ray 
entered a stairwell,  with a tight elevator next to it.  He didn’t much like confined 
spaces, a hangover from childhood claustrophobia, so he took the stairs. He was 
breathless when he reached the fourth level. A backlit figure of  a man stood in an 
open doorway. Ray barely recognised him. He took the proffered hand and shook it.

As the door closed behind them, Arnold Charteris said, “I’ve lost a little weight 
since we last met.”

Ray looked at the gaunt features, the haunted eyes, and knew at once that it was 
cancer.

“I’m…really sorry, Arnie.”

Arnold’s smile was ghastly but sincere. “Don’t be; I got my compensation, thanks to 
you. Fancy a drink?”

“Whisky, if  you’ve got it,” Ray said, taking the black leather armchair opposite the 
flickering, soundless widescreen television set. Arnold picked up the handset from 
the coffee table, clicked the set off  and made them both Glenmorangie with ice.

Arnold Charteris was 55 years old, his lymphatic system shot to hell, and a tumours 
below his chest that swelled his abdomen out like a pregnancy. “Whisky and fags,” 
he  said,  sitting  on  the  couch  opposite,  taking  a  leisurely  puff,  “About  the  only 
pleasures I have left. And a good bit of  gossip of  course.”

Arnold always loved gossip. It was, in fact, his radar for tittle-tattle that led him to 
the truth about the transporter business he worked for and brought him to Ray 
Bissett eight years ago. Ray had never successfully blown the whistle on the nuclear 
waste disposal contract awarded to SekurOn on the basis of  faked safety certificates 
and political corruption, but he had the satisfaction of  seeing employees like Arnold 
being given substantial compensation and the company going bankrupt. The case 
against certain politicians had never been proven, however.

“I was hoping, Arnie, that you might have some goss for me.”

“I thought it sounded a bit weird when you said you didn’t want anyone knowing 
you were coming to see me.” Arnold was clearly starting to enjoy himself.

“It’s about Parks.”

Arnold’s  features  clouded.  Robert  Parks,  MP,  had  been  named in  the  SekurOn 
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scandal, but his involvement had not been proven, and he miraculously retained his 
seat in the subsequent General Election.

“You supply the gun, I’ll pull the trigger.” It was a rhetorical statement, for in spite 
of  his rage Arnold was a very moral man, incapable of  hurting anyone regardless of 
how they might have hurt him.

“Well, he’s on the Social Justice Committee these days, with a special interest in law 
enforcement.”

“From what I read in the papers, yes. So?”

“Well, I have reason to suspect that he’s sitting on something important, and I could 
do with finding out what it is.”

Arnold put his glass on the coffee table, stubbed out his cigarette. “Is this business 
or personal, Ray?”

Ray pondered this for a moment. “I bit of  both, I think.”

Arnold stood up, strode to the drinks cabinet and returned with the bottle, setting it 
between himself  and Ray. “I don’t have any idea what you’re after, Ray, but I feel I 
owe you something, so fire away.”

Ray told Arnold as much as he could, withholding enough information so that he 
would genuinely be innocent were he to be questioned later on.

Kendrick wanted something from Ray because his ambitions were being thwarted, 
therefore  people  in  a  position  of  power  over  Kendrick  must  have  certain 
knowledge, and it all went back to Heathrow. It was a thing that could, presumably, 
finish  Kendrick’s  career.  Ray  surmised  that  if  Kendrick  had known at  the  time 
whom  the  Israeli  sympathiser  had,  then  he  must  have  agree  to  suppress  the 
information. Therefore it had to be political. Involving, Ray correctly surmised, a 
public figure.

Ray explained this much to Arnold, who nodded but remained silent.

When Ray finished, he sat back and swallowed a burning mouthful of  Scotch.

Arnold said, “What’s Parks got to do with it.”

“I suspect,”  Ray said,  “Parks  is  involved in another cover up.  It’s  something he 
seems to be very good at.”

Arnold frowned. “Ray, I watched that bastard’s face across the courtroom at the end 
of  the trial.  Even when he was being outright accused of  taking cash from my 
company, he didn’t so much as blink.”

“Yeah, a real cold fish,” Ray supplied needlessly.

“I still don’t see how I can help, Ray.”

Measuring his words in his head before he spoke, Ray said, “You can help by telling 



me where the records of  the transactions went.”

Arnold gave a mocking laugh. “Transactions? All the paperwork was bona fide, Ray. 
It was all produced in court.”

Ray  shook  his  head.  “No,  there  was  more,  there  must  have  been.  Records  of 
phonecalls, bank records, some trail leading to Parks. No one is that clever.”

“The convoy was warehoused, according to procedure, and all the relevant safety 
checks were carried out. I recorded all of  that, and I even did a visual inspection 
myself, and none of  us could possibly suspect that one of  the damned things was 
leaking. The alarm system hadn’t been set up properly, see. As for the rest I looked 
after the company records, and I doubt if  anything like a phonebill would show up 
anything.”

“You checked all the numbers, did you?”

Arnold coughed. Then coughed again, pressing his hands to his hips in pain. He 
cursed under his breath.

“No, of  course not. Why would I? No reason to go through every call made from 
our office. The managers had mobiles, anyhow, charged their business calls to us.”

“Those would be traceable, then.”

Arnold smiled sympathetically. “Ray, this is private detective stuff. So what if  you 
found out that a bunch of  personal calls had been made by our Director to Parks? 
They could be easily explained as business calls.”

“What about bank records?”

“Same story. The company liquidators went through them with a fine tooth comb.”

“Apart from the Director’s personal ones.”

“Them, too. Directors are personally liable…hang on. No, that’s right! There were 
enough assets in the company to pay off  creditors, so there was no need to seize the 
Board’s private assets.”

Ray had known this already, of  course, but he needed Arnold to reflect upon it.

“But that must mean the investigators chose not to look into the Directors personal 
affairs, even though the court recorded that they had.”

“That’s right, Arnold.” Ray clasped him by the wrist, “Guess what? Somebody lied.”

Both men sat drinking long into the night, and morning found Ray fast asleep on 
Arnold’s couch. Without intending it both of  them had got mightily drunk, talking 
vehemently in a way that made a great deal of  sense at the time but reflecting upon 
it later would seem like nonsense. It was the first bars of  the William Tell Overture 
on Ray’s mobile which awakened him, and reminded him that he would need to 
change the damned ringing tone to a more straightforward ring; Caroline, a mobile 
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phone aficionado, had modified the ring for him and Ray could not remember how 
to change it back to the default. It took him a second or two to find the answer 
button.

“Speak,” he mumbled.

“Bit rude, Dad,” Caroline’s voice said.

“Huh?” Ray sat up. “Bit of  a hangover, Car, not awake yet.”

“It’s eleven o’clock.”

“What?” He sat up straight. “Bugger it, I need to…”

“Also Saturday.”

Ray clenched his eyes, which were stinging with tiredness and dehydration. Saturday. 
He  wasn’t  on  weekends  this  week,  then?  He  thought  hard.  No.  Weekend  off, 
thankfully.

“Sorry, Dad, but I was wondering if  you managed to get the money?”

Ray walked to the window, looked at the foreshortened pedestrians in the precinct 
below, a woman with a pram, a couple of  teenage boys and a woman sitting on the 
retaining wall around one of  the trees. The window gleamed with condensation. He 
swiped his hand across it, catching his own weary reflection, not liking what he saw.

“Yes, honey, I’ve got it. Used fivers wasn’t it?”

“Very funny. A cheque will do, but I could use some of  it in cash.”

“A couple of  hundred do? It’s all I’ve got in the flat.”

Instinct told Ray to take part of  the loan in cash. He had actually asked for five 
hundred, but he wanted to see how Caroline would respond to a lesser amount. 
Predictably, there was a strained tone in her voice when she said, “I guess it will have 
to. I mean...thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.”

“Caroline. Are you in some sort of  trouble?”

A cold silence ensued. His instincts had never been as acute as her mother’s, but a 
father  must  develop  a  sixth  sense  to  compensate  for  the  lack  of  a  biological 
intuition.  Without  telling  his  daughter  his  suspicions  he  gave  her  the  space  to 
confirm that  it  was  not herself,  but her  boyfriend,  Severin,  who was in trouble. 
Trouble that she had been drawn into by love and loyalty.

“Didn’t you already ask me that?”

“Well, I’m asking you again. Maybe I can help.”

“You can’t help,” she blurted. “You’ll only make things worse.”

At this point, Arnold slouched in, wearing a blue towelling dressing gown, sipping a 
mug of  tea, and pointing at the mug to inquire if  Ray wanted one. Ray nodded.



“Listen, babe. I…okay, I won’t ask any more questions. Come round later. We can 
have a meal or a drink or something.”

They agreed to meet back at Ray’s flat at four.

Arnold reappeared form the kitchen with a manila folder. Handing it over, he said, 
“I kept some things. You can take it. I doubt if  I’ll be needing it any more.”
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Chapter Seven

Living with Severin North was no picnic, Caroline Bissett admitted to herself. But 
he loved her, and she him. Their mutual passion could at its best be incandescent, 
and he never seemed to tire  of  her body,  her conversation,  her  laughter  or her 
honesty. Above all it was her honesty that had drawn him to her, a frankness that 
disarmed those who cared about her and frightened off  all but the most persistent 
of  those who wanted to befriend her. He had told her as much in one of  his own, 
rarer,  moments of  frankness.  Severin’s  capacity  for  enjoyment,  and his brooding 
Celtic good looks figured high on her mental list of  what she wanted in her ideal 
man. That he was less than ideal in so many other ways troubled her little, except at 
times like these, when uneasiness spilled over into anger and resentment. Arguments 
about  money  had  become  a  recurrent  theme  lately,  and  initially  she  could  not 
understand why there should be a problem, given his well paid accountancy job and 
wealthy parents. Caroline’s insistence on being financially independent should have 
made life easier, but instead led only to more conflict. It was as if  he wanted her to 
be dependent upon him, even although he did not appear to have the means to 
make it possible.

On the day she found the pills  in his  jacket  pocket she considered leaving.  She 
dismissed the idea, but found herself  looking, while he was asleep beside her, for 
track marks in his arms. There were none. He was taking something, though, that 
was for sure. And armed with this information she could trail his moods and his 
distant expression to a concrete source. She found herself  studying his pupils for 
unusual dilation. He would snap at her, “Don’t stare at me like that.” She answered 
that  she  liked  looking  at  him,  which  was  true,  but  in  this  case  with  a  specific 
purpose.

Caroline knew almost nothing about drug addiction. Like other students she’d taken 
her share of  hash, magic mushrooms, ecstasy and once, LSD, which she had no 
desire to try again. She enjoyed the odd joint in company but never smoked on her 
own. Friends who did were a real drag, she thought. Their benign “switched on” 
quality,  and  unflappable  good  humour  was  just  really  boring.  Mary  Carson,  in 
particular, toked up every day, and was so laid back that Caroline wanted to slap her 
She wanted to tell her to get a life, but decided it wasn’t worth the effort, since Mary 
would not listen.

Studying  had  become  increasingly  difficult,  and  the  closer  her  mid-term 
examinations  loomed,  the  more  anxious  she  grew.  Severin  borrowed larger  and 
larger sums of  money from her, and she worked late shifts in bars to earn a little 
extra, which was never quite enough. In the end, she agreed to an introduction to 
one of  Sev’s “friends”, a middle-aged man who wore cashmere coats and dapper 
suits  from  The  Warehouse.  He  wondered  if  she’d  be  interested  in  topless 



waitressing, to which she reluctantly agreed, after many heated debates with Severin. 
Caroline respected herself, but she was also capable of  putting aside her personal 
wishes to get  something if  it  was important enough. The waitressing was short-
lived, however, when she learned from one of  the other girls that she could make 
much more as a lap dancer.

“I couldn’t do that!” she said.

Mistaking her comment for horror, Angela McPhail, a woman in her twenties, tried 
to be reassuring: “You don’t have to get involved with the men. In fact, the club 
discourages it  (this  was a lie,  the discouragement was a surface policy to remain 
within the law, but in reality some of  the girls,  and their bosses, made extra this 
way).”

Caroline giggled. “It’s not that, Angela. I used to do ballet at school. I was good at it. 
I just don’t think I can put a leg above my head like that and wrap myself  around a 
pole.”

“No?” Angela replied, a bubble of  laughter forming in her throat. “I’ve met your 
boyfriend, remember.”

Both of  them broke into fits of  giggles, which cycled into hysteria. It was halted by 
Fred, the bar manager, calling into their back room: “Are you serving out here, or 
what?”

“We’re on a break, arsehole.” Angela’s boldness never got her fired. She was one of 
the most popular waitresses in the bar, in addition to being the quickest, and the one 
who made the biggest tips, which everyone shared, Fred included. Also, at barely 
twenty,  Fred  was  younger  than  her  and  besotted  with  her.  Angela’s  supreme 
indifference to this merely inflamed his passion. She played on this, rewarded him 
with verbal teasing once in a while, completely ignoring him the rest.

Club  11  (an  unsubtle  play  on  Legs  11)  was  in  a  basement  in  the  East  End, 
surrounded  by  dance  clubs  and  discotheques.  There  were  two  clubs  above  it, 
specialising in house and jungle music, with a huge trip-hop venue four doors along. 
Ironically many of  the other units in the block were occupied by offices, one of 
them a stationer’s, another a law firm. Most of  the alcohol was drunk in Club 11, 
however, since the dance clubs sold mainly soft drinks and designer water for the all 
night raves fuelled by ecstasy and countless other drugs. Dehydration had killed a 
few ecstasy users already, so the clubs made a point of  providing as much non-
alcoholic liquid as possible.

It had taken months of  gruelling rehearsal before Caroline was good enough to be 
accepted  as  a  dancer.  Luckily,  Angela  was  a  friend  of  one of  them,  Yekaterina 
Olevich — doubtless not her real name, but she refused to drawn on what the real 
one might be. Her faintly East European accent sounded authentic enough, and 
rumour reached Caroline’s ears that she might be a Slovenian refugee.
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“Matka,” Katya told her once, “— that’s my mother — would die if  she saw how I 
was living.”

“But  you send money home.  Doesn’t  she  ask  how you make it?”  Caroline  was 
guzzling a bottle of  Lucozade after a gruelling workout in  the gymnasium of  the 
Hospitality Inn, membership paid for by Club 11.

“Glucose will make you fat,” Katya interjected.

“Huh, I’ve sweated it off  already.”

Katya  swept  back  her  damp bronze  hair,  draped  a  towel  around  her  neck and 
shucked off  her lycra shorts. There was a livid, purpling bruise just below her ribs. 
She noticed Caroline looking.

“I cover it with makeup,” she said. “Is nothing.”

“If  the boss sees it he won’t let you dance.”

“The boss did it,” Katya said. “But he apologise. He was drunk.”

Caroline was shocked, though she should not have been. She knew the score. The 
boss, as Katya called him, was not really the boss, but a hired hand nominally in 
charge of  the club. If  the real boss, Aaron Crowe found out, the little man would be 
in very deep trouble indeed. Caroline had managed, not without difficulty, to steer 
clear  of  fraternising.  Katya  had  never  minded  one  way  or  another.  She  was  a 
survivor.

Katya taught Caroline how to dance, and dance well, though kept the secrets of  her 
special tricks to herself  the way a gourmet chef  will guard his most sacred recipes. 
Some of  the girls, for extra cash, would dance completely naked in a small back 
room. Caroline never went there, and promised herself  she never would. If  the men 
in  the  club wanted to ogle  her  tits,  and shove fivers  into the  waistband of  her 
panties, let them, but the only person who was going to see any more would be 
Severin. It had taken her a while to overcome the feeling of  being violated, but 
when she was dancing in full flight she rose above it, and a dark recess of  her mind 
enjoyed being admired and having control over the dimly-perceived men beyond the 
lights. If  she squatted down to have money slipped into her waistband, she felt no 
curiosity  about  the  man  who  was  doing  it.  Once  or  twice,  however,  she  was 
surprised at how young some of  them were, and learned to dismiss the cliché about 
oily  middle  aged men as  the  habitués  of  clubs like  this.  Once she wondered  if 
Severin had come here, before they met, or since, but she thought it unlikely. Severin 
was a do-er, not a watcher, but these days the doing mainly involved drugs.

When she finished her set this Friday night, the night before she phoned her father 
to ask for more money, she slumped in a chair in the dressing room and popped her 
ankles on the edge of  the dressing table, wiping herself  down with a hand towel. In 
the mirror she studied Katya’s reflection, as she smeared moisturiser on her face. 
She envied Katya her  cheekbones,  her  almond-shaped,  slightly  slanting  eyes like 



those of  a Persian cat, though she would not wish for herself  the haunted look in 
them.

“My mother,” Katya said, wiping her hands on a tissue and lighting a cigarette, “I 
tell her I work in architect office, as trainee. I went to college back home, but there 
was no money there.”

“You’re an architect?” Caroline tried not to sound surprised.

“A graduate. No more. I have no opportunity to practise.” Katya shrugged. “And so 
I dance. But I am good dancer, am I not?”

Caroline nodded: “The best,” meaning it. “She’ll find out, Kat. You do know that, 
don’t you.”

“She already know. My brother tells me. But she says nothing. Pretends I tell the 
truth, to protect me perhaps.”

“That’s crap. She’s protecting herself.”

Another example of  Caroline’s frankness. Yekaterina was not phased by it.

“Yes, is true. She is very…religious, my mother. Her religion tells her how important 
is the truth, but she does not want truth. She is afraid of  it.”

“A bit like my mum, then.” A well of  emotion constricted Caroline’s throat. Her 
mother was so afraid of  truth that she walked away from her and her father. Dad 
had tried to tell  her  once about  something  he  had done when he was a  young 
journalist, something he found it difficult to live with, and Caroline wanted to hear 
it, but her mother had spent years badgering him about his guilt complex, his bouts 
of  drinking and his overweening devotion to work.

“I don’t want you to tell me your sordid little secrets, Ray,” she’d heard her mother 
say one time, in a voice loud enough to be heard at the top of  the stairwell where 14 
year old Caroline sat listening. “I just want you to get on with your life. Get over it, 
Ray. Just bloody get over it why can’t you.”

It had been the next-to-last argument her mother and father ever had.

Katya offered a cigarette. Caroline declined. She never smoked.

“But enough of  this, Caroline. We must go out. You like art?”

Caroline smiled. “Art? Yes, I suppose so. Depends what kind.”

“I have invitation to an opening next week. At Syntax Gallery. You know it?”

“Yes. Yes, I went to a book launch there once. Simon Pearson, the travel writer?”

“This is contemporary art. My boyfriend is an art student, says there will be lot of 
free drink.”

Caroline joked: “Well, I don’t know about art, but free booze sounds okay. Can I 
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bring Severin?”

Katya shook a finger at her: “Forget your lover for one night. We will have what you 
call girlie night out. Eat. Get drunk. Be art critics.”

“Have a laugh,” Caroline said.

“A giggle,” Katya added, which sounded funny coming from her, slang expressions 
not coming easily to her.

“I don’t know art….” Katya prompted.

“But I know what I like!” they finished in unison and laughed companionably.

Severin was waiting for her when she emerged from the club, the engine of  his 
second hand Cabriolet roaring as he gunned the accelerator.

She slammed the passenger door as she got in. “There’s no need for that, Sev.”

“Timer needs adjusting,” he replied by way of  apology, and kissed the side of  her 
mouth. “How were the creeps tonight?”

Caroline was angry now. “You’ve no right to say that. I’m doing this for us, you 
know.”

At the next set of  lights, which just turned red, Severin banged the steering wheel 
with the heels of  his hands. “I just feel…crappy about this, Caroline.” He looked 
forlorn, a lost boy.

“Don’t go all moony on me,” she hissed, detesting his mournful expression, adding 
reluctantly: “Apology accepted.”

“I love you, Caroline. You do realise that.”

“Think I’d be doing this if  you didn’t?” She clutched his hand, which rested on the 
gearshift.  “And don’t be such a frigging wimp. It’s only a job. I’m more worried 
about you, to be honest. Have you taken anything tonight?”

“What?” Severin jerked his head around, speeding up. “No. Nothing. Just a couple 
of  pills, that’s all.”

“Not nothing, then?”

He scowled. “Uppers, that’s all. Nothing.”

“What did you buy them with?”

“I—”

She knew the answer, of  course. He borrowed money again, probably from one of 
their friends, at least the ones they had left.

“You’re in bigger  trouble than you said,  aren’t  you?” Caroline heard her father’s 
voice in her own. “So you may as well tell me.”



“No way. The three grand will get them off  my back, honest.”

“Get who off  your back? And what about the rest you’ve borrowed?”

“Only from David and Pauline.”

“David—?” Caroline began, too angry to speak for the moment. David and Pauline 
were Caroline’s closest friends in the world. They liked Severin, and had become his 
friend, too. But to think he had the sheer brass neck to tap them was just too much.

She punched him on the shoulder, hard, four or five time, until he veered the car 
aside, mounting the edge of  the pavement, almost hitting a lamp-post.

“Bastard! How could you?” She fought back tears of  frustration. It was like running 
into a brick wall. Mr Sensitivity.

“How much?”

Severin hunched down in his seat. “Fifty.”

She exhaled with relief, still angry. It could have been much worse.

“You’re giving it back tomorrow, right?” And she opened her purse, counted out 
two twenties and a ten and shoved it into the top pocket of  his shirt.

“Thanks,” he said, sheepishly. “I’ll get it back to you.”

“Making a grand total of  three thousand…and fifty,” she said, spitting the sentence 
out venomously.”

“Yeah, well, I—”

“Don’t.” Caroline raised a warning hand. “Just…don’t, okay?”

“Okay.” He paused. “You want to go home now?”

“I want to sleep, Severin. Preferably for a week.”

They drove off, easing into the late night traffic, a stream of  lights below a dark 
ribbon of  sky, which sat on the city like the lid of  a soot-blackened pot. 
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Chapter Eight

Striplights flanked the full length mirror at the end wall of  Stephen Morrell’s walk-in 
wardrobe. In the close confines of  the orderly ranks of  suits, sports jackets, casual 
trousers, and jeans, the artist would perform the daily ritual of  selection. First, the 
underwear, waist high lycra or cotton, fitted snugly, the designer’s brand name or 
logo subtly interwoven into the waist elastic, or white or black boxer shorts which 
hugged the upper thighs. 

Before  selecting  a  shirt,  the  tightly  wound  bandages  around  the  chest  must  be 
checked for gaps, or soiling; they had to be worn throughout the night often, nights 
when he slept alone at any rate. A locked drawer beneath his shoe racks contained 
boxes of  fresh bandages, obtained through a mail order medical supply company, 
when a replacement was needed. In the beginning winding them around the torso 
unaided proved difficult, kinks and creases appearing under the armpits, in the small 
of  the back or at the abdomen, which was uncomfortable when the body folded in a 
seated position. Through application, as with everything else, the winding process 
was  perfected,  little  origami  folds  where  the  ribcage  expanded  or  in  awkward 
crevices, so that a perfect line of  V shapes ran the length of  the spinal column to 
the base of  the back just above the waistline. The most revered princes of  Egypt 
could not have been bound so perfectly for their final journey. Once the bandaging 
was completed, he would always take a deep breath, hold it and turn around slowly, 
arms raised to shoulder height, checking for imperfections. Checking, too, that he 
could breathe comfortably. Crepe bandages were a boon in this regard, though most 
often they had to be double wrapped for full opacity. A light lycra tee-shirt, of  a 
similar colour to the shirt that would be worn over it, was pulled over the bandages 
for the smoothest possible profile. 

Selecting a  shirt  was  done with great  care.  Stephen adored shirts,  their  sartorial 
significance all too easily neglected by those who made more of  a display of  their 
choice of  suit, or shoes, or jewellery. But a shirt, now that was another matter. Silk 
was often a good choice even in winter, but one hundred per cent cotton, starched, 
with button down collars was more authoritative, more businesslike. His father used 
to wear bri-nylon, which generated static, and the memory of  a tiny electrical charge 
when father’s chest came close to his face, the smell of  perspiration leaving damp 
patches in the armpits,  was repellent.  He chose a dark blue Italian shirt  of  fine 
organza, with discreet mother of  pearl buttons. Cufflinks, each with a small sapphire 
inset in a silver claw mount with a small chain link to the crossbar, were pushed into 
the eyelets. A pale blue silk tie with an Escher pattern completed the look. Stephen 
owned over fifty ties, which lined the end wall of  the suit wardrobe, hung in tiers 
from overlapping chrome tie bars.

To complete the ensemble he selected a pair of  knife creased pale grey chinos and a 



charcoal wool jacket with a dark blue fleck. A pair of  black loafers were slid onto his 
silk-socked feet.

Stephen used both a comb and a brush on his hair, brushing it back repeatedly to 
make  it  shine,  then  combing  it  into  shape,  a  discreet  side  parting  suggesting 
boarding school while the long flick at the front was a more recent version of  the 
New Romantic look of  the 80s.

He gazed at his reflection in the mirror for a long time. Before leaving the wardrobe 
he cupped his hands over his mouth, steepled his fingers over the bridge of  his nose 
and inhaled deeply of  the CKOne aftershave. He lowered his hands to his sides, 
letting them hang limp, focusing his mind on the weight of  a discreet Rolex on his 
left wrist. The way you can tell a real Rolex from a fake is that the second hand 
sweeps rather than ticks off  the seconds. Stephen pictured the sweep, the seconds 
pouring  away  like  a  constant  drizzle  of  expensive  olive  oil,  pouring  and  being 
absorbed in the cooking process of  his memories. 

He saw in his mind’s eye the elegant sweep of  the second hand, imagined  the work 
of  the craftsmen who had hand tooled the gears, the movements of  this watch. But 
Stephen knew this was not real time, but imaginary time, increments delineated by 
man, the way Stephen measured out his own, not in cosmic time but in artificial 
time. The moment of  birth, measured by the woman’s opening, her agony as the 
weight she has carried for nine months or less is forced violently out of  her body; 
the violence of  the in between time, the violence of  strong emotions, of  love and 
loss, the violence of  ambition and uncaring, the violence of  fear, and finally the 
violence of  death, no matter how calm a death, the transition from one state of 
being to another has its impetus, a velocity unique unto itself. When you are a child 
the second hand sweeps more slowly than at any other time in your life, a stately 
procession filled with the gathering of  experience, of  learning, of  trying to come to 
grips with your new world. Some of  us never do, though. Come to grips with it. 
This is what Stephen believed, and experienced for himself.  For him that stately 
crawl of  childhood time was drawn out, stretched to infinity by pain and terror and, 
above all,  by the protracted lesson about  betrayal.  Betray an adult  and they can 
choose to walk away from you, but betray a child, your own child, and the child will 
believe that this is the way the world is, knowing nothing to the contrary. And so the 
betrayal of  a child is also about the withholding of  information.

Stephen was highly skilled in the art of  information. He knew how to acquire it, 
how to use it, adapt it and, if  need be, distort it for his own purposes. It was like 
sculpting,  in  a  sense.  If  he  were  to  sculpt  a  horse,  for  instance,  he  had  the 
information about the anatomy of  a horse, its musculature, its bone structure. But 
what he would sculpt would not be a horse, merely his interpretation of  one. It need 
not even look like a horse, though it might if  he chose imbue the essence of  horse 
within it. He might, for example, make a photomontage of  a man’s body with the 
flayed skull of  a horse for a head. Would it then be horse or man? That would 
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depend upon the reading of  the viewer. In such a case information is manipulated 
but its interpretation left to chance, like poetry. In other instances, Stephen might 
provide information that was unequivocal in its meaning, though he encouraged his 
audience to interpret for themselves the information that was his art.

As was his habit of  an evening before going out, Stephen descended the brass railed 
staircase to his wine cellar. Behind an ornate cantilevered gate fashioned to resemble 
vine leaves and bunched grapes, was a heavy chrome-faced door with two slide bolts 
linked to a combination lock, like the door of  a bank vault. Were it to be opened, 
one  would  find  it  resembled  a  bank  vault  in  other  respects,  too.  It  was  thick, 
soundproofed and highly secure. If  you were to be inadvertently locked behind it 
you could scream yourself  hoarse and no one would hear you. 

Unlike the interior of  a bank vault, however, the interior of  the room behind the 
door was air conditioned, its temperature cool but comfortable, and extractor fans 
concealed behind discreet ceiling panels removed any odours which might accrue 
there. Its marbled floor was slightly tilted, a drain at its lowermost end to wash away 
any fluids or other unwanted substances. Perfumes and disinfectants were borne in 
the water, which rinsed out the drain as the final measure. The drainage found its 
way to the urban sewage system and finally the dark river which bisected the city 
which was the twin ventricles of  a still beating heart.

On this  occasion,  Stephen chose  not  to  open the  door.  Behind it,  he could be 
completely himself, with no need for the masks that allowed him free movement in 
the world. The door was a portal to another world, and he would often merely stand 
at its threshold and feel gratitude for its solace, and a sense of  pride in what he had 
created.

A telephone rang up above him in the hallway. His answering machine would pick 
the call up after six rings, that way he could be sure that whoever was calling really 
wanted to speak to  him;  a  more  casual  caller  would hang  up without  leaving  a 
message. Feeling excited by the evening ahead, he bounded up the stairs and lifted 
the receiver just as the recorded message was about to click in.

He gave his name, never his number.

“You’re late,  Stephen.” It was Eleanor Forsyth, a notoriously fearsome art critic, 
who had taken Stephen under her wing and who was in no small measure partially 
responsible for his success.

“Fashionably, I hope.”

“Oh, don’t be a drag, sweetie. You know we were having drinks before the opening.” 
Eleanor’s chilly tone may have made others wince but it had no effect whatsoever 
on Stephen. Both of  them understood that, and it was one reason Eleanor liked 
him. As much as she liked anyone. She was known to drop out of  favour artists like 
hot  bricks,  unless  she  chose  to  champion  you.  A  streak  of  perversity  would 
sometimes have her hold fast to an artist whom she favoured in spite of  antagonism 



by the media and the public  and the artworld itself.  She accused them of  being 
short-sighted, and on many an occasion had been proven correct.

She added, “You seem to forget that art these days isn’t about entrances, it’s about 
working the media. And for the media you had better be on time.”

“By the media you mean you.” Stephen was enjoying the banter enormously.

“I am not the media, Stephen.” The chill dropped several degrees. “I am a critic. 
Quite a different thing, I assure you.”

Stephen stifled a laugh: “But the media pays your mortgage, Ms. Forsyth.”

“I told you to stop calling me that, Stephen. Its missus, if  anything, or Eleanor. I 
hate Ms., it’s totally meaningless.”

Eleanor Forsyth was of  the old school, or presented an old school image, an art 
critic living in the wrong era. In truth she was only in her mid-thirties, but sounded 
like a Diva, and acted as if  she were one. She had married a visiting lecturer at art 
school,  an American called Wayne, if  you can believe that. Barely six years older 
than her, Wayne Forsyth was more youthful than his wife, and continued to make a 
habit of  sleeping with art students. By the time Eleanor acquired them, however, as 
was the case with Stephen, they were out of  bounds to Wayne.

Agreeing  that  he  would leave  the  house  immediately,  Stephen hailed  a  cab and 
turned up at the riverside restaurant, a former dockside turret whose upper cupola 
had been converted into a piano bar. Eleanor was chatting with her husband, and a 
young man he had not met.

He sat down, asking for a Perrier from the waitress, and shook hands with young 
Malcolm Ruthven, a radio journalist apparently.

“Since when is your station interested in art?” Stephen inquired.

“Oh, is that what you call it?” Insolent little shit.

Eleanor beamed. “Adorable, isn’t he? I told them your new works were completely 
disgusting, and that I love them.”

Wayne coughed a  laugh behind his  napkin.  His  bald  head gleamed beneath  the 
artificial lights.

Stephen relaxed somewhat. “There’s no such thing as bad publicity, eh, Eleanor?”

“Why, of  course, Stephen.” She patted the back of  his hand, which might have been 
patronising if  Stephen did not know better. “Now, I promised Malcolm here an 
interview.”

Stephen chose to be difficult, just for the Hell of  it. “Oh, you promised. Not an 
exclusive, I trust. Or is it just that he can’t be fucking bothered to come and see my 
show for himself ?”
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He  heard  a  click  and  realised  that  Malcolm  had  just  switched  off  the  Sony 
Professional  Walkman he had sitting on his lap. He toyed with the microphone, 
awaiting developments.

“Sorry, Malky,” Stephen said. “Of  course you can have an interview. But after the 
show. The deal is you come see it first.”

Malcolm looked flustered, inexperienced as he was. “But the broadcast’s at eight..”

“Then it’ll just have to go out tomorrow, or a later one, won’t it?”

Stephen did not smile in triumph, but sat back in his seat and winked at Eleanor, 
who slapped his forearm. “Bad boy,  Stephen!”  More seriously,  she  added:  “You 
want the publicity or don’t you?”

“You’re not my agent, Eleanor. So shut the fuck up!”

Wayne bristled. “Why, you little asshole. I should…”

“You  should  nothing,”  Eleanor  said,  placing  a  steadying  hand  on  his  chest. 
“Stephen’s  just  sabre  rattling,  aren’t  you,  Stephen?”  Eleanor  had  paled  visibly, 
though her demeanour was unchanged, a trait Stephen admired in her.

Stephen relented, acting sheepish.  “Shit.  I’m really,  really  sorry,  Eleanor.  I didn’t 
mean it. You know that.” He squeezed his eyes with his fingertips. “I haven’t had 
much sleep lately, what with the get in, setting up the show, and I had total insomnia 
all last night.” This was completely untrue, naturally. He had slept like a baby, as he 
invariably did.

Malcolm,  upcoming  young  turk  of  radio  broadcasting,  was  frozen  to  his  chair, 
enraptured by this display of  histrionics, far too naïve to understand that it was just 
that: a show, a tableau for the media. Eleanor was more impressed than anyone by 
the multifarious ways that Stephen could put on such a show, what a wonderful self 
publicist he was. But even she could never predict when the curtain would rise or 
what kind of  show it would be. She could never, quite, be certain, when it was an act 
and when it was not.

“Alright with you if  we do it here?” asked Malcolm, adjusting the sound settings for 
ambient noise and checking the volume of  his own voice.

“Fine, yes.” Stephen smiled at the waitress who brought his drink. He watched the 
sway of  her hips as she departed, and noted the protuberant bones of  her ankles 
beneath her sheer hosiery. Her dorsal right anklebone was reddened as if  she had 
collided with a table leg or been accidentally kicked. Some clumsy oaf  getting out of 
his chair just as she was passing his table.

“You’re know for controversy, Stephen, but your artworks sell for many thousands 
now, and you’re in the Saatchi collection.” Malcolm poked the microphone at him.

Was this a question? Stephen inhaled deeply and let out a theatrical sigh. “I’m in the 
Saatchi collection because they rate me as an artist. Nothing to do with controversy. 



Am I making art about shit or shit about art?”

A classic Morrell rejoinder.

Malcolm Pearson would not be drawn. “Well, what do you think, Stephen? You’re 
work is hated by the public and loved by the critics.”

Stephen tensed. “Who said my stuff  was hated by the public? If  they hate it  so 
much why do they come and see it in droves?”

“People go to bullfights in droves.”

“And soccer matches,” Stephen responded tartly. “Listen, art isn’t about beautifying 
the world, though it most often does that, it’s about making you pay attention. To 
see.  To look again.  To listen.  Okay, I make photoworks out of  dead babies and 
animals, and sculptures out of  skeletons, but there’s humanity in it, we are all in my 
work, the way we really are. My work is about the way the world really is, but it is 
also about the nobility of  death. Some cultures celebrate death, like the Dias Del 
Muerte in Mexico. Here in Europe we’re embarrassed by it. Fucking embarrassed!”

Malcolm said, “I’ll edit that last bit later. Sorry, go on.”

“I’ve had letters from buyers, critics, and Joe Public from all over the world saying 
my art  is  beautiful.  No, I  don’t  understand that,  either.  I  don’t  set  out to make 
beautiful objects, but people see beauty in it. Follow me?”

“Where did you get the dead babies, Stephen?” 

Oh,  what  a  bore  this  Malcolm was  going  to  be.  “You already  know the  story, 
Malcolm. They were unidentified war victims, burials, in Rwanda.”

“And that gave you the right to photograph them and distort them in your art?”

“It gave me the right,” Stephen said sternly, “to memorialise them. So people like 
you wouldn’t forget. Memento Mori. That’s what I called the show. But you didn’t 
see it, did you, Malky?”

“Malcolm,” the youth corrected. “No, you’re right, I didn’t. Maybe I was offended 
by the idea. Disgusted by it.”

“Offended by an idea?” Stephen said. “Now that’s a powerful concept, isn’t it? If  an 
idea can offend, what must the reality be like? That’s just how state power works, 
isn’t it? By the suppression of  ideas. But we’ve not talked about my retrospective, 
and my new pieces at The Syntax Gallery.”

Eleanor nodded her approval of  the plug.

“The Crucifixions you mean?” Clearly Malcolm had done some minimal research, or 
at least read the press release.

“Not just those, there are other pieces,  too.  I’ve made completely new creatures 
from human remains. New beings.”
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“A bit like God, then? Is that how you see yourself ?”

Stephen smiled shyly. “Not in the least, Malcolm. Yes, God, if  you believe in Him, 
was a creator, too, an artist if  you will. But he created us as we are. I am trying to 
reveal potential, how we might be, our secret selves.”

Malcolm looked at his watched. “Stephen Morrell, artist of  the secret self, purveyor 
of  beauty  or  grotesquery,  only  you,  the  viewer,  can decide.  Stephen,  thanks for 
talking to us.”

The tape was switched off, and stuffed into Pearson’s leather satchel.

“That was brilliant, Stephen. Thanks a lot.”

Stephen grinned and shook the other’s hand. “My pleasure, Malcolm. Really.”



Chapter Nine

Ray watched for his daughter’s reaction as he offered her only two hundred in cash. 
She did not waver, but thanked him volubly as he followed the cash with a cheque 
for three thousand. 

“What’s the extra for, Dad?”

“Thought you could use a little pocket money.”

“But you can’t aff—” 

Ray touched a finger to Caroline’s lips, pressing them together.

“I can’t  afford three thou,” he said,  smiling reassuringly,  “So an extra  couple of 
hundred won’t hurt.”

Caroline lowered her head. “Now you’re making me feel guilty.”

“You mean you didn’t feel guilty before?” He was trying hard to joke, but failing 
miserably. “Sorry. Look, you need the money, so I’m letting you have it. Pay it back 
in your own time. No big rush.” As the words came out of  his mouth Ray could not 
help thinking of  the fifteen per cent interest per annum that the bank was slapping 
on his loan.

The truth was that Ray was worried about his daughter in another way, having heard 
on the early morning television news about a missing girl, who had gone clubbing 
with  her  sister  and  her  sister’s  friend.  She  was  twelve,  and  the  fourth  person 
reported missing in the last six months, all of  whom had been at a club the night of 
their disappearance.

Caroline had always loved clubbing, and though never allowed to venture out to 
them until she was 17, Ray had never quite dispelled his anxieties about her going to 
these places, hangouts of  lowlifes, chancers and predators. Every young guy who 
went to them, Ray told himself,  was a potential rapist  or disease carrier or drug 
dealer. A jungle denizen like Ray could only fear for his cub, and defend her to the 
death.

“Thanks,  Dad.  Sev  and  me were  thinking  about  inviting  you  round for  a  meal 
sometime, maybe bring a friend with you?”

“A girlfriend you mean? Well, thanks, but I’m not seeing anyone at the moment. 
And I don’t think I can face another of  Severin’s pasta surprises.”

Caroline said, “Oh, you! His cooking’s improved, honest. He can even stretch to 
dessert these days.”

Ray made a horrified moue and Caroline playfully pushed his shoulder.
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“You never liked him much, did you?”

“What’s not to like? He’s charming, funny, intelligent, cares about you very much if 
I’m any judge. It’s just a father’s natural jealousy. Forget it.”

And, Ray wanted to say, There’s something not quite right about him. He’s a bit too 
perfect. Never trust a man with no rough edges, he could have warned his daughter 
but didn’t.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll drive you back.”

“No, I’ll get the bus, honestly. They’re every ten minutes.”

“Not on weekends, remember?”

Ray  folded  the  unread  morning  edition  of  The  Metropolitan  under  his  arm. 
Caroline’s  expression told  him all  he  needed to know about  her  opinion of  his 
tweed jacket. He decided he would buy a new one first chance he got, or when there 
was some money in his bank account.

“I’m buying some new clothes today,” he heard himself  say as he locked the door 
behind  them.  The  ride  to  Caroline’s  apartment  was  cheerful,  though  Ray 
disapproved of  her choice of  radio station, the dance tracks all sounding the same 
to his untrained ear.

There  was  a  police  car  with  a  flashing  light  outside  the  tenement  block,  the 
communal stairwell echoing with shouts and doors slamming. A constable standing 
on the pavement was leaning on the sill of  the passenger window, speaking into a 
radio  microphone,  a  hissing  reply  coming  back  each  time  he  stopped.  He  was 
nodding  as  if  the  speaker  were  present.  Two other  policemen,  one  of  them a 
sergeant, were having a conflab in the close entranceway, with a small woman with 
chubby arms like bowling pins.  She was shouting at  them and pointing into the 
stairwell: “I’m not having it, I’m telling you. We could have been murdered in our 
beds, and where were you lot?”

The sergeant instructed the woman to calm down, while the constable at his side 
took notes.

Caroline  tried  to  open  the  door  before  Ray  braked.  She  knew before  she  saw 
anything, what this was all about. Ray held her back, parked nose to nose with the 
black and white, and shouted at her not to run off,  but she did, hurling herself 
between the policemen and the fat woman, but froze suddenly.

Another pair of  police constables, one of  them a woman, were escorting a man 
whose face was wreathed and obscured with blood,  as if  someone had tried to 
deface a portrait in an art gallery. Severin North’s check shirt was ripped in a dozen 
places, the line of  rents being carried across his naked chest in long, red scores, 
which wept blood. It looked as though he had been cut repeatedly with a craft knife 
or something like it, the scars being too thin for a regular knife. Severin moaned and 



wept, jerking aside in pain as Caroline tearfully tried to put her arms around him. 
His jeans were torn at one knee, but as a fashion statement not a cut, Ray realised. 
He was barefoot, and his left foot was swollen and purpled with bruising.

“They wouldn’t wait!” he screamed into Caroline’s face. “They wouldn’t wait any 
longer. Leave me alone, Caroline. Leave me!”

As he was eased into the back of  the police vehicle, she called his name over and 
over, but the wail of  the siren drowned her out as it took off  and she was left to 
face the Sergeant, and her father.

“Oh, Dad,” she said, as Ray folded his arms around her, “What have I done?”

“Nothing,  love,  you’ve  done  nothing.”  Ray  wanted  to  add  to  Severin’s  wounds, 
overwhelmed with impotent  rage.  He wanted to take  the  three  thousand pound 
cheque and force it down Severin North’s scrawny throat for what he had done to 
his daughter.

“Sorry, sir,” the Sergeant said, not looking at Caroline, “But I’m afraid we need to 
ask the young lady some questions.”

“It’s her boyfriend,” Ray spoke calmly. “Severin North. We don’t  know anything 
about what happened.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” Caroline said, pushing back from his embrace. “I’ll tell them what I 
can.” Her eyes were moist but she was not crying. An instinct told her to manage 
the situation in which she found herself, and there was no place for tears, a quality 
inherited from her mother, but which included the caring bit her mother lacked. Ray 
remembered how it worked, this mechanism, and it unnerved him to see it in his 
daughter so fiercely.

At the police station, Ray sat in the waiting room while Caroline was interviewed. 
The desk sergeant was busy with his logbook, a telephone call while at the same 
time trying to calm down two boys wearing soccer scarves yelling that their tickets 
to the big match had been stolen.

“Sure you didn’t leave them at home?” The Sergeant asked, not unkindly, a hand 
cupped over the mouthpiece of  the phone.

“Of  course not, stupid,” the taller of  the boys, who was wearing a tan parka, replied.

A policewoman who had been typing a report sheet at the desk behind the Sergeant 
stood up and strode to the desk. “Hey!” she shouted in the boy’s face. “Watch your 
mouth, son or I’ll spank your bum for you.”

“Oooh,” the other boy said, nudging his friend in the ribs. “Promises, promises.”

The WPC’s stony face and piercing gaze silenced them, however. They could see 
that she was talking about more than ritual humiliation, maybe even a beating in the 
cells, like one of  their mates had got once for selling pills at the school gates.
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“Right!” said the Sergeant, replacing the receiver and nodding to the woman that 
she could go now. “Unless you pair of  monkeys have a suspect, or some proof, I 
suggest you both bugger off. I’m busy, and the match is half  over anyhow.”

“Only ’cos you kept us waiting for over an hour.”

“Harry,”  the  young  boy  cautioned,  taking  one  last  fearful  glance  at  the  beefy 
policeman before ushering his friend out through the swing doors.

The doors stopped swinging for about half  an hour, then started up again, batted 
back and forth  by  a  string  of  resentful  prostitutes  and  a  businessmen client  in 
denial; two men and a woman battering six kinds of  Hell out of  each other while 
constable tried unsuccessfully to stop them (they turned out to be a husband, a wife 
and the wife’s brother, which Ray overheard as their charge sheet was filled); and a 
scrawny woman with a bundle of  blood-stained Big Issues under her arm with what 
looked like a pound of  raw meat wrapped inside. The meat turned out to be just 
that: a pile of  steaks she had tried to steal from a butcher shop. The desk Sergeant’s 
nose curled as the package was slapped on the counter and the WPC holding the 
shivering woman said, “Find a bag for that, will you, Sarge?”

“Find it yourself,” the Sergeant grunted, and stretched his arm out, pencil  at the 
ready. “Name?” he asked the woman. She tried to spit in his face, but he dodged the 
gob just  in  time,  clearly  a  veteran.  “Name?” he repeated,  much louder,  and the 
woman shouted something like “Margaret” but could have been anything owing to 
the copious amounts of  alcohol she must have consumed.

Ray waited. It was one thing he was good at. If  an investigative journalist has to 
learn one thing in life it is patience, but Ray Bissett had learned it long before he 
entered the fourth estate. He had learned it at his mother’s knee, learned to be still 
during her alcoholic rages, waiting for the slap or the caress, never knowing which it 
would be. It was from his mother, too, that he learned other skills invaluable to the 
investigator: watching and listening. Watching for the school bully, listening for his 
mother’s stumbling tread on the stairs. Waiting, watching, listening. The woman at 
the counter was not in the least like his mother. His mother was elegant, a lady, so 
everyone said. She could present to the world any image she chose, only letting her 
guard down when she was alone, with Ray’s father or Ray and his sister. A controlled 
alcoholic. She told him once, in that strange calm place after the boozy histrionics, 
told  him something  that  was  horrifyingly  true:  “The  trouble  is,  I  love  you  too 
much.” The trouble was she did not love herself, and it was for this reason perhaps 
that Ray forgave her, over and over again.

Ray waited some more. And presently, the door of  Interview Room 3 popped open 
and Caroline emerged, her frame shrunken a little with weariness.

A young police  constable  at  her  arm gazed  at  her  face  with  a  combination  of 
admiration  and  sympathy.  Caroline  could  easily  have  been  his  girlfriend,  or  his 
fiancée, or he might wish that she were.



Ray stood up,  face softening from the pinched,  concentrated look he had worn 
while he waited.

The constable said, “He’ll be all right, Miss Bissett. The hospital just phoned. You 
can see him shortly.”

Without another word, Ray put an arm around her and started leading her out.

“Eh, just a minute, sir.” It was a familiar voice. Kendrick came out of  the interview 
room and turned to face Ray as though he had never seen him before. “We may 
need to  ask  you  some questions,  too.  But  it  can  wait  for  now.  We’ve  got  your 
number, haven’t we?”

Ray bit his lip. “Yes,” he said, “You’ve got it. I’ll come in tomorrow if  that’s okay.”

Kendrick shrugged. “I’m off  duty, but one of  our people will finish up with you. 
Just ring and the Sergeant here will make you an appointment.”

“What was that about?” Caroline asked in the car as they drove to the hospital. “You 
looked at that guy Kendrick funny. And you don’t know anything so why bother 
agreeing to go in?”

“Just doing my civic duty, love,” Ray replied, his sarcasm aimed at the system rather 
than his daughter. “As for Kendrick, I can’t be expected to love him after the grilling 
he probably gave you.”

“Dad…” Caroline began. She leant back, about to say more but was suddenly too 
tired to bother. “I want to see for myself  that Sev’s…”

“He’ll  be  fine,  Caroline.”  Ray  mustered  up  a  sympathetic  tone  he  did  not  feel. 
Caroline saw right through it, naturally. She said nothing the rest of  the trip.

Severin, as Ray hoped, did not look as if  his face had been put through a mincer. 
Instead  he  had  a  few slender  cuts  across  his  forehead  and  cheeks,  closed  with 
sutures.  “They  won’t  scar,”  said  the  matron  who  brought  them to  his  bedside. 
“Except that one below his ear maybe,” indicating what could have been a fold of 
skin from the back of  his left ear to the inner edge of  the clavicle. By miracle or 
design the blade had missed the jugular vein.

Caroline  started  sobbing,  her  arms  around  Severin  North’s  neck  as  he  winced 
satisfyingly in pain. Ray hoped he hurt badly.

“If  my daughter  had been in  there  with you,  Christ  knows what  they would’ve 
done.”

“Dad…please! Please don’t. Not now.” Caroline implored angrily. But whether in 
anger at her father or her boyfriend it was impossible to say. “Why didn’t you tell 
me, Sev? Why?”

Severin North could not take his eyes from Ray Bissett’s. “I…I owed them money. 
A lot of  money.”
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“Three grand,” said Ray. “Or was it more?”

“It was going to be…the final instalment.”

Ray could not  help thinking  of  hire  purchase furnishings  for  some reason,  and 
bizarrely he felt like laughing.

“But you were late with the dosh,” Ray said, “So they did a Merchant of  Venice on 
you.”

The allusion was lost on Severin.

“It was…” Severin glared at the matron. “Look, do you mind if  we talk in private?”

The matron pursed her  lips,  patted  Caroline  on  the  back and  left  the  room.  A 
constable on a wooden chair remained on guard outside the door. Severin toyed 
tape, which anchored the saline drip to the back of  his hand.

“Mr Bissett.” He faltered. “Ray, I mean. I mean. . .Caroline, I am so unbelievably 
sorry that you had to find out like this.” Severin pressed his face into Caroline’s hair. 
At least he had the good grace to weep. Tears rolled down his cheek, and he wiped 
snot from his nose with his free hand. He was just a kid, in the end. A kid who had 
played with matches and didn’t have the sense to realise they could burn you.

“Severin,” Ray said, not unkindly. “I want to listen to your story, I really do. But 
right now I am much, much too pissed off  with you to give a damn. All I care about 
is Caroline. And if  she is involved in any way at all, or if  the people who cut you put 
her in any danger…”

“She’s  not  involved!”  Severin  pulled  away  from  Caroline’s  embrace.  “I  would 
never….It’s me they want. Just me. The only reason they let me off  was I said I had 
the money.”

Ray was mollified. For the moment. “I hate drugs, Severin. Fucking hate them. How 
far gone are you?”

Caroline sat up. “Dad, what kind of  question is that?”

“One you should have asked, love. Now, answer me.”

“It’s not crack on anything like that…”

“No?” Ray waited.

Severin could see that it was no use. “Okay, I did some. But only a couple of  times. 
It’s…pills. Mostly.”

Light dawned. “You’re a dealer, aren’t you?”

“What?” Caroline jumped as though she’d been electrocuted.

Severin searched Caroline’s face for signs that she did not believe her father, that she 
was willing to be persuaded to the contrary. He could see that she wanted it not to 



be true, but that she would see, too, if  he lied.”

Caroline was beginning to see. Severin North was lying about everything. What he 
took, the fact that he dealt, everything.

“Bastard!” she shrieked. She started pounding the heels of  her fists against Severin’s 
chest, and he winced but did not cry out. Instead he gripped her wrists while she 
shook her head from side to side, no sign of  a tear merely a fearsome countenance 
darkening with each shake.

“Caroline!” Severin North shouted. “Caroline! It’s not drugs, I swear. I was moving 
money around for them, that’s all. Making deliveries. I never even saw how much 
was in the packages. They had me by the balls. I had to do these drops, and pick up 
packages…”

“Oh, and guess what was in the packages?” Ray said venomously.

Caroline sat heavily down on the bed, spent and exhausted. She swiped her hands 
across her hair, smoothing it back flat to her shoulders, and sighed.

“Actually,” Severin replied, “I didn’t really give a monkey’s what was in them. They 
could have been arms dealers, for all I know.”

“Oh, don’t be so pathetic!” Ray said.

Caroline spoke softly then. “Will the two of  you just shut up for a minute? I can’t 
hear myself  think.”

Severin North and Ray Bissett faced off, sizing each other up like bullfighter and 
bull. Mutual respect for Caroline silenced them.

After the longest while, Caroline left the room, muttering that she was going to the 
canteen. “On my own!” she said with starch in her voice as Ray tried to follow.

Left to their own devices Ray and Severin remained silent for what felt like half  an 
hour. Ray positioned the grey metal chair with the leatherette seat at the foot of  the 
bed and straddled it, folding his arms across its back. He rested his head on his arms 
and sighted through the bars of  the bed end imagining them to be prison bars for 
Severin North.

“Are you going to sit and watch me all day?” Severin grunted.

Ray did not trust himself  to speak. Tiredness washed through him. He had nothing 
to say. Glancing up he noticed the television on its wall bracket above the door, and 
he switched it on with the remote on the moving table over Severin’s feet.

A report about white South African farmers being threatened by black people who 
wanted their land back was followed by the soccer results, then the news summary. 
A  photograph  of  a  pale  teenage  girl  flashed  up  on  the  screen,  with  a  solemn 
voiceover: “Hopes are fading today as the search for missing teenager Jane Larson 
reaches its ninth day. The girl’s parents have made an appeal for anyone who was in 
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the East End of  the city on the night of  her disappearance to come forward and tell 
the police anything that might help their investigations. A police spokesman denies 
that there is any connection between this case and the so-called Disco Abductions 
of  gay men in the same clubland district.”

Another picture flashed up, of  a healthy young man with close cropped hair and a 
wide smile. The “tum tab” caption identified him as Bartholomew Porteous. His 
photograph was shrunk and spun with special effects to join a montage of  six other 
men, making his the seventh disappearance in two years.

Throughout this latter sequence Severin tried to initiate conversation, but Ray did 
not hear at first, and when he did he raised a hand and shooshed him.

Something about the two stories nagged at him, an irritant in the back of  his mind. 
Sequences. Numbers. Serials. And serial killers. Or one, rather. Eight or ten years 
ago a serial killer had haunted the city, killing purely at random. He had murdered 
couples, single people, the young and the old, both men and women. Random. A 
lack of  purpose that  was  almost  cosmic  in  nature,  like the whim of  God.  The 
current spate of  teenage horror films about serial killers on campus were intended 
to frighten, but they also reassured, because the killers had purpose, a motive. The 
chaos they created was carefully orchestrated, and the kids could leave the cinema 
flushed with excitement, relieved that the film was over and completely confident 
that no such events could occur in real life. Except that they did, but in a completely 
chaotic way. And that was what most disturbed everyone, and why the murderer had 
been nicknamed The Lottery Killer. He was a random numbers generator, the little 
numbered balls his victims.

The Metropolitan, Ray remembered, reported the Jane Larson story in detail, even 
managing to secure a lengthy interview with her parents and her guilt-wracked and 
remorseful sister, Paula, who had taken Jane to the club in the first place and had left 
her alone with a man she could not later remember. That he had thrown his money 
around was his most outstanding feature, but she was hazy as to his appearance 
other than that he was smartly dressed. Whether he was tall, short, slim or stocky 
she could not say. “But I saw her with a boy, too,” she said, “She might have gone 
off  with him.”

Sequential abductions of  homosexual men were, by contrast to the work of  The 
Lottery Killer, not random. Or did not appear to be. And Jane was not the first girl 
to go missing in the past three years or so. Several young women, in their twenties 
and  thirties,  still  had  files  open  on  them,  as  did  at  least  another  three  barely 
pubescent girls that Ray could recall. And yet no pattern was discernible. All that 
these souls had in common was that they had disappeared without a trace.

Seven was a magical number, Ray knew that much. Seven homosexual men. But 
what of  the women? How many of  those had there been. Five, eight? More?

It nagged at him, even through the cloud of  confusion over Caroline and her waster 



of  a boyfriend who was sucking at his bank balance like a vampire taxman.

A weather warning reported black ice on the roads. It was followed by a warning to 
pensioners to wrap up warmly and ensure that their pipes were lagged against their 
water supply being frozen. Some hope, Ray thought wryly, as if  a pensioner could 
afford a plumber, far less find one at this time of  year. Caroline returned just as 
some soap opera or another began. She wrested the handset from her father and 
switched the TV off. Ray blinked, looked at the wall clock and wondered why the 
matron or a nurse had not ejected them long before now.

Ray left Caroline to say her goodbyes, and sat in the car idling the engine to heat it 
up while he waited for his daughter to show up. 
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Chapter Ten

“This isn’t good enough, Ray. Getting copy in on time is one thing, but getting good 
copy is another.”

Frank McVay was virtually spitting bullets. It was easy to imagine his mane of  grey 
hair bristling as he handed back his edits across the desk. Ray looked in dismay at 
the cross-hatching of  red penned scores, sidebar comments and type corrections. 
The Metropolitan’s editor frequently disagreed with Raymond Bissett’s approach to 
writing a story, but nine times out of  ten he ran what Ray wrote with little comment, 
an indication of  the respect he held for him.

Ray felt like a guilty schoolboy, and it angered him. No excuses, he warned himself.

“I’m running a bit dry on this one, Frank. Sorry.”

Frank McVay’s jaw muscles moved slightly. Then he said, “Junior reporter stuff. It’s 
garbage, and you know it.”

“Think about what we have, Frank. A guy who works as a bank teller, respectable, 
middle class, happily married. He goes to a soccer match for the game, then he and 
his chums pump themselves up for a fight with the opposition supporters. He beat 
one senseless  with a  bicycle  chain  wrapped  around his  fist,  in  the  middle  of  a 
pedestrian precinct. And you know what? Nobody saw anything!”

“You got interviews, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but they’re all sub judice. Anonymous. A couple of  people recognised him, but 
they won’t go on record, and the police can’t prove a thing. Even the man he beat 
up won’t charge him.”

“Because they’ll come back and kill him, I know. But that’s not our affair, Raymond. 
Our business is to get the story. Full stop.”

Ray folded his arms across his chest, a subconscious self-protection movement.

“It’s getting old, Frank. We’re running out of  ideas here. We got the main story last 
week.”

Frank McVay leant forward in an effort to appear menacing. In truth McVay could 
he hard on his people, but the moment a reprimand was over it was forgotten and 
he was on to the next thing.

“Out of  a court case,” McVay said. “Easy stuff. You did your job, interviewed family 
members  on  both  sides,  some  of  the  victims,  the  police.  Easy  peasy.  Teenage 
hooligans was all we came up with, and it was an okay story. But this white collar 
revenge crew is what will sell the paper, so you need to give me something. That”—
pointing  to  the  sheaf  of  paper  in  Ray’s  hands—“is  a  think  piece.  This  is  a 



newspaper, Ray, not the sodding Literary Review.”

Ray raised his eyebrows querulously. Frank was being somewhat coy(?); these days 
hard news tended to come through the media, and it was left to newspapers to flesh 
out the stories, explore them in more depth. There was a rebellious core to Frank 
that  continued to resist  the truth of  this,  and he masked a  sadness  about  it  by 
insisting  newspapers  like  The  Metropolitan  could  never  be  replaced  and  were 
fundamental  to  the  democratic  processes  in  the  country.  To  describe  him  as 
idealistic would be an overstatement, however. It would be more accurate to call 
Frank McVay an unreconstructed hippie who never wore his socialist leanings on his 
sleeve but who had chosen to manifest them publicly by working his way up the 
ranks of  the broadly left wing press. It was at moments like these that his free press 
roots started to show.

“So what are you saying, Frank?”

McVay turned back to his computer screen, and started tapping on the keyboard. 
He jammed the end of  a ballpoint pen in his  mouth—he was trying to give up 
smoking—and said quietly, “Get me a story.”

Ray left in a temper. Once outside the editor’s door, he flung the papers into the air. 
Frank’s secretary watched them flutter to the floor with bored disinterest. She’d seen 
it all before.

“Em, Ray,”  she  began.  Ray stopped,  turned to face her  and forced a smile.  He 
disliked Jean Archer. Around the office she was nicknamed the snapdragon. “A call 
came in for you while you were with Frank. Sounded urgent.”

“Then why didn’t you interrupt us?” he snarled.

“I thought it could wait.”

Checking his anger, Ray asked: “Did you, now? Well, who was it?”

“Didn’t leave a name. They said they would call you back.”

Vagueness was Jean Archer’s weapons of  choice. Antagonism through unspecific 
answers, which a newcomer would have construed as inefficiency. But Ray had been 
around Jean Archer long enough to appreciate just how astute she really was, and 
that it was infinitely better to have her on your side than not. Today she had chosen 
sides.  Ray wondered if  he had forgotten her birthday  or  something.  In spite  of 
disliking her he made a point of  sending her a card every year, as he did with all of 
his immediate colleagues. In Jean’s case the card had the added bonus of  putting 
him in her good books a day or two longer.

“They?” prompted Ray. “Man they or woman they?”

Jean Archer smiled sweetly.  “A woman. She didn’t  leave  a  name or a number.  I 
wondered if  it was your wife for a minute. Sounded like her but it was odd she 
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didn’t say it was her.”

Before he blew a gasket, Ray said, “Right, thanks” and left.

Instead of  making for his desk, he ran upstairs to the next floor and the library. 
Shuffling the card index for the microfiche he called up the index for the 1989 issue, 
checked out the cartridge and sat in a dim corner of  the library scrolling through it. 
At  times  like  these  he  cursed  the  lack  of  a  searchable  database;  electronic 
cataloguing of  The Metropolitan had been around for five years, but issues prior to 
that  date  were  not  on  it,  and  even  now microfiche  was  used  for  backup.  Ray’s 
personal  file  told  him  where  to  find  his  own  work,  but  he  was  searching  for 
something else. 

Around about the time of  the SekurOn scandal, Robert Parks MP was a rising star 
in the party, having held his seat for less than a year. He had made a good account 
of  himself  in the local elections and had won a seat in the General Election the 
following  year.  His  name  being  attached  to  the  SekurOn  business  had  almost 
toppled him, but the courts ruled his involvement unproven, either through very 
clever lawyers or simple lack of  hard evidence. Although he had not escaped with a 
clean sheet, it barely dented his popularity in the polls, the district having been a 
Tory stronghold for 25 years.

Ray scanned  the  stories  he  had  written  about  the  SekurOn business,  about  the 
government  denials  of  radiation  leaks,  and  their  claim  to  have  investigated 
prospective links between Parks and SekurOn. Nothing. The ensuing four month 
long court case heard evidence from all parties, but found only that SekurOn had 
not made their shipments compliant with safety regulations, and that there checks 
had been inefficient and slapdash. When it looked as though SekurOn might get 
away with only a slapped wrist, made much of  it in his stories and persuaded Frank 
to  run  slamming  editorials  against  SekurOn  while  the  case  was  running.  He 
interviewed doctors who were treating people like Arnold Charteris. Doctors who 
said not only were the cancers untreatable, but that the most likely cause had been 
radiation. In spite of  claims that the legal system was immune to public pressure, 
The  Metropolitan’s  campaign  was  in  large  part  responsible  for  the  large 
compensation payouts by SekurOn, even although strictly speaking the court ruled 
“accident”. Parks had not been implicated.

Moving to  the  computer  terminals  Ray searched for  anything  he  could find on 
Robert Parks MP. There was a good deal of  it. Robert Parks had spoken out on 
every high profile subject that would secure his popularity with his constituency as 
well  as  raising him to the ranks of  media stardom. His ambitions went beyond 
politics. It was clear that money and power were his objectives. The higher his media 
profile  grew  the  higher  his  fees  for  being  guest  speaker  at  social  events  and 
conferences, and he sat on the board of  several high profile companies. The party 
allowed this, since he was at pains to claim interest whenever a company he was 
involved with were being questioned by the Monopolies Commission or the Inland 



Revenue  or  became  a  cause  for  public  concern  in  any  way.  Such  things  rarely 
happened,  though.  The  companies  on  whose  boards  Parks  sat  appeared  to  be 
squeaky clean. It was this fact alone that raised Ray’s suspicions.

A couple of  pieces of  a jigsaw had snapped together in his mind. Reading reports 
about the Social Justice Committee proceedings they had called for action on soccer 
hooliganism, insisting that the police clamp down on it. Parks as the convenor had 
been the most vocal on the subject, and his comments had provided a couple of 
good quotes for Ray’s stories. But he had not given him many column inches, since 
the SekurOn story still rankled with him. Seeing Arnie only served to consolidate his 
feelings toward Parks.

Home  Affairs  was  another  committee  on  which  Parks  sat,  and  they  had  more 
influence  over  the  Police  force  than  Social  Justice.  They  could  even  influence 
appointments and....

Wait  a  minute!  Kendrick.  If  Kendrick  were  being  blocked  from  leading  an 
investigation into a high profile case, it would be in Parks gift to change it, albeit 
with a great deal of  string pulling. The only investigation that sprang to mind was 
the  abductions,  and  that  was  being  led  by  Chief  Inspector  John  Grady.  Grady 
owned Ray a couple of  interviews. The Metropolitan had helped Grady with a sticky 
case or two, once finding a suspect in a robbery through an appeal for witnesses. 
And Ray had played up Grady’s role. Investigative reporters must try to enlist allies 
within the system. This was rule number three.

Rather than phone him he asked the snapdragon to fix up an appointment and was 
granted one in the afternoon.

It took Ray an hour from leaving the library to reach Police Headquarters.  The 
traffic was a nightmare, and the taxi driver chatted about his love of  opera while 
blasting the Three Tenors singing Nessun Dorma through the speakers mounted in 
the rear parcel shelf. An aria also favoured by soccer hooligans ever since the World 
Cup.

There was a greasy spoon cafe opposite and Ray ate bacon sandwiches and drank 
tea in a formica-tabled booth while flipping through his notebook. His digital watch 
display was obscured by the low slanting winter sunlight. Cupping his hand around 
the dial he saw that he had another half  hour to wait. And one thing he knew about 
Grady was that her insisted on promptness.

Why was Kendrick so keen that Ray find the woman who had been involved in the 
Heathrow hijack? The link between her and Kendrick’s ambitions was unclear. It 
might be something to do with Parks or it might not. Solving a child abduction case 
would  be  good for  Kendrick’s  career,  by  snaring  a  serial  killer  would be  better. 
Except the police consistently denied that there was a serial killer on the loose. Ray 
allowed his imagination to drift into the wilder shores of  fantasy. He remembered 
that one person suspected of  being Jack the Ripper had connections with The Royal 
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Family. Conspiracy theorists cried “cover up”. The machine that was the political 
system was more sophisticated these days, however, and DNA printing, and a host 
of  other forensic tools made it exceedingly difficult for a murdered to get away with 
the crime. Ambition, power and politics on their own thrived on alliances, but could 
also seem like the worm Orobourus eating its own tail.

Ray flipped a page and drew a mind map, with Kendrick at the centre, and lines to 
satellites, reading clockwise:

Parks

MSP daughter

Child disappearances

Gay men disappearances

Serial killer

Heathrow

His pen trailed off  the edge of  the paper. The face of  the dead boy appeared before 
him, a photograph of  a happy schoolboy, which the paper had printed alongside a 
picture  of  the  woman  who  had  been  shot.  He  saw  them in  his  dreams,  alive, 
accusing looks in their eyes. In these dreams they would turn away and walk into 
darkness, Ray futilely reaching out to hold them back. In the early days he used to 
wake up crying. Now they had faded so much that their images were diaphanous as 
tissue paper. His counsellor had persuaded Ray that they had forgiven him, and that 
he must forgive himself. But he never could, not completely.

At five to two precisely he crossed the road to Police HQ and was ushered into 
Grady’s room.

John Grady, a lean,  balding man in his  mid fifties,  shook Ray’s hand briskly. He 
never smiled. “Never want the criminal fraternity thinking I’m an easy touch.” he 
joked to Ray once. Ray realised he included the media in his statement.

“Come for your interview, have you?” His voice sounded like stones being rattled in 
a shallow riverbed.

“Thought you disapproved of  puff  pieces?”

“I do, which is why I won’t give you one. So, why are you here really?”

Ray sat one of  the comfortable leather chairs in front of  the big polished oak desk. 
Chief  Inspector John Grady had enough authority not to need the appurtenances 
of  psychological gameplay with his  visitors.  A fact underscored when he moved 
around from behind the desk and sat on the chair slanted opposite Ray’s.

As Grady sat, and slid his coffee cup and saucer to the front of  the desk, Ray said, 
“Jane Larson.”



Grady took a sip of  coffee: “Oh? Interesting.” He nodded at his cup: “Do you want 
one, by the way?”

Ray shook his head.

“Not your story, though, is it, Ray?”

“No, but I want to do something different. Get some more background, stuff  like 
that.”

“With the approval of  your editor?”

The man was astute, Ray gave him that.

“You see right through me, John. No, I don’t have his approval. But something’s 
bothering me. See, your people keep denying there might me a serial killer on the 
loose.”

Grady scowled. “We made a statement about that already.”

“That  you  weren’t  ruling  out  possibilities.  Standard  stuff,  John.  Off  the  record, 
what’s really going on?”

John Grady replaced the coffee cup in its saucer and leant back. Unconsciously, he 
swiped his fingertips across his lips, either to wipe coffee droplets from them or to 
give him time to think.

“Public embarrassment never helps us, Ray. The Lottery Killer thing was a cock up, 
a well known fact thanks to you people.”

Ray would not be drawn to defend his profession. “Everyone makes mistakes. But 
the public have a right to know about them.” Hypocrite, Ray thought to himself, 
Heathrow fresh in his  mind.  He pressed on.  “Are you seriously  saying that you 
might have a serial killer investigation on the go and you’re hushing it up because 
you might screw up again?”

Grady shook his head in resignation: “Don’t be daft. Correction, that might be a 
very minor part of  it, but it’s much more serious than that. Are we still  off  the 
record?”

“I keep my word, John. Have I let you down before?”

It was left to Ray to decide what the ensuing silence meant.

“We found something. But it doesn’t point to a serial killer. The politicos as quaking 
in their boots, with the Election coming up. They want results, but by the book. No 
media circus.”

“So?” Ray urged.

“Forensics  are  studying  one  piece  of  evidence  we’ve  turned  up.  An  odd thing, 
nothing we’ve seen before.”
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“I can’t believe there’s nothing you haven’t seen before. What is it? I’m intrigued.”

Grady crossed his legs. He was restive. A bad sign.

“To tell the truth, Ray, I disagree with the way this is being moved forward. Serial 
killers are  one area the media can be useful  to the police—usually,  The Lottery 
Killer excepted—”

“You can’t blame the press for that one. Jesus.” Now Ray felt protective toward his 
colleagues.

“Let’s just say you didn’t help the situation. Anyway,” Grady hurried on, “the powers 
that be insist  on certain courses of  action.  We hold onto what we have until  it 
becomes imperative we release it.”

Impatiently, Ray waved his hand for Grady to get to the point.

“While we were busy crossing swords with the politicians, like I said, we dug up a 
piece of  evidence.”

“Dug up?”

“Yes, literally. A jogger’s dog strayed off  into The Necropolis. There was a recent 
burial mound. The burial was standard, coffin intact et cetera. But the dog scraped 
off  the surface soil and came up with a supplementary item.”

“Which was?”

“A bone flute.”

He couldn’t help it. Ray snorted, and laughed. The humour was black but he just 
couldn’t help himself. He pictured the dead man in the coffin playing the bone flute, 
like something from a horror comic from the ‘50s.

“Sorry,” Ray said, as Grady’s expression became sterner. “Okay, tell me, what is a 
bone flute, exactly?”

“Apparently they used to make them thousands of  years ago. Out of  a hollowed out 
femur.”

“Which was what you found, but a contemporary one. Maybe the deceased was a 
music lover.”

“The femur came off  the leg of  one Philip Jessup, a guy who disappeared from a 
club a six years ago. He worked for them as an accountant”

Ray remembered the  television  in  hospital,  and the  photomontage  on  the  news 
illustrating the Disco Abductions.

“Aha,” Ray said softly. “See the news yesterday, did you?”

“Yes, I saw it. And yes, Philip Jessup was one of  those men.”

“So we do have a serial killer on our hands?” Triumphantly, Ray sat up straight in his 



chair as though he had grown in stature several inches. “But you think there’s a 
chance Jane Larson is still alive?”

“No, not really. The cases might not be related in any case.”

“Yeah, suuure.” Ray had no taste for these tactics.

“Ray, I’m warning you, if  you go public with this now you’re in very deep shit.”

“So why tell me about it? Because you disagree with the cloak of  silence?”

“No, I’m for it, at the moment anyhow. I just disapprove of  some of  the reasons. 
I’ve never been much of  a political animal, Ray, but I had to learn the language and 
how to operate in it. I wanted this job, sure, but so do lots of  other people.”

Including Detective Inspector Kendrick,  Ray  reminded himself.  But  it  would be 
years before he could get close to such a position, even if  he succeeded in taking a 
few shortcuts along the way.

He continued: “You and I go way back, Ray. That’s the main reason I’m telling you 
all this.”

“But not the only one.”

“Naturally. But I can promise you one thing. Once we’re ready to make a move, 
you’ll be the first to know.”

“Sorry, John, not good enough. I need in now, at the early stage. I’ll sign a vow of 
silence in blood if  that’s what you want, but you know as well as I that I might be 
able to help here. I’ve got my contacts, too, remember. And besides, when the thing 
blows up, which it will, you will need an ally with inside knowledge.”

“You could lose your job.”

“I’ve almost lost it already if  Frank’s mood doesn’t improve.”

Chief  Inspector John Grady stood, paced his office floor with its parquet tiles and 
Persian rug. He moved behind the desk and sat in the seat of  power, ready to make 
his declaration.

“All right. You’re in. But if  anything gets out I will deny knowledge. And I think you 
know better than to mess with me, Ray.”

“Oh, yes,” Ray replied. “I know that for sure. Who’s doing the forensics?”

“Someone you know quite well. She might even be pleased to see you again.” Grady 
said. 

68



Chapter Eleven

Grady was wrong.  Isla  McPherson’s flinty blue eyes  signalled her  distaste.  Years 
spent  studying  to be  a  Forensic  Anthropologist  endowed her  with an  analytical 
acuity that not only led her to the top of  her profession and took her around the 
globe to address conferences and assist police forces in third world countries, but 
also enabled her to see through people. Or made it seem that way.. At the very least 
she had a highly tuned bullshit detector.

In the years since they had first met, she had relinquished her purple punk crop for 
a luxuriant copper waves, which came to her shoulder but which were now tied back 
in a pony tail. Her moon shaped face and broad mouth which could light up a room 
with a smile had once made Ray’s heart, and another part of  his anatomy, quiver. 
But he had married someone else, and Isla ditched her partner of  five years and had 
lived on her own, so far as Ray knew, since.

She removed her protective goggles as Ray approached.

“Are you authorised to be in here?”

He showed her a paper signed by the duty officer at John Grady’s request.

“Hmm.” She was not impressed. “What do you want, Raymond?”

She always called him Raymond when she was mad at him. But she had no cause to 
be so far as he knew.

“I’m here about a music lesson.”

“Oh, great!” Yep, really pleased to see him. “Better come this way, then.”

She led him to towers of  chrome cabinets, another city of  the dead, but unlike The 
Necropolis the dead here were always on view. Their purpose was to be studies, 
prodded, poked at, chopped up into useable chunks, brains weighed and catalogued 
(when there was a brain in the corpse, because sometimes there were dismembered 
cadavers to deal with), intestines studied for the recent meal, bones measured and all 
the other elements you might imagine for filing in the database of  the dead.

Isla drew out a drawer, and removed the covering. The femur was already tagged. It 
was peculiarly white as though it had been polished, and the holes drilled at intervals 
that left Ray in do doubt would let a musician play a perfect scale.

“Same number as a penny whistle,” Isla informed him.

“Flageolet.”

“Excuse me?”

“I believe the correct word is flageolet.” Anne, his wife, had once corrected him on 



the point.

“Anyhow,” Isla continued, “You’ll see the marrow has been extracted, and there is 
no sign of  discolouration you would expect from a bone that had been in the earth 
for any length of  time.”

“Meaning what?”

“That it was buried recently. It’s in perfect condition, as if  it’s been preserved in 
some way. And bones aren’t this colour naturally. It looks bleached. And something 
else—”

She moved to the adjacent filing cabinets, flipped through a drawer and produced a 
manilla  folder  containing some photographs.  There  was a  close-up of  the bone 
flute, a detail around the hip joint. There appeared to be microscopic holes in the 
surface, hundreds or perhaps thousands of  them, like tiny air pockets.

“This is scarring, not natural decay.”

“Scarring?” Ray looked closer, holding the photograph by the corner so as not to 
put his thumbprints all over it.

“When you want to remove flesh from bones one way it’s done—and we do this in 
forensics—is to boil the sample for anything up to forty eight hours, and it slips off 
easily. Just like an overcoat.”

Ray’s nostrils curled. The image of  a sleeve of  thigh muscle and skin falling away 
from its supporting architecture was not a pleasant one.

She went on: “You can also use maggots, or blowfly larvae, post-mortem, but that’s 
rather slow. But they will take away all the flesh, leaving the bone unscarred. In this 
case, though, we reckon hydrochloric acid or something similar was used. Burned 
the flesh off  quickly. Then it would need to be washed fast so as not to damage the 
bone too much. Like it so far?”

Ray swallowed. “Lovely.”

“Male. We knew that by measuring the length. We can establish stature by measuring 
one  or  more  complete  long   bones,  and  a  femur’s  good  for  that,  unless  it’s 
incomplete. We measure the maximum length of  the bone and plug into a formula 
based on race and sex to produce an estimate. In this case stature was estimated at 
5'7'' to 5'9'' with a mean stature of  5'8.'' We took scrapings, too. Ran some DNA 
tests. Male, Caucasian. He would have been around 19 at time of  death.”

“Philip Jessup.”

Isla snatched the folder from him and slammed the drawer shut. “I can’t believe they 
told you.”

“Why are you so pissed off, Isla?”
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“Why? Because you’re an interference, Raymond. Last time I saw you was from the 
witness box in court, when I was giving my forensic report on the Bartlett case. 
Remember?”

Ray did. David Bartlett, 38, had supposedly been poisoned by his wife, but it turned 
out to be his son who had done it.

“You made a meal out of  the judge discounting a piece of  my evidence that proved 
Bartlett junior murdered his father.”

“I was  just  reporting the  case,  Isla.  It  was nothing personal.  Anyhow, you were 
proved right in the end. Which I also reported, if  you remember. Even got your 
picture on the front page.”

“And your photographer wanted me to unbutton my blouse a little.”

Ray snorted. “That’s not true, now, is it, Isla?”

“No, I s’pose not.” She almost smiled. “But I had you wondering for a second, 
didn’t I? Imagine if  your photographer was just a tabloid snapper?”

“And would you have done it?”

“Done what?”

“Opened another button?”

Isla grunted and turned on her heel. There was a time and place for flirting, and the 
time was long past as far as she was concerned.

Leaning on his elbows on the central metal table, Ray asked if  cause of  death could 
be established.

“With what? The bone’s as clean as a whistle, if  you’ll excuse the pun. There is no 
way we can establish cause of  death. If  we had the whole skeleton, maybe. All we 
can say for sure is that the flesh was removed, probably in an acid bath, that the 
holes were drilled post-mortem. At least I hope they were, for the victim’s sake. The 
bone was also hollowed out and preserved. It could have been kept in an airtight 
bag, or vacuum packed like venison from Harrods, who can say? And then it was 
buried, inefficiently.”

Ray pondered this information. “You would think whoever killed Jessup would have 
taken more care about disposing of  the evidence. The bone wasn’t far below the 
surface from what I gather, so the murderer who had been so meticulous about the 
other details either suddenly got careless...”

“Or didn’t care. Or got bored.”

“A psychopath, then?”

Isla looked up from labelling the cassette tape of  a live report she must have been 
making before Ray’s arrival.



“Well you didn’t think it was a passion killing did you?”

“I mean,” he expanded, “it fits the profile of  a serial killer.”

“I wondered when you’d get on to that. Yes, maybe. Of  course it could. Certainly 
someone seriously divorced from their emotions. But there are psychopaths in all 
walks of  life, so who’s to say?”

“What do you mean?”

She looked up. “Let’s go to my office. I need a cigarette.”

Isla shucked off  her lab smock and Ray noted she wore a black tee-shirt over her 
jeans. He also noted how tight it was. Throwing the smock into a laundry bin she led 
him to her office, a glass-walled booth. She propped each foot in turn on the edge 
of  her gunmetal grey desk she unlaced and removed her trainers and slipped on a 
pair of  leather ankle boots.

“See anything you like?” she sneered, noticing he was studying her. She lit a cigarette 
and took a long, relieved draw.

“Gorgeous as ever.” Ray was completely serious, but made light of  it.

“And you look your age,” she responded tartly.

“Well, thanks for that. Too kind. Now, what were you saying about psychopaths.”

She perched on the edge of  her desk, blowing smoke leisurely from her unlipsticked 
mouth. “Ever heard of  Robert Hare? Professor of  Psychology at the University of 
Vancouver. Developed the psychopathy checklist.”

“I think I saw a TV documentary. Something about a scoring system, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. Anything above 26 and you’re officially a psychopath. A point he made was 
that people who are high achievers in the business world can be psychopaths. Their 
emotional  disassociation,  social  skills,  ruthlessness  and  cleverness  make them an 
asset for major league businesses.”

“But they don’t go around killing people.”

“Well,  not  as  far  as  we  know.  One  in  two  hundred  people  in  the  UK  are 
psychopathic whereas it’s one in every hundred in the USA.”

“That’s a scary thought.”

Isla stubbed out her cigarette, opened the metal wardrobe and rummaged in her 
handbag for makeup. While she talked she applied mascara to her eyes and lipstick 
to her mouth, squinting in a pocket mirror to check it was all perfect.

“There was a guy in the States who had a score of  48. Now that’s what I call really 
scary.”  She clipped the  pocket mirror shut,  putting an exclamation mark on her 
sentence.
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“How’s Caroline, bye the way?” A change of  subject. Isla’s way of  flagging up the 
end of  the discussion.

“She’s good. Bit of  boyfriend trouble, but otherwise fine. Doing well at university.”

“Maths, wasn’t it?”

“Science,” he corrected. “After Anne left she kept dropping hints that I should give 
you a call.”

“Matchmaking was she?” Isla’s voice grew colder.

“She liked you better than her mother.”

Isla nodded. “You always knew how to pick ’em, Ray.”

“Buy you a drink?” he offered, feeling foolish and immediately regretting he had 
asked.

Isla made a play of  examining her watch. “Another time, maybe. I’ve got an 18 year 
old to shag tonight.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“You thought I’d been living a spinster for three years.”

“No, of  course not.”

“I’ve been having fun, Ray. Remember fun?”

Vaguely. He remembered it vaguely. And he found himself  envying the man she was 
seeing  tonight.  He  must  have  been  gazing  into  the  distance  while  Isla  finished 
organising  herself,  because  she  spoke  twice  before  he  focussed  again.  A  long 
cashmere jacket, with a dark blue scarf  flung across her shoulder completed the 
outfit; she always seemed to pay attention to the way she dressed and her makeup, 
but really she was very relaxed about it, and made it all work in an unforced way. 
Besides her mind was too active to be overly concerned with exteriors. The way she 
flicked her fingers under her hair to make it wilder made him think of  Anne in the 
early days. Anne’s hair had always been long, the colour of  a raven’s wing, and she 
brushed it only when necessary, insisting on hairdressers who could cut it in such a 
way that she could style it with her fingertips.

“One drink, then,” Isla relented, cursing her weakness for the lost boy look.

Ray beamed.

“And you can put thoughts of  anything else out of  your mind, sunshine. I want to 
hear what you’re up to, that’s all.”

The trendy bar  to which she took him had one wall  of  bare brick inset  with a 
fireplace and a faux coal fire run by gas. Chairs and stools worked in scrolled iron 
were disported around tables cut from cross-sections of  tree trunk varnished and 
polished like quartz crystal to highlight the rings. If  he were to count them Ray 



could  have  told  the  age  of  this  particular  tree.  The  chairs  were  bloody 
uncomfortable, despite the fat carpet-bag cushions. A few students, smoking heavily 
sat on a pair of  low couches and played backgammon. At the bar sat or stood a 
group of  men and women who were clearly having a drink together before heading 
their separate ways home. Advertising-agency types, to Ray’s trained eye.

“So?” Isla began, stirring a tall gin and tonic with a green plastic swizzle stick. “How 
have you been?”

“Okay, in the main.”

It was plain she saw through this but she was not interested enough to pursue it.

“I imagined you on television doing fly on the wall documentaries or expose stuff 
by now.”

Ray sipped his pint. It was cold and tasteless. “I’m just an old newspaper hack, me. 
Bit of  a Luddite. I have a hard enough time amending my writing style for the web 
never mind doing TV scripts.”

“You’re being self-effacing again. Same old Ray.” A flicker of  warm seeped in to her 
tone, a remembrance of  former friendship.

“Modest to a fault,” Ray replied. “So...who’s the lucky boy tonight?”

“If  you must know, he’s married—unhappily, he says. You know my weakness for 
married men.”

Ray ran a finger down his glass, wiping off  the fog. “Well I know you went out with 
a few jerks before—”

“Before you, you mean?”

“No, I meant before Allan. We were never really an item, Isla.”

“In your version, no.” This did not seem to be sour grapes. It seemed he had missed 
something.

“You mean you...?”

Isla took a gulp of  gin, and almost choked as she tried to speak mid-swallow: “Let’s 
forget it, okay? Strictly business. Now, how come Grady let you in?”

“He didn’t. Not officially.”

All Isla said was “Oh,” which spoke volumes.

“And it’s not the old boy network, either, so you can put your feminist horns away. 
John Grady realises full  well  this is too big and too frightening to be left in the 
hands of  the spin doctors and their trained apes.”

“Since when have you thought of  the political system being run by trained apes?”
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“I’m  talking  about  a  dangerous  minority,  luckily.  I  haven’t  completely  lost  my 
idealism, Isla. Just a few of  my marbles.”

Ray carried on, re-telling the story of  Jane Larson and the other missing women, 
and spelling out his theory about the Disco Abductions.

“One pattern that’s known about serial killers is they often prey on the vulnerable, 
and in areas where their victims can be easily picked off. Clubs, bars, brothels. Kids, 
homosexuals, hookers. That’s what these two lots of  people have in common: they 
were out for a good time, mostly. One of  the women was a prostitute, another an 
estate agent who happened to be bar hopping, possibly for a pick-up.”

Isla corrected him sternly: “A woman going into a bar on her own might just being 
going out for a drink. Or isn’t that allowed in testosterone world?”

Ray rolled his eyes: “I didn’t mean that. You know me better.”

“Okay, fine,” grudgingly.

“So I’m saying there’s a serial killer out there, probably killing again right now, and 
your people are sitting with their thumbs up their arses.”

“I wouldn’t know, Ray. There are investigations going on, I can tell you that, but no 
proof  of  a thing. It’s as if  all these people have melted into thin air.”

“So explain the bone flute.”

Isla  stared intently  into Ray’s  eyes,  looking for  a  trap.  While  she considered her 
answer she  shuffled out of  her jacket and hung it across the chairback with her 
scarf. She flicked at her hair again.

“I can’t,” she said. “What I can do, though, is tell you what my gut instinct tells me.”

“Which is?”

“That either he wants to be found or that he’s telling us something about himself  to 
taunt us.”

Ray shook his head. “I don’t buy that. He buried the thing...”

“Badly,” Isla reminded him.

“Yes, and serial killers aren’t so careless. What if  it was just a piece of  work he was 
unhappy with? What if  he didn’t care how he got rid of  it, or if  anyone found it?”

“Well we found some other things around the gravesite.”

“Such as?”

“Human faeces, abusive pornographic letters, a tarot card with the Devil on it.”

This halted him in his tracks.

Isla shook her head sadly. “There you go again, Ray. Your journalistic antenna is 



saying Satanic cult, isn’t it?”

“No,” he replied too quickly and blushed.

“The dead man was an unconvicted child molester. Everyone believed he’d abused 
children under his care in the home run by the social work department, but it was 
never  proven.  He died of  natural  causes,  fortunately  for  him.  But  people  don’t 
forget easily. What we found on and around the grave was hate mail from concerned 
citizens.”

“And could the faeces have been from—?”

“Unlikely, but there is no way of  finding out who...em...produced it. We do know it 
was left after the bone flute was buried, though.”

“Well,” said Ray, “you know the old saying: the Devil has all the best tunes.”
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PART TWO

THE THREE GRACES



Chapter Twelve
From the artist’s journals

Today I began a series of  sketches for a more ambitious sculptural piece. Three forms on a plinth.  
There are numerous technical difficulties in such a project, quite apart from choosing my subjects  
well. How will the armatures work? Will the figures be fixed as a single object, fused together, or  
will it require in situ assembly?

Mother,  Maiden,  Crone.  The Three  Graces.  Three  is  the  magical  number  in  fairy  tales,  the  
incantation,  the  spell  against  evil,  the  re-statment  of  a  significant  element  in  the  story.  A  
photographic triptych is unsatisfactory, somehow. I have tried it and it never quite works the way I  
intend. For example, in version one of  my Three Graces, I photographed the upper left quadrant  
of  the three women’s heads at the moment of  death: a pubescent girl, a woman in her mid twenties  
and  a  grandmother.  Each  had  a  remarkable  brightness  to  the  eye,  a  spark that  I  only  just  
managed to capture before it faded. In each bright eye they are the same age, and ageless. William  
Blake asked “what is the price of  experience?” This is a puzzle. For the price of  experience may 
be found in the greying of  the hair, the wrinkling of  the skin, the reduction in stature, the slump  
in posture. But the price of  experience can not be found it the eye itself, for all it sees in a lifetime.

The leftmost photograph shows a girl with wiry blonde hair, the second a woman with black hair,  
the third a woman with grey hair. If  I were to have retouched the photographs around each eye  
these three graces could easily be mistaken for sisters.

I had to wire them to an electrical output so that the threat of  a jolt of  pain would force them to be  
still. I felt like a Victorian photographer who on occasion would have the necks of  his subject in a  
sort of  clamp so they would be immobilised for the duration of  the exposure. I used both an arc  
light for chiaroscuro effect and indirect lighting with filters so as not to create a corona around the  
pupil. Of  the images I rejected one set held my distorted reflection, curved as in a fairground  
mirror, as I stood next to the camera and took the shot. For a while I was tempted to use one of  
these for the finished work, out of  egoism or flamboyance, to see if  a critic or my audience would  
recognise me without my disguise. It pleases me to unwind my bandages in front of  my victims once  
they are helpless. I still enjoy that remaining element of  surprise. However, I dislike the authorial  
voice in art, whether in artworks or in novels. The work should speak for itself.

In Peter Paul Reubens’s famous painting The Three Graces are voluptuous, with monumental hips  
and thighs like pillars. The central figure has her back to the viewer to make the most of  her big  
buttocks and the fold of  diaphanous silk clenched between them. In Reubens’s world the human  
being is never ill or tired or depressed, but always at the height of  his powers. This is where he and  
I differ, in our essential worldview. Reubens depicted a fantasy, parading salaciousness in the face  
of  Catholicism, whereas I show you things as they are. 

Every once in a while I had to dry my subjects’ tears. I do not want tears in my pictures. Tears  
serve no purpose, in my experience, other than to wash dust particles from the eye. 
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Chapter Thirteen

Caroline was determined to enjoy herself  no matter what. Derek was behaving like a 
child, expecting her to take care of  him in spite of  everything he had done, in spite 
of  having lied to her. Well, let him stew, she thought. As yet she had not made up 
her mind how to treat the situation. Right now she nursed her rage and hurt and was 
building up a head of  self-righteous steam. Mr North would need to do a lot of 
convincing before she could so much as consider speaking to him civilly, never mind 
staying with him.

“I don’t even feel sad, you know?” she said to Katya as she flung back another 
Tequilla  Slammer.  “Ah...lovely.”  The  alcohol  took  her  breath  away,  and  in  the 
atmosphere of  the Mexican themed bar and restaurant, exhilarated her.

Katya,  in  a  black  mini  dress  with knee boots,  looked  gorgeous of  course.  And 
confident. Supremely so, and Caroline could not help being a little in love with her. 
She was drawn to those aspects of  her character she wished she herself  had.

“He is…a boy.” Katya said, and suck a long cigarette, then held it away from her 
mouth theatrically to blow smoke into the air. Caroline even loved the way she did 
that without seeming affected, the way she showed her pleasure of  being in the 
moment. “A boy I would like to show good time, okay, but a boy anyway.”

Caroline could not take offence.  Katya was untroubled by proprieties,  the social 
facade. Yet she would never try to fuck Derek while she was still with Caroline. She 
was brazen and challenging, yes, but honourable and loyal to her friends.

“Stop that, Kat,” Caroline jokes. “You know he fancies you like mad.”

Katya smiled. “So, he has good taste. Taste to choose you.”

And all at once she did feel sad. Her heart was sore and her eyes started to well up. 
But seeing this, Katya halted to flow by slapping the back of  her hand and saying: 
“More drink! A jug of  sunrise, I think.”

Caroline was grateful for this.  She did not want to slide into a dark mood, even 
although she felt entitled to be sad. Besides, Katya wouldn’t allow it.

The jug of  Tequilla Sunrise was brought by a nervous young waiter, clearly terrified 
of  Katya who insisted he pour out the first drinks. As he did so she ran a hand up 
the inside of  his thigh. The poor boy froze, a look of  horror in his face and backed 
off  into the press of  people as fast as he could.

Katya laughed, setting Caroline off.  She tried to swallow a mouthful  of  Tequilla 
before she had quite finished giggling and she coughed with merriment into the 



glass,  shooting  orangey alcohol  up her nose.  Katya brayed with merriment,  and 
Caroline tried not to follow suit as she wiped her face with a napkin.

“I could not help it,” Katya said. “Did you see the size of  his balls?”

Caroline, in mock indignation said, “For God’s sake, Kat. This isn’t bohemia. And 
no, I can’t say I noticed. But one time Derek and me were on holiday in Italy he said 
women kept looking at his crotch. Quite openly. The way guys ogle women here.”

“Bet he could not handle it.” Katya replied.

“Yeah,  you’re  right.  Said  it  made  him feel  uncomfortable.  A touch of  his  own 
medicine, I told him. Anyhow, I thought you were gay.”

Katya shrugged. “I am. Mostly. It depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“My mood.”

“And you’re in a heterosexual mood tonight?” The tequila was making her quite 
tipsy by now.

“That depends,” she said again and raised her eyebrows flirtatiously.

“Kat. Are you coming on to me?”

Katya gave a mischievous smile. Testing. Waiting.

Caroline  foolishly  found herself  blushing.  “I  think we should go to that  gallery 
opening now, you reckon?”

On the street they hailed a cab, and Katya put an arm around Caroline’s waist. “You 
are good friend, Caroline. I do not want to make sex with you, okay?”

“You are  my  friend,  Kat.  My  best  friend,  and  I  love  you.”  Caroline  heard  the 
drunken sentimentality, except at bottom she meant it and would have said as much 
sober.  Katya  suddenly  came  up  close,  kissed  her  full  on  the  lips  and  Caroline 
experienced first  surprise and then a flush of  heat as the tip of  Katya’s tongue 
flicked across her palette just behind her teeth.

It was Katya who stepped back. “No. No, I must not. We are friends. Also—“ she 
paused,  took  Caroline’s  hand  and  said  mock-serious  “—you  are  not...what  you 
say?…my type.”

Caroline laughed, punched Katya’s shoulder and, grinning, said, “Cheeky bitch!”

The fresh air made Caroline feel even more inebriated, and she welcomed the cool 
breeze through the taxi cab window as they cruised through the twilight streets. The 
fuzziness of  the streetlight, the blur of  light windows, the snatches of  faces and 
bodies of  the people they passed was a pleasant kaleidoscope that gently lulled her 
like a battery operated mobile over a baby cradle. She felt both helpless and safe as a 

80



baby too, the press of  Katya’s body against hers reassuring and warm.

When they arrived at The Syntax Gallery she felt somewhat revived, though still 
tipsy, and suddenly the promise of  free drink no longer appealed. However, there 
was a buzz of  excitement in the crowd of  mostly art college students in the foyer as 
they  waited  for  the  gallery  doors  to  be  opened.  Posters  for  theatre  events  an 
independent film screenings that the gallery ran at weekends were posted slapdash 
across  a  cork  pinboard  at  right  angles  to  the  right  hand  picture  window.  The 
windowblinds were down and the window recess cordoned off  for a display unit: a 
plinth with an translucent plastic top around three feet square, lit from within. On 
top of  it were arranged on a grid scored into the perspex were a set of  gleaming and 
polished surgical  instruments,  among them a speculum, a bone saw, a syringe, a 
scalpel,  pincers  for  threading  stitches,  forceps,  and  a  probe  for  gynaecological 
examinations, as well as some Caroline did not recognise. They were tagged with 
luggage labels of  brown cardboard, with typewritten captions: trichinosis,  cancer, 
fibrillation, abortion, gangrene, and so on.

Eventually  the  main  gallery  doors  were  thrown  back,  and  the  invited  audience 
surged inside the huge exhibition space, which was black apart from the theatrical 
lighting for each display. Some pieces were lit from lamps inside their plinths, like 
the Lucite block with the arrangement of  femurs,  others backlit,  and still  others 
thrown into dramatic contrast by small halogen spots which cast eerie shadows on 
the walls. The buzzing of  the crowd was muffled to Caroline’s hearing, alcohol and 
a mild dizziness affecting her. She felt suddenly as if  she wanted to me sick, and she 
staggered as  a  group of  people  brushed passed her  making sarcastic  comments 
about a sculpture with a skeleton posed with its bony hands over its eye sockets as 
though crying. Something about anorexia, and the skeleton looking like it needed a 
good feed.

Katya lightly touched the base of  her back.

“Come,” she said, “We fix you.”

And  Caroline  allowed  herself  to  be  led  away  to  the  gallery  cafe,  where  Katya 
obtained a large cup of  black coffee and pushed a couple of  pills at her.

The coffee tasted like stale cigarette smoke, and Caroline looked suspiciously at the 
pills.

“Pain killers. Also, they will stop nausea. Take them.”

Without any idea of  what they were Caroline popped the pills into her mouth and 
swallowed them with difficulty; she could barely swallow so much as an aspirin as a 
child and her father often had to crush them in a teaspoon and add some water to 
help  them  down.  Now  she  wanted  to  feel  better  so  concentrated  hard  on 
swallowing.

“I can’t...drink this,” she said, pushing the remainder of  the coffee aside. “Maybe a 



cold beer will help.” She smiled weakly.

The evening was hazy for a time, but Caroline began to rally, the scraps of  animated 
conversation around her, the cheerful ambience and Katya’s storytelling helping to 
lift her spirits. The pills might equally have been responsible, but right now she did 
not care, so long as she felt better.

She hiccupped, and said, “I’m ready for my close-up now, Mr deMille.”

“Here.” Katya pushed a cold bottle of  beer towards her. She appeared to have a 
collection of  them. She pointed at the green and silver label on the bottle: “The 
exhibition sponsors. American. Good stuff.”

Caroline’s mouth was dry as dust and she gratefully filled her mouth with cold foam. 
Then, standing up, she indicated to Katya that they should visit the exhibition.

When they arrived back in the gallery space the audience had thinned out. There 
was a woman with greying hair beside what appeared to be a crucified skeleton with 
a crown of  embedded razorblades. She was talking animatedly to a slender man in a 
black suit. The man, oddly enough, wore sunglasses, black as his suit.

“That’s  Morrell,”  Katya  whispered  in  her  ear.  “Handsome,  I  think.  A 
bit...androgynous. Men and women like him, I hear.”

“And you?”

“I saw his last show. Photographs. Disgusting, but interesting. Dead babies and so 
on. Yes, he is...attractive, I think. I have not seen his eyes.”

“Is he blind or something? Or photosensitive, or whatever it’s called?”

“Mm...part of  his image I am certain. Maybe. I do not know.”

As the two friends wandered around the gallery,  Caroline found herself  looking 
from artwork to artist,  sizing up each piece against the image he presented. The 
work was dark, gloomy, and introverted, but with small flashes of  wit and black 
humour. The three crucifixions were bound to upset the church, or the rent-a-quote 
local counsellor: one was a version of  a famous Leonardo Da Vinci drawing of  a 
man inside a circle and a square, except tied to his invisible cross with sex shop 
bondage equipment; a second was a more conventional crucifixion with the skeleton 
tied to a polished tree trunk, its root system painted different colours and embedded 
in Lucite, the Christ figure with razor blades for a crown of  thorns; and the third 
was a skeleton bolted face forward to a six foot high mirror, huge brass bolts with 
brass  washers  between  the  bones  of  the  hands,  similar  ones  through  the  feet, 
pressed with their  arches against  the  glass.  Caroline  briefly  caught  her  own and 
Katya’s reflection through the figure’s ribcage as they moved on.

The centrepiece, lit  with an array of  coloured lamps from above, was a massive 
assemblage  of  bones,  twisted  and  contorted  into  a  massive  sculpture  almost 
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reaching  the  ceiling..  On first  sight  it  could  have  been  the  bones  of  holocaust 
victims in a mass grave. Closer inspection showed it to be a creature of  some kind, 
bones stretched out in a mockery of  wings, a collection of  hands forming a muzzle, 
and collections long bones like the femur, humerus, tibia and so on moulded into 
trunklike legs,  resulting in an imaginary beast. The beast had a head at the front and 
one at the rear, the vaguely leonine heads composed of  fused bone and wrapped in 
fleshy material that must have been a resin of  some kind. The piece was called “The 
first day.” 

“So, love it or hate it?” 

Caroline was startled from her reverie. It was Morrell, who seemed to have melted 
out of  the surrounding gloom and come into the light. Katya had wandered off  to 
study a collection of  photographs.

“Not really sure. The first day of  creation, right?”

“Very  good,  Caroline.  Or  one  interpretation,  anyhow.”  The  voice  was  light, 
melodious but strangely without emotion.

“How do you know my name?”

“I asked your friend. I saw you looking over.”

“You think I fancy you, then?”

Morrell was unfazed. Even with his shades on he had a pleasant, refined looking 
face,  with  a  long,  pronounced  nose  and  fleshy  lips.  Caroline  liked  men  with 
distinctive noses.

“Do you want me to think that?” His lips moved with the beginning of  a smile.

Oh, one of  those, Caroline thought. A teaser.

“You have a high opinion of  yourself.”

“Not really,” Morrell said, with apparent honesty. “I enjoy publicity, though, and the 
attention. Everyone needs to be loved, right?”

Caroline gave a short, staccato laugh. Too much alcohol in her system. She felt a 
little  out  of  control.  Morrell  intrigued  her.  He  was  odd  but  interesting,  with  a 
detached movie star quality about him.

“Interesting way to go about it—“ she raised her head to indicate the artworks “—
finding love, I mean.”

“Creativity is an act of  love, I think. Doesn’t matter what people think of  what you 
do, not really.”

“Oh,  yeah?  Sorry,  but  I’m  not  convinced.  Ooops...”  She  lurched  forward,  her 
balance upset momentarily, and Morrell caught her by the hand, and held it until she 
pulled herself  upright again with a deep inhalation of  breath.. “Too much beer. I 



hate the stuff. But, hey, it’s free.”

“You want to sit down?” Morrell raised his sunglasses, and his startling blue eyes 
looked up into her’s. Caroline was aware of  how beautiful they were, how unusually 
long the lashes for a man. He was genuinely concerned.

Flustered, Caroline said, “No, honestly, I’m fine.”

The grey haired woman joined them. “Hello,” she said, briskly and held out a hand. 
“Eleanor.”

Caroline  gave  her  own name and  shook the  proffered  hand.  It  was  a  strangely 
formal gesture given the environment.

“Sorry, my dear, but have to drag Stephen away for some photographs.” She took 
the artist proprietarily by the arm. Morrell made an apologetic moue and shrugged.

“See you later, maybe, Caroline?”

“Maybe.” Caroline at this moment felt she did indeed wish to see him later, but did 
not. He vanished during the course of  the evening. Katya took her home, both of 
them fairly drunk.

“I gave him your number, I think.” Katya said through the passenger window as 
Caroline stood on the pavement.

“What?” Caroline was appalled, and angry. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“Sorry, but he ask me...and you seem to like him.”

“You stupid...”

“Just the club number. Not home.”

Caroline was furious. “Oh and that’s all right, is it? How could you do that, Kat? 
You’re so...bloody....I don’t know what to say.”

“European?” Katya offered with a pleading, hopeful smile.

Caroline sighed, finding she could never truly be angry with her. Katya always made 
up her own rules as she went along. Caroline often wished she could do the same.

They bid each other goodnight French style with a forgiving kiss on each cheek.
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Chapter Fourteen

In India some beggars will amputate a limb to make themselves more pathetic and 
improve their chances of  receiving alms; this was not the case with the homeless 
boy  discovered  behind  a  group  of  wheelie  bins  in  the  lane  behind  Julietta’s 
restaurant in the West End. Crouching over the body, Detective Inspector Kendrick 
turned his head up to look at Ray Bissett. At the boy’s head a medical examiner in 
surgical greens and a face mask waved aside the crime scene photographer. He was 
pushing back the lips of  the corpse with the end of  a ballpoint pen.

“Clever,” said the examiner. “He’s removed all the teeth so we can’t compare dental 
records.”

“There are better ways to make the victim anonymous,” said Kendrick, “He must 
have taken the teeth for another reason.”

“What do you have, Kendrick?” Ray asked. A silvery trail like snail mucus curved 
under his feet. It was blood, of  course, leeched of  colour by the monochromatic 
light of  the waxing moon above the rooftops.

“A down and out, looks to be about 16, maybe younger—you can never tell, kids 
look older than they really are these days—and his legs have been surgically removed 
at the hips.”

“He must have been heavily drugged,” the examiner put in.

“Or dead,” said Kendrick.

“We’ll need to check for sure, but I think not. Judging by the condition of  the flesh, 
and the pattern of  lividity, he’s not been dead more than six hours. And the blood 
trail  suggests  he  tried  to  drag  himself  along  after  the  bone  was  removed.  The 
fingernails are broken and there are fragments of  tarmacadam under them by the 
looks. He was clawing the ground to move himself  back here. Maybe to hide.”

Ray  stopped  scribbling  in  his  notebook.  “How on earth  could  he  hide?  If  his 
attacker  had drugged him,  did  a  dental  job  on him,  removed a  leg?  There  was 
butchery going on, so he couldn’t possibly have escaped.”

Kendrick stood up, rubbed his gloved hands together in an absent-minded washing 
movement. “He was dumped here.”

“Incredible,” said the examiner. “His tongue’s been cut out, and there is a puncture 
through his larynx; he couldn’t scream if  he’d wanted to.”

A flash lit  the alleyway, throwing their shadows into relief  against the crumbling 
limestone finish on the rear wall of  the restaurant; the face Julietta’s presented to the 
world was quite different, an international cuisine restaurant catering to middle class 



diners,  especially  business  diners  and  their  clients.  This  event  would  be  terrible 
publicity for them.

“The killer’s arrogant,” Kendrick declared flatly, “Showing us what he can do.” And 
looking over to the examiner and the photographer he said, “When you two have 
finished, get him to the morgue fast as you can. I need a report quickly.”

 “I thought you worked Vice,” Ray said.

“Homicide was here, too. There was a stash of  crack-cocaine nearby. A big stash.”

“Dealer?”

“Possibly, unless the stuff  was planted. Nobody leaves an amount like that lying 
around.”

“But the killer wasn’t interested in it.”

“Apparently not.” Kendrick ushered Ray toward the end of  the alleyway and the 
police vehicles with their blue flashing lights. “The killer was interested in killing. 
Full stop.”

“And surgery,” Ray added.

Kendrick levelled a steady gaze at him but said nothing.

“So why did you call me here?”

Kendrick pushed Ray’s chest and pressed the flat of  his hand against his sternum, 
forcing his back against a wall. “Listen, sunshine. You’re not here on my say-so. It 
was the boss. There’s a big drugs thing going on and he wants you in on it.”

“And you do, to?”

Kendrick took his hand away. “Against my better judgement. It’s...not your regular 
gangland thing. I believe it’s to do with politics, and a certain politician in particular.”

Ray opened his mouth to form a question, but Kendrick added: “I wanted to string 
you along a bit. You’re a clever guy. You journos as like leaky buckets: the moment 
you sniff  a thing it’s out in the public domain. Well, this would be a flood, Bissett, 
and you could drown a lot of  people if  you blow your wad too soon.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Your secret stays locked away.”

“Why is it you think I can help you, Kendrick?”

“Contacts, pure and simple.” Kendrick rummaged in his coat pocket, produced a 
packet of  cigarettes and offered one. Ray declined. “You have access to people we 
might have trouble getting to. Like this Allen woman. Interpol have nothing on her, 
but her extremist views, and her links to terrorists at Heathrow...”
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“Again, unproven.”

“Yes,” Kendrick conceded, “but she has been moving large sums of  money around 
various  banks,  some  of  them offshore,  and  it’s  likely  the  money  is  for  arming 
terrorist groups.”

Ray was sceptical. It showed in his face, because Kendrick motioned for him to step 
into  the  police  van.  Inside  there  were  a  policeman  at  a  radio  set,  and  two 
plainclothes men, probably scene of  crime investigators. Kendrick nodded at them 
to leave, then he offered Ray a bench seat jammed between the grille window to the 
cab, and the radio unit. Kendrick took the seat opposite.

“I’ve got bank statements obtained by a computer hacker, a videocap of  Miriam 
Allen  exchanging  a  suitcase  with  a  known  arms  dealer,  and  a  bunch  of  other 
evidence that could put her away for a long time.”

“Then why don’t you.”

“She’s not a British citizen, so out of  bounds. The evidence goes to the German 
police  and  Interpol.  But  it’s  her  connection  here  that  I  need  to  flush  out,  to 
complete the chain. We have no idea who it is.”

“Boss?” A young policeman put his head around the open van doors. “We’ve got a 
witness. A homeless guy, says he saw a grey van stopped at the end of  the lane for a 
while, then drive off.”

“Compos mentis?”

The constable wrinkled his nose. “Breath smells of  cheap booze but he’s not totally 
out of  it.”

“He says—” The constable paused. “He was wearing shades. At night.”

Colin Kendrick turned to Ray. “Probably thought it was a vampire.”

Ray didn’t smile.

“Your serial killer?”

“What serial killer would that be?” Kendrick asked impassively.

“The one who’s making people disappear.”

“If  they’ve disappeared there’s no murder, now is there?”

“And what about the bone flute, and this guy?”

Kendrick stopped, turned a cold glance on him. “You have friends in high places, 
Bissett.”

Something occurred to Ray then. How did it come to be that Kendrick appeared to 
be working on two big cases simultaneously. Unless there never were two cases.

“Maybe I do. And some in low ones, too. I might just be able to give you some 



information, but I need to check out a few things first. But you need to trust me, 
Kendrick. We both know there’s a serial killer on the loose, probably been doing his 
thing for at least ten years. People missing, mainly from clubland, kids, gay men, 
maybe some down and outs. The vulnerable ones.”

“Let’s walk.” And Kendrick preceded him out of  the van. Ray followed and together 
they strode along the dark, wet streets. In the distance Ray could see the blue metal 
of  the river and the lights of  cranes reflecting in it; the shipyards were more or less 
dead now but a few government contracts for war vessels still came through from 
time to time.

The silence between the two men was almost companionable as each weighed his 
own  thoughts.  Ray  realised  Kendrick  would  feel  seriously  compromised  if  he 
revealed too much about his case (or cases). For his own part Ray could not shake 
the uneasy feeling that his past was coming back to smack him in the face, but to 
deal with it once and for all he had to take another step towards it, open the locked 
door.

Ray was the one to break the silence. “Listen, Kendrick. I—there’s some bad stuff 
going on here. You want me to do something for you, and I want this story when it 
breaks. There’s been enough speculation on this serial killer thing. I want to be the 
one  who  makes  it  public.  But—.”  He  raised  his  hand  to  prevent  Kendrick 
interrupting. “I can do it one of  two ways...with your consent and assistance...or 
without it.”

“Don’t  be  a  little  shit,  Bissett.  Look  at  what  happened  the  last  time  you  did 
something without official consent.”

That found its mark.

“Okay, point taken. The truth is I would rather do it your way, and in turn I’ll help 
you. But you’ve got to let me in on it.”

Kendrick stopped. He opened a pack of  cigarettes, lit one and puffed into the air. “I 
thought you were in already.”

“I called in a favour. Can’t say how far it’ll stretch, though. Miriam Allen is funding 
terrorists groups, am I right? Arms and that sort of  thing?”

“Yep.”

“She’s got connections here. There are ways to raise money, but my guess is drug 
deals, the quick way to big bucks.”

“Your guess is correct, but no serious leads here. We arrested a small-time dealer or 
two. Some of  his johns disappeared.”

“Gang stuff?”

“It’s all gang stuff, Bissett, but this is different. The guy in the lane? Our records 
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show him as a known drug offender and a prostitute. List of  charges as long as your 
arm.”

“You’re saying...what? That the serial killer—if  there is one—is killing drug dealers 
and male prostitutes?”

“Some, by the looks of  it. It’s all part of  the same jungle he hunts in. Some of  the 
disappeared people from clubland were connected to drugs in some way. Not all. 
But given the environment the chances were high that the killer or abductor or 
whatever, was bound to net a few of  those.”

“Serial killers are usually more random aren’t they?”

Kendrick tossed his cigarette butt away. The tiny red comet arced through the air 
and landed in the gutter. “Some are, some have plans. And I think this is a man with 
a plan.”

“So you’re letting me in now?”

“Well, it seems that way, doesn’t it, since you know some much already. And a little 
knowledge is a dangerous thing, as they say. Better you have some more. Maybe we 
can be of  use to each other. Let’s head back now, eh?”

With that they turned on their heels. As Ray climbed into his car, Kendrick bent 
over the wound-down driver’s window and said, “Incidentally, I would keep an eye 
on that daughter of  yours. Her Mr Patterson is this close to heading for a bigger fall. 
His beating is going to feel like a midge bite in comparison.”

“If  he gets Caroline involved in anything, or puts her in any danger, I’ll happily deal 
with him myself.”

“I gathered there was no love lost between you.”

Ray sniffed. “I thought I was just being a protective dad.”

“I don’t have kids so I couldn’t say. But I haven’t decided yet whether North is just 
unbelievably stupid or a clever, manipulative operator with a finger in lots of  pies. 
Either way he’s digging his own grave.”

“Then I’m getting my daughter away from him.”

“Probably a good idea, for now. Not that she’ll thank you for it.”

“Yeah, well...thanks for the tip.” 



Chapter Fifteen

The screams excited him. It was like watching someone having the biggest orgasm 
in their life. 

Not  all  of  them  screamed,  though.  Some  begged  and  pleaded,  some  seemed 
resigned  to  their  fate,  and  others  were  silent  out  of  defiance,  their  last  act  of 
willpower before the end. It was that way with his father, when it sank home that 
any appeal, any protest, was useless. There was no help to be had. From anyone or 
anything.  And so defiant silence was the only weapon left,  the pretext of  being 
unafraid. Father did not like that. He devoured fear when it was visible, revelled in it, 
grew more excited by it.  But Morrell  admired the power his father had, and the 
greater the abuse the more the power was transferred from adult to child.

“I was four the first time,” Stephen said to his new guest. The woman was breathing 
heavily through her nose. The electrical tape made her cheeks bulge, limited oxygen 
flaring her nostrils as she struggled for each breath. She was bound to a dentist’s 
chair with all the padding removed, and lay reclined on a plastic sheet, unable to take 
her eyes from Morrell’s.

Stephen wore a plain black kimono. He untied it and pulled it open. The bandages 
had been removed so his victim could see everything.

“This isn’t me. Can you understand that?” He saw how the woman looked at what 
he had shown, the confusion, the increased fear. “He did this to me. My father. 
Over and over again. He erased me and I remade myself. My greatest creative act.”

The woman struggled against the ropes that held her. Her struggles aroused him 
also. But he needed her to be quiet, just to listen, and so her slapped her across the 
face. Hard.

“Sorry about that. But I’m talking. So just listen will you?”

“He tried to kill me, my Dad. Not in reality. In my head. And my mother helped 
him, conspired with him. She—what’s the word—abetted him. Said nothing. Told 
no one. So I died in my head. That’s when you really die, isn’t it, when you mind 
dies. No memories, no feelings. But he didn’t manage it, not completely. So, you 
know what I did?”

Stephen paused,  leaned  forward  and  repeated  the  question  with  his  lips  almost 
touching the woman’s throat. “You know what I did?”

The woman was frozen with terror now, only her eyes moving, tracking him as he 
paced back and forth.

“I became him. The father, the man. The child became the man. Because that’s 
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where the power is. God let his son be nailed to a tree, but I wasn’t about to let that 
happen, oh, no. I am the resurrection and the life. Me. And God is dead. But I keep 
him here—” He pointed at the centre of  his chest to indicate his heart. “—and I 
keep him here.”

Stephen spoke from a corner of  the room, which was in darkness, re-emerging with 
a glass jar. Something floated in the liquid filling the jar, a slightly cloudy suspension 
like something from a fairground sideshow earlier in this century.

At first the woman mistook it for a foetus, a dark fleshy shape curled over on itself, 
floating in its preserving fluid. As the liquid sloshed around with the movement of 
his hands, the shaped turned and revealed itself  as it really was.

The woman screamed then, piercing series of  ascending notes, loud in spite of  the 
tape  around  her  mouth.  Not  that  the  screams  mattered.  The  room  was  well 
soundproofed.

“You mustn’t  worry  about  dying,  you know,” he said,  setting aside  the  jar  on a 
nearby table. The table was shining metal, and had wheels, locked down to prevent it 
moving.  There were straps dangling from it,  and what looked like handcuffs on 
either side and at the foot, to restrain wrists and ankles presumably. Stephen saw the 
woman looking at the table. “Oh, I hardly use that these days, it’s too clumsy. And 
messy. I hate mess.”

“Like I was saying, I’m going to immortalise you. Not in a painting, or a sculpture 
like less talented artists, but as yourself. The sort of  immortality we all want.”

“I’m not going to kill you just yet, though, so don’t worry. I need three subjects, and 
unless I acquire another two I can’t complete.”

Stephen walked around the chair. She heard his footsteps moving away, a rattle from 
a metallic object, then the steps drawing near again. When Morrell stood before her 
again he had a syringe in his hand. He pushed the plunger to squirt some liquid 
upwards, to expel air bubbles.

“Know  where  the  word  morphine  comes  from?  No?  It’s  from  mythology. 
Morpheus, God of  Dreams. Also known as Oneiros.” The woman thrashed wildly 
as Stephen gripped her arm and plunged the needle home. It took no time at all, 
really. The dose was large, and her eyes fluttered, pulling back for an instant in an 
effort to resist going under, but the drug was too strong. The eyelids dropped and 
opened several times more, then closed completely.

Stephen pulled away the tape from the woman’s mouth. And almost tenderly, he 
unknotted the ropes and pulled her upright. With some effort, arms laced under the 
sleeper’s armpits, fingers locked together above her breasts, he dragged her across 
the floor. Grunting with the effort, he pulled her through a doorway and into a cell-
like room with a palette bed. The room was windowless, lit by caged lamp on the 
back wall. The floor was bare concrete, the bed an iron cot, painted white, with a 



mattress and some blankets and a pillow. There was a bucket for ablutions, and a 
nightstand  with a  jug  and a basin  of  water.  A towel  lay  folded across  the  bed. 
Stephen managed to haul her onto the bed, and pull the covers over her. He didn’t 
want her to die of  hypothermia in the unheated room, which sucked the wintry air 
into its very bricks. Yet even in her drugged slumber the woman shivered.

Checking once more that she was breathing normally, Stephen left the room and 
shut and locked the heavy iron door. The was a spyhole in the door, much like the 
door of  a prison cell.

“Next time,” he said, as if  to himself, “I’ll bring you some company.”

Stephen switched off  all the lights, locked the vault door, and ascended the stairwell 
to his living quarters.  On the phone table in the hallway was a sheaf  of  letters. 
Cheques for works which had been sold from previous exhibitions, an invitation to 
dinner from Eleanor, a few bills and another piece of  paper he had thrown down 
with them. The paper had a telephone number hastily scrawled on it. And a name: 
Caroline.

He  tucked  the  paper  into  the  drawer  of  the  phone  table,  then  strode  to  the 
bathroom. After a  long,  scalding shower,  he put on a white towelling bathrobe, 
checked the time on his bedside clock—it was now one am—and sat at his dressing 
table and examined the contents of  his prisoner’s handbag, which he had spread out 
here earlier. A chequebook and card bearing her name, Sarah Rollins, a hairbrush, a 
plastic cartridge for a tampon, around twenty five pounds in notes and change, a 
photograph  of  the  woman  and  a  man  (her  boyfriend  or  husband?),  a  makeup 
compact, and a terracotta-coloured lipstick.

Stephen studied the lipstick intently, the black lacquer casing with gold edging, like a 
designer  bullet  casing.  The  waxy  lipstick  was  scented;  and  there  was  an  instant 
flashback of  his mother’s face, bending over him as a child, smiling and planting a 
sticky kiss on his cheek. Stephen looked up at his reflection in the mirror. His hair 
was wet and straggly, his eyes dark. Slowly, automatically, he raised the lipstick and 
smeared it across his top lip, then the bottom. He made a bow on the top lip, the 
way his mother must have done in the ‘50s, the style then. The mouth was the same; 
it could have been his mother he was looking at, when she was much younger, when 
she was still alive.

He  studied  his  own  lips  for  a  long  while,  pressing  them  together,  feeling  the 
glueyness as they pulled apart again. Then he blew himself  a kiss.

It occurred to him that he should feel tired now, after all his late nights, the success 
of  the exhibition opening and the round of  media interviews subsequently. But he 
didn’t. He felt awake. Wide awake.
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Chapter Sixteen

The dossier on Robert Parks MSP was growing fatter by the day.

Adding Arnold Charteris’s  manilla  folder  of  material  bulked it  up to almost  six 
inches  thick,  and  that  was  only  the  beginning.  As much as  possible  Ray kept  a 
meticulous record of  everything he found, both on computer file and in hard copy, 
though  he  did  not  print  out  each  and  every  story  in  full.  Leaning  back  in  his 
favourite armchair and resting his right ankle on his left knee provided a natural 
reading stand for Arnie’s folder. He flipped through it, idly at first. Expenses forms, 
invoices,  hotel  bills,  mobile  phone  bills,  a  sheaf  of  newspaper  cuttings  and  a 
selection of  letters, some of  which contained the SekurOn logo.

Ray could not shake the notion that Kendrick knew something about Parks he was 
not telling. If  Parks had influence over the committee, which adjudicated on legal 
matters,  he could be of  enormous interest to Detective Inspector Kendrick. But 
why,  exactly? In the matter of  scaling the heights of  the police force a friendly 
politician could be an asset but hardly a final arbitrator. There had to be another 
reason.

Flipping through the press cuttings was revealing; Parks loved the limelight. He was 
pictured at party conferences, social events, kissing babies, the whole bit. Reaching 
the end of  the cuttings, the photographs running through his mind like a cartoon 
flip book, he could think of  nothing in them which suggested a link to Kendrick. 
Unless...Suddenly  sitting  up  the  threw  the  dossier  on  the  couch,  retaining  the 
clippings in his left hand. Pushing away the coffee table he knelt and spread them 
out across the floor, overlapping them to only the main photographs were showing, 
but  even  at  that  newspaper  carpeted  virtually  the  whole  space  between  couch, 
armchairs and the fireplace, a good eight square feet.

In  most  of  the  pictures  Parks  was  smiling  his  thin-lipped  smile,  as  though 
concealing bad teeth. A few paparazzi had caught him in an unguarded moment, 
scowling at the Prime Minister behind his back, or running a thumbnail between 
two front teeth to dislodge foodstuff  at a banquet. The photographer had captured 
his concentrated effort beautifully, and it made Ray smile.

On a few of  the social occasions, Parks had a model or an actress in tow, which 
everyone assumed was for PR reasons. There had been rumours of  Parks being gay, 
and one discredited claim that he had been cottaging in a public toilet.  As if  he 
would, or needed to. Ray studied the background of  these photographs, seeing if 
there were anyone else he recognised. At first, nothing. And then he saw her. Once, 
twice, or more, hovering with what was definitely a proprietarily expression on her 
face. Miriam Allen. Of  course.

Ray collected any clipping he could find with Miriam in it, then trawled for any item, 



which linked her to Parks. There were several as it turned out. Robert Parks MP had 
been romantically linked with Miriam Allen, daughter of  Euro MP Benjamin Allen, 
who had spoken out against the Arab invasion of  Palestine loudly and often. Miriam 
Allen, whom Kendrick more or less spelled out was part of  the hijacking operation 
at Heathrow fifteen years ago. Benjamin Allen was a politician then, but only at a 
local level. And now he lived in Belgium, and his daughter was...where? Kendrick 
apparently knew.

Parks and Miriam Allen may or may not have been having an affair. She was married 
at  the  time,  Ray remembered,  but  did  not  know if  this  was  still  the  case.  The 
rumour mill that was the tabloids tried to establish whether she and Parks had been 
having an affair, but it was all apocryphal, gossip, and they ran speculative stories 
until the whole thing petered out. None of  this was strong enough for Kendrick to 
lose any sleep over. Extra-marital affairs were meat and drink to the tabloids, but it 
rarely ended a political career. Kendrick would have enormous difficulty raising a 
case against Miriam Allen now, and if  in every likelihood she had taken German or 
French citizenship, for example, he would need grounds for an extradition order.

Swiftly writing down a few notes in the jotter he kept open and to hand most of  the 
time, he began to tidy up. The spread of  newspapers on the floor had begun to look 
like autumn leaf-fall, and the sheets rustled the way leaves do as he collected them 
and shoved them back into the folder. At first he was about to put the papers into 
the shoulderbag in which he kept his laptop, but thought the better of  it. There was 
a small filing cabinet in the alcove he used as a home office where he could lock 
them up; gone were the days of  having a spare room in the house in which he could 
work.  The family home had been large enough, too,  for Anne’s music room. In 
sentimental moments he missed way sunlight would gleam on the raised lid of  the 
grand piano, the residual hum of  its strings after the final chord had been played, 
the way a swathe of  black hair would fall across Anne’s eyes as she bent to the music 
in utter concentration. Perhaps it was this capacity for concentration, this complete 
absorption in the moment that he missed most about her; the way she savoured 
each morsel of  a good meal,  each drop of  wine, the sheer abandonment of  her 
lovemaking. A creature of  the senses, she let nothing extraneous touch any of  her 
special moments.

This morning Ray had received a letter from her, about Caroline. Asking how she 
was, and that she had heard about Severin. Why didn’t she herself  ask Caroline? The 
usual reasons, Ray guessed. Anne could never manage pain, especially other people’s, 
especially the pain of  the people who loved her. Physical pain, illness, emotional 
pain,  all  of  it  made her  deeply  uncomfortable,  even embarrassed her.  It  was  as 
though she felt she should be able to stop it and her inability to do so was a failure 
on her part. Doubtless she would have telephoned their daughter, made sympathetic 
noises and tried to change the subject. Oh, certainly she loved Caroline, which Ray 
had never doubted, but in a reserved, undemonstrative way. And she had once loved 
him, too.
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 Ray’s desk in the alcove was functional, nothing more, and looked bare without his 
computer or a scattering of  paperwork on it. Anne would have ensured there were 
candles and pot plants and flowers about the place.  The only plant life in Ray’s 
apartment was a peace lily in a yellow ceramic bowl set on the left of  the white 
mantel.

He poured himself  a large whisky into a Caithness glass goblet Caroline and Derek 
had given him last birthday, one of  a pair, in the expectation that he would not drink 
alone. In fact he rarely did, saving his drinking for the occasional visit to the pub.

As the first swallow of  Glen Morangie smoked up his throat he considered phoning 
Isla. No, he thought, bad idea. You’re feeling a little bit maudlin tonight, that’s all.

For the remainder of  the evening he alternately: listened to jazz on the radio, tried 
to read the biography of  the theatre critic, Kenneth Tynan by his wife, Kathleen, 
and channel flicked the television. Mistakenly believing digital television would give 
him a greater choice of  viewing,  instead it  multiplied the number of  bad game 
shows, dating shows, soap operas and house and personal makeover shows. One 
advantage of  the digital service was that he could catch up on most of  the films he 
had missed, the ones he had missed both as a child and as an adult. He was a sucker 
for old Hollywood musicals, and must have seen Singing in the Rain a couple of 
dozen times. Tonight all that was on offer was a terrible British B movie with RADA 
thespians failing miserably to sound like Cockney gangsters. Inspired by film noir 
which Hollywood excelled at, even in B movies, British cinema flirted with the form 
and, apart from a few notable exceptions, made a hash of  it. Where was Humphrey 
Bogart when you needed him?

I wonder what Bogie would think of  this self-pitying crap, Ray asked himself, and 
took another, deeper swallow of  whisky

He must have nodded off  because he came to with a muzzy head and a sense that 
hours had passed, though it may only have been minutes. Something had wakened 
him. All at once he became alert, holding his breath to listen. At first, nothing. Then 
the sound of  a door slamming, the elevator labouring up the shaft in the communal 
stairwell. He exhaled. There was someone at his door. Breathing lightly. Ray sensed 
rather than heard it, the breathing. A swish as if  a foot had moved slightly on the 
concrete flooring.

Two hard raps on the door startled Ray. Whoever it was a bit shy or unsure whether 
they should be here in the first place.

As he pulled back the door he was surprised to see Derek Patterson. He was wore 
an  oversized fluorescent  parka  with a  drawstring hood,  the  kind clubbers  wore, 
baggy trousers and massive trainers with the laces untied and jammed into the sides 
of  the shoes so the tongues with the logo were on display. His eyes were sunk in 
purple bruised hollows and suture tapes ran across the bridge of  his nose, across his 
jaw near his left ear and on his forehead just below the hairline.



“Well, don’t you look a picture.” Ray said caustically. “Come in.”

Derek said nothing, but looked around the room as though expecting an ambush, or 
hidden cameras. Brushing past Ray he strode towards the bedroom and slammed 
open the door.

“Hey!” Ray shouted, “What the Hell d’you think you’re doing?”

Derek  backed  out  and  made  for  the  kitchen.  He  must  have  collided  with  the 
breakfast  bar  because  there  was  a  crash  of  crockery  followed  by  a  clatter  of 
silverware on the stone tiled flooring. Ray’s dinner dishes, uncleaned from last night.

Furious, Ray rushed at Severin and grabbed him by the forearms, shoving him hard 
against  the  doorjamb.  It  must  have  been  more  forceful  than  intended  because 
Derek’s head jerked backwards and slammed against the woodwork. He didn’t seem 
to feel the pain but merely glared at Ray.

“I thought—.” Derek began.

“Thought what? Mmm? Thought you could come in uninvited and trash the place?”

“I thought...she was here.”

Ray let go. “Caroline?”

“Yeah.” Severin worked his shoulders and shook his arms to restore the circulation 
in them. “She’s barely spoken to me for a week. She didn’t come back to the flat 
Friday.”

“What?” It was now Tuesday, and if  Caroline had stormed out on her boyfriend she 
might have stayed with a friend but she would have contacted her dad at  some 
point. Before now, at least. “So did you check on her friends? Or your friends—if 
you’ve any left after what they know about you now.”

“Shit, get off  my back will you? I love Caroline. You know that. I wouldn’t hurt 
her.”

“Well you did, so that’s that. And now she’s.….”

“I phoned everybody I could think of, even the club.”

Derek stopped. The word was out of  his mouth without his being able to stop it.

“Club?” Ray’s chest tightened with anger. “What club?”
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Chapter Seventeen

Club 11 wasn’t seedy in the way Ray expected, not on the surface at any rate. It was 
actually well decorated, with comfortable furnishings, including some discreet plush 
booths ranked around the edges of  the stage, which came out into the seating area. 
He ordered a drink and sat at a table nearest one of  two platforms on which a pole 
dancer was performing. An athletic redhead with fivers stuffed in her g-string was 
twirling around a pole that more rightfully belonged in a fire station. Every so often 
she would crouch down to tease a man in a front seat and thrust her crotch towards 
his face so he could put more money in her waistband. When the man tried to grab 
her she twisted artfully aside, remembering to smile at her customer first.

Ray prayed he was too late for his  daughter’s set,  and yet something inside him 
wanted her to see him sitting there as she emerged from behind the curtains.

A topless waitress brought him the most expensive beer he’d had in his life, and 
ensuring he looked directly into her eyes instead of  checking the size of  her nipples, 
he said, “I’d like to speak to Caroline, if  she’s here.”

“You and a few hundred other guys.”

“I’m her father,” she said flatly.

“Yeah?” The waitress either didn’t believe him or didn’t care if  he was.

The girl  had an unmistakable  Glasgow accent,  which she tried hard to conceal. 
“Why don’t you jist get on yer bike and...”

Ray held up a twenty.

The girl took it, glancing around to ensure no one had noticed.

“See her over there at the bar...” Ray looked at the woman leaning over a glass of 
white wine, black hair, average height, slender. “Katya. Caroline’s friend.”

Ray strode to the bar, and said quickly. “Excuse me, Katya?”

“Yes?” She looked up. She was very striking, with high cheekbones and a slightly 
curved nose. Spanish maybe.

“Look—” He chose a different tack from the one he’d intended. “I’m sorry, I need 
to ask you something. I’m Ray Bissett.”

Katya faced him. She was some six inches shorter than Ray but did not give the 
impression of  having to crane her neck to look him in the eye.  Confident,  self 
assured. Would not take crap from anyone.

“I see you are telling truth,” she said. Russian accent, perhaps? East European at any 
rate. “Does she know you come here?”



Ray bristled, “I’ve never been here in my life.”

“Sorry...my English...I mean does she know you are here to see her?”

“I doubt it. Is she here?”

Katya seemed to be weighing up her options, clearly prepared to defend Caroline 
from all comers, especially her father.

“Want to buy me drink?”

“No.”

“This is what I think. You not looking for a date, then?”

“I’m too old for you,” Ray said tartly. He was becoming irritable. “Listen, I can just 
march through to the dressing rooms and get her.”

“I do not think,” Katya said, nodding at a curtained doorway. There were two huge 
men in dinner jackets flanking the doorway, like a pair of  comedians awaiting their 
cue. Ray suspected he wouldn’t be laughing if  he was the cause of  them making 
their entrance.

“Look...Katya...I’m worried about her. Her asshole boyfriend is in big trouble and I 
don’t want Caroline being caught up in it.”

“Drugs?”

Katya the streetwise.

“Something like that. Drug money anyhow.”

She  smiled,  sipped  her  drink.  “Ray...you  seem like  good  man.  But  a  place  like 
this...you think it operate just on customers paying membership? You find no drugs 
here, but drugs are here...in the carpets, the wallpaper, the furniture...and the boss’s 
pocket.”

“Sure. I know that. But not my daughter...”

“All fathers say this. Not my daughter. But...”

Ray Bissett’s face, an impassive professional mask when he was working, displayed a 
tapestry of  subtle emotions when it came to those he cared for. A vein in his temple 
might throb, or his brows would beetle, his lips purse or his eyes darken.

Jekaterina knew men, especially their lies. But their faces could never lie to her. She 
saw in them the need to dominate, to abuse, or simply to be indifferent. All of  this 
she understood, all emotions she would read. It was only lack of  emotion in a man 
that disturbed her, and all too many men were that way. Perhaps stress made them 
that  way.  Or  ambition.  Cold-bloodedness  their  only  armour  in  the  war  of 
achievement, in the battle against vulnerability and commitment to another person.

This man had love in him, she could see it plainly. But also fear and guilt and a deep-
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seated rage.

“I like older men,” she said as though to break the ice. The smile she gave him then 
was wide and sincere.

Ray was too preoccupied to notice. “Just tell me where she is, Katya, please.”

“Not here,” Katya replied. There was a note of  apology in her voice.

Ray felt he knew why she delayed him. So she could decide how to handle things if 
Caroline got in touch.

“Shit.” Weariness overwhelmed him, and he had to sit down. He hauled himself  up 
on a barstool, put his elbows on the bar and dropped his forehead into his hands.

Katya  put  a  hand  on  his  back.  Ray  didn’t  notice.  His  head  was  buzzing  with 
confusion  and  fear  for  his  daughter.  If  Severin  North’s  debtors  went  after  him 
another way...no, he must not even consider that scenario.

“Maybe,” Katya began, “she is with friend. Another flat, perhaps, away from her 
boyfriend. Perhaps she just does not wish to talk to anyone.”

“It  not  like  her  to  disappear  like  this.”  Ray exhaled and swept  his  fingers  back 
through his hair. His shoulders were slumped and he wanted everything simply to 
stop, for time to freeze. He would sit on this barstool next to this girl, for eternity, 
all complexity erased, eroded to a single snapshot.

To achieve stillness with under these circumstances would be difficult even for a 
Zen  master,  and  Ray  worried  the  threads  of  his  thoughts,  which,  instead  of 
unravelling only grew tighter. Caroline had lied to him, and that made him angry and 
disappointed.  Unreasonably,  maybe,  he felt  betrayed.  But  then again she was an 
adult, so why should she tell him everything about her life? There was plenty he 
hadn’t  shared  with  her.  And  yet...And  yet  he  was  her  father.  He  couldn’t  help 
himself  feeling what he did. No more than he could help himself  from loving her or 
feeling so frightened for her.

“Can I ask you something, Katya? How long has she been working here? Dancing.” 
The word caught in his throat with a taste of  bile.

“A year? Perhaps longer.  She work as waitress first,  then learn to dance.”  Katya 
studied Ray’s reaction, and went on: “She is very good dancer.”

Another question lay behind Ray’s eyes, and Katya chose to answer it before to save 
him  asking  it.  “She  does  not  sleep  with  customers.  But  she  make  quite  good 
money.”

“And that little shit of  a boyfriend takes it all off  her.”

Katya showed no surprise. “Yes, he is a very bad boy, I think.”

At this point Ray sensed other eyes on him, and her looked back to see that the 
larger of  the two bouncers was scowling at him and starting to trundle towards him 



like a concrete garden roller.

“What’s your problem?” Ray said, foolishly.

“You are, sunshine.” Poking a stubby forefinger twice into Ray’s sternum. Poking 
hard enough to leave a bruise. “No chatting up the acts, okay?”

Katya stepped in. “I am off  duty, Charlie, so piss off.”

“Watch your mouth, you. The boss disnae like lippy tarts, right.”

The slap took him completely by surprise even although the undeniable force of  it 
barely moved his head. Charlie’s neck was as thick as a bull terrier’s, and the only 
evidence of  surprise was a tightening of  the tendons below his chin. He snatched 
Katya’s wrist in mid flight and twisted her forearm back so far that she yelled and 
twisted her torso over to prevent her arm being broken.

Ray swung a fist at the bouncer’s jaw, heedless of  the consequences. The crack was 
enough  to  send  the  Charlie  reeling  back,  releasing  Katya  in  the  process.  The 
retaliatory blow into Ray’s abdomen, an uppercut, which caught the lower bones of 
his ribcage, was fast, knocking all the air out of  him and felling him like a calf  being 
hit with a bolt gun in a slaughterhouse. Charlie was amazingly fast for a fat bastard. 
Except there must have been layers of  muscle under those rolls of  flesh. Through 
the searing pain Ray tried to take a breath and failed, as Charlie’s steel-toed shoe 
smashed into his right shin with astonishing accuracy. There was a terrible scream 
of  agony. Ray didn’t realise in that instant it was he who was doing the screaming.

He hit the floor and instinctively curled up foetally and clutched his arms around his 
head against the blow that would crack his head like a cheap vase.
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Chapter Eighteen

“Yes, I’ve got the guy from the alley now.”

Isla’s lilting island accent was at odds with the grim subject of  conversation.

Isla’s office smelled of  disinfectant, formaldehyde and joss sticks, the latter valiantly 
attempting to dispel the former two with no great success. Ray once suggested she 
use Haze, a commercial air freshener, but Isla was against aerosol sprays because of 
CFCs, doing her bit to protect the ozone layer; Ray found himself  wondering what 
the odour of  decayed,  drowned or burnt corpses was doing to that hole in the 
atmosphere.

“That man had only been dead for a few hours. And the police found the bone flute 
a few weeks ago.” Ray was looking for connections. “You looked at that too, I hear.”

Isla removed her spectacles, folded them and carefully closed them in a chrome 
case, which she laid on the desk between them like an expensive coffin for a child’s 
pet mouse.

“If  you’re asking if  the two things are related the answer is I haven’t a clue yet.”

Ray juggled several unpleasant images in his head. “You think the guy from the alley 
alive after his legs were removed, and killed the night before he was found?”

“That’s what I believe, yes.”

Ray sat  back,  considering  the  scenario.  As a  journalist  it  was  his  instinct  to  be 
suspicious; journalists are genetically programmed to be suspicious. Fact one: the 
femur was found buried in the topsoil of  the grave of  a known child molester, two 
weeks ago. Fact two: the body of  a homeless man was found, minus both legs, in an 
alleyway, a trail of  blood on the ground, forensic evidence showed time of  death 
approximately  six  hours  before he  was found.  Fact three:  forensic anthropology 
matched the femur to one a 16 year old gay man who went missing. 

Question one: why would the killer (or killers), amputate the legs? 

Question two, why would the killer (assuming it was the same one) remove another 
man’s leg and carve it into a primitive musical instrument then bury it ineptly? 

Question three he spoke aloud: “Why in Christ’s name, would the killer or killers 
keep the victim alive after amputation, then finally decide to finish him off  and 
dump him in an alleyway where he was sure to be found?”

“My theory? It’s our serial killer. Maybe he’s not been getting enough attention. He’s 
been waiting for a big criminal investigation to be announced and when nothing’s 
been forthcoming he pushes a few buttons to make it happen. I also think he’s 
responsible for the bone flute. A theme about bones is starting to emerge.”



The plastic cushioned chair on which Ray sat across from Isla’s desk, was becoming 
uncomfortable. His keyboard cowboy’s classic lower back pain was burning now and 
he couldn’t find a position that was comfortable. Isla noticed but did not offer an 
alternative; Ray realised he was here on sufferance.

She went on: “Sociopaths—and not only have narcissistic tendencies but they are 
incredibly egotistical.”

Isla  was directing the word at  Ray specifically.  He got the message.  “You didn’t 
dump me for being egotistical, Isla.”

“No? Well, you thought you could string me and your future wife along at the same 
time. Anyhow, that’s not what we’re talking about.”

Ray felt a wry grin emerging; he couldn’t help it. “You still fancy me.”

“In your dreams. See: egotistical.” Isla almost smiled herself. “Anyhow, this is a bit 
frivolous isn’t it when were talking about murder and torture?”

Ray stood,  pressed his  thumbs  into  the  small  of  his  back  and  arched forward. 
“You’re right,” he said. “Sorry.”

“You  want  to  see  a  chiropractor  about  that.  Or  take  up  Alexander  technique 
classes.”

“No thank you very much,” he replied. “You’re the one who’s into that hippy-dippy 
feng shui, complementary therapies garbage, not me. Just give me the drugs, doc.”

Instinctively, amusingly, Isla glanced at the joss stick burning in its ceramic pot on 
the corner of  her  desk.  “Well  I’m a  hundred per cent  fit,  and I  never go to a 
conventional doctor, and my back’s as flexible as an athletes.”

“Oh, yes, I remember,” Ray replied lasciviously.

Isla emerged from behind her desk, stood face to face with him. “Okay, Ray, cut the 
crap. Something’s up. I know you, remember? You always start prevaricating, and 
using  innuendo  and  start  being  flirtatious  at  the  worst  possible  time  when 
something else is bothering you.”

Ray saw Caroline’s face in his mind’s eye. There was blood on it. “Nothing, Isla. 
Okay, something’s bothering me but I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Nothing new there, then.” She paused. “That offer of  a drink still on the table?”

Ray smiled gratefully. “Of  course. Your place or mine?”

“The pub,” she said, and steered Ray by the elbow out of  her office and into the 
early evening cold.

Ray barely had time to shuffle into his coat as Isla strode ahead to the underpass of 
the motorway ringroad bisecting the city.  He knew the nearest  bar  to be fifteen 
minutes walk, and he was accustomed to taxis, but his appeal to hail one was met 
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with scorn.

“Walking’s good for your back,” Isla said. She didn’t slacken her pace, forcing him to 
trot to catch up.

“So,” Ray puffed as  came alongside her,  “A headline-grabbing serial  killer,  that’s 
what you’re saying?”

“Yep.”

“Then I’m your man. I can have him all over the front page tomorrow morning and 
he’ll be all over the media by lunchtime. Fair enough?”

“Then what?”

“We flush him out.”

“Oh really? You haven’t a clue, do you, Ray? The power of  the press is nothing, 
absolutely nothing, in comparison with a monster ego like that.” Her heels clicking 
on the pavement put exclamation points on each phrase. “Plus he’s also much, much 
cleverer than all of  you put together.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

“You’re talking like he wants to be caught. He doesn’t. He’s sabre-rattling, showing 
us what he’s capable of. He wants admiration, love, critical acclaim, applause.”

Ray touched her arm, stopping her in her tracks. “Love? I thought psychopaths are 
incapable of  love.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I’m saying he wants love of  a kind we don’t understand, a kind 
of  inverted, twisted love, but who’s to say that would be any less valid for him than 
the kind we understand.”

“Correction,” he replied. “If  there’s one thing I don’t understand at all it’s love. Well 
except maybe what I feel for Caroline.”

“Your daughter? I remember her as a kid.”

“She’s missing.”

There. He’d blurted it out, as he knew he would eventually. He couldn’t help himself, 
and there was no one else he could tell, except someone he had once been close 
with.

“Do you know that for sure?”

Isla could see by Ray’s face that he did. Ray and his daughter had always been quite 
close so far as she was aware. In the long, slow passage in which she withdrew from 
their friendship Caroline had been spoken about often, with more animation that 
Ray ever spoke of  his wife. At first Isla thought this was in deference to her, and 
now she was seeing the truth of  it, that part of  him realised he had chosen the 
wrong woman for his wife. And now she was gone, the wife, but so was Caroline it 



seemed,  the  one  a  welcome  departure  perhaps,  the  other  the  core  fear  of  a 
protective parent, the loss of  a child.

They started walking again, and found themselves at the door of  O’Donnel’s, an 
Irish theme pub which sold the only decent pint of  Murphy’s ale and the biggest 
selection of  whiskies this end of  town. It was crowded, and they were jostled by 
customers on their way out,  and shunted between ranked shoulders like pinballs 
until they finally made it to the bar; there was no chance of  a seat.

Over the  cacophony of  a  hundred conversations conducted in  loud voices,  Ray 
waved a note at a barmaid, who nodded for him to wait until she’d finished serving 
someone else, and said, “I was hoping for a quiet chat?”

“What?” She cupped a hand to her ear, shouting the question.

“I said a—.”

“What can I get ye?” the barmaid bellowed in his ear.

“A pint of  special and a—Isla, what?—.”

“Gee and tee, please.”

“A gin and tonic.”

The barmaid was fast, had to be with the press of  eager drinkers trying to satisfy 
their unquenchable thirst.  Ray had to keep his elbows at  his  sides and hold the 
drinks at face height in order to get through the mass of  humanity to reach Isla, 
who seemed to have been swept back ten feet by a powerful tide.

“This is why you prefer working with corpses in your nice, quiet mortuary.”

Isla shook her head. “You’ve got me all wrong. I’d be happier if  they were all like 
this crowd....alive and making plenty of  noise about it.”

“Yes. I know that. I never had you pegged for the Doctor Frankenstein type.”

A trace of  a smile flickered across her lips.

“I’m worried about her, that’s all. But I don’t know how much I need to be? This 
city can be a real shithole. People can turn a corner one day and —ding!—they’re 
gone, like smoke.”

“Have you contacted the police?”

“No, not yet. It’s too soon, and part of  me believes she’s not missing.”

“You mean you won’t let yourself  believe that.”

“Yeh,  it’s  like...if  I  contact  Missing Persons it’ll  be  like  I  am making it  happen, 
making Caroline disappear.”

There was a bleakness in his expression, as if  he were about to cry. Isla touched his 
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face, and he grabbed her hand, like a drowning man.

“Call the police, Ray.”

“I did.  They said she might just  have gone AWOL, and they can’t  list  her  as  a 
missing person for a few days yet [check official police line on this]. Here...drink 
up.” And with that he took a large swallow of  his pint, with Isla sipping her gin 
more to keep him company than a wish to drink. It was as though suddenly being 
surrounded by cold bodies all day made her feel the need to be next to a warm one.

Without considering what she was doing she leant forward and kissed him on the 
mouth, hard,  pulling away in surprise at  herself.  Ray responded immediately,  the 
warmth of  those lips a beloved friend, a regretted loss.

“What—?” he began.

She shook her head, a caution not to ask obvious questions. She said, simply: “Let’s 
go to your place.” 



Chapter Nineteen

Caroline  was  feeling  pleasantly  tipsy.  The  huge  attic  room  with  its  raw,  paint-
spattered floorboards felt like the deck of  a ship listing on a gentle Mediterranean 
swell. Through the huge roof  windows a few stars were discernible through tattered 
cloud a the aura of  city lights. The stars jiggled in her vision like fireflies.

The meal with Stephen had been wonderful; he’d been witty and interesting and—
she had to admit it—sexy. He was so absorbed, too, in everything she had to say, 
and wanted to know everything that interested her but not in an obtrusive way. 
Some guys were just so in your face, wanting to know your life story on the first 
date. Another variation of  the four or five ploys they used to get you into bed. One 
thing she did notice, though, was that Severin Morrell didn’t make small talk. When 
she’d said “nice place” about the restaurant, he gave no response, and when she 
made observations about people in the restaurnt (one of  her hobbies was making 
up stories  about  people  she  didn’t  know,  imagining  scenarious  being  enacted  in 
whispers and body language), he didn’t join in the game; instead he coolly appraised 
them then turned back to his wine.

“What’s you boyfriend like?” he had asked, over coffee.

“How do you know I’ve got one?” Caroline was slightly annoyed at being reminded 
of  Derek. Derek wasn’t her favourite person right now.

“By asking that question you’ve just confirmed that you have.”

Stephen’s voice was lighter than she remembered when she first met him in the 
gallery. It did not have that rough edge she liked in a man’s voice. It was softer, 
slightly high but pleasantly so, with a whispery  sound like someone recovering from 
a throat injury. Oddly, it made her think of  Marlon Brando as The Godfather, but 
without the funny accent. She put the thought aside in case it made her giggle.

Caroline blurted, “He’s a bit of  a pain, actually. I just wish he’d grow up.”

Her head was lowered and Stephen craned down so he could look into her eyes. He 
was smiling, and then she smiled too.

“You love him.”

She said nothing. Then she picked up her glass of  Drambuie and sipped it, finishing 
by licking the viscous, honey sweet liquid off  her top lip.

“Am I getting too personal?”

“Yep.”

Stephen nodded, indicating a change of  subject more than an apology, and asked 
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Caroline what she thought of  the exhibition.

“Honestly?”

Stephen Morrell raised his eyebrows and said, “Preferably. I’m tired of  sycophants.”

For some reason, perhaps because he had brought up love and Derek, she wanted to 
push back and she said, “I think it’s crap, actually.”

To her surprise, he laughed. A short arpeggio of  amusement. He sat quite still then, 
hands flat on the tabletop on either side of  his place setting. Waiting. He breathed 
evenly and slowly. And waited.

Caroline couldn’t take the silence so she went on, “Okay, no, I don’t mean that. I 
think it’s brilliant. I just wanted to see how you’d react. Derek would have got mad 
or sulky.”

“You wanted to test if  I can take criticism. Well, I can. And with my work I much 
prefer a strong reaction to no reaction at all.”

“It’s a bit grim, though. Not many laughs if  you know what I mean.”

Stephen seemed puzzled. “You feel art should be about laughs?”

“Stop taking everything so literally, Stephen.” Caroline playfully slapped the back of 
his hand. He snatched the hand away as if  he’d been burned.

Morrell’s eyes darkened  and Caroline realised she’d made a mistake. Trying to be 
ironic when it came to his art was clearly a bad idea.

She said, “I’m sorry. Can we start again, please? My name’s Caroline, I’m twenty two 
and I think you’re a fascinating guy.”

The darkness cleared and a sparkle returned to Morrell’s eyes. Caroline was relieved. 
She really wanted him to like her though she couldn’t say quite why. Did she want to 
have sex with him? Probably. No, definitely. But then she would be betraying Derek. 
On the  other  hand,  Derek  had lied to her  so much,  taken money off  her,  got 
himself  beaten up and was in trouble with the police. What was there to betray? She 
no longer trusted him. Maybe he wasn’t worth her time and energy. And love. There, 
it was out. Stephen Morrell was correct in his guess. She loved Derek. How shitty 
was that?

Morrell said, “I’m flattered. But I’m not as interesting as you, Caroline.”

A pulse throbbed in Caroline’s throat. She pointed at the spot: “What do you call 
this? The little triangle of  skin between the collar bones?”

“I don’t know, but the bones are your clavicles. Rugby players break them all the 
time.”

She lowered her hand and shrugged. “It felt like a heartbeat there, you know?”

Morell leant forward and reached out and touched the base of  her throat at the 



junction of  her clavicles. His fingers were soft. He placed two of  them into the 
hollow of  her throat and stroked her there lightly. She felt a shiver. She didn’t try to 
push him away.

“Here, you mean?”

“Y-yes. Like a pulse, kind of.” His fingers remained but just as she began to feel 
uncomfortable they were withdrawn.

“Hmm,”  Morrell  said.  “Interesting.  See,  like  I  said,  you  are  interesting.  You’re 
interesting. Your throat is interesting, and you have very fine clavicles, if  I may say 
so.”

Caroline giggled. The wine was kicking in. “You’re making fun of  me now.”

“I never make fun.” 

Caroline could see that he meant it.

“Aye, well. I dunno…don’t know. It’s just that life’s a bit draggy at the moment. I 
wish I was interesting. Like my dad. He’s done stuff, been places.”

“Like what?”

“Well, he’s a journalist. Reported on the gulf  war. He was out there, in the middle of 
it. And he was a hostage in a terrorist attack on Heathrow.”

Morrell  poured more wine for  Caroline  and himself.  He sipped  contemplatively 
while Caroline quaffed. “I don’t remember that,” he said.

“It was in the seventies. Before I was born. But dad showed me the clippings. Or, 
rather, I found them. He got mad at me for going through his stuff  and when I 
asked him about it he wouldn’t tell me anything. Said it was ancient history and not 
worth talking about.”

Morrell smiled and whispered, “Maybe he has a dark secret.”

Caroline shook her head, saying, “Dad? Naw, he’s far too straight for that.”

“Nobody’s that straight, Caroline. Everyone’s got a secret or two, even your dad.”

She didn’t reply. Her mind returned to that day in her father’s study. She’d got home 
early from school and he was still at work. She had a project on journalism to do for 
Modern Studies and since she had both primary and secondary sources handy—her 
dad and his press cuttings respectively—she might as well take advantage of  them. 
His clippings were kept in ringbinders in year order; there were a dozen or more of 
them, maybe as many as twenty. One binder caught her eye. The label on the spine 
was blank, the fields for subject, date and reference number all blank. She drew it 
down and flipped through the pages of  black cartridge paper with press clippings 
glued to them. There were crime reports, stuff  about politics, a few feature articles, 
some music reviews (of  some dodgy-looking sixties and seventies bands, judging by 
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the  photographs  accompanying  the  reviews),  and  nothing  really  she  found 
interesting. Until  she saw a photograph of  someone she recognised on the front 
page of  The Tribune. It was her father. With a beard. She had seen photographs of 
him as a younger man, and there was his name under it. The caption read, “Staff 
reporter,  Ray  Bissett,  was  among the  freed hostages.  He said  he  and his  fellow 
captors were “shaken but unharmed.” Read his exclusive story inside.”

A young boy had been killed, she read. The paper ran his photograph in the article, 
which covered two whole tabloid pages. Caroline had had to fold them out to see 
the full story. The boy’s photograph had been circled again and again in mad loops 
of  red marker ink.

Her father had come in without her noticing and he snatched the folder from her, 
telling her to mind her own damned business and didn’t she have homework she 
could be  getting on with.  He had never talked to her  like  that  before.  She was 
stunned into silence. She ran to her room and sobbed. Whether it was for herself  or 
all the problems her mum and dad were having she had no idea. She felt utterly 
miserable. Dad, being Dad, told her later he was sorry. But she never forgot.

Morrell was evidently fascinated with her. His attention was flattering. She found 
herself  speculating  what  he  would  be  like  in  bed  and  fantasised  about  being 
identified as  the  artist’s  girlfriend at  press  conferences  and gallery  openings  and 
parties. Knowing so little about him, in spite of  the publicity he got, prompted her 
to say, “You haven’t told me much about yourself.”

“You can read all about me in the papers. There’s a piece in Art Monthly just out.” 
Evasion or humour? She couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was that lack of  certainty that 
made Morrell so interesting; he might court intrigue, his persona a fluid mask to suit 
each situation;  or  it  could be his  survival  technique,  which was potentially  more 
interesting to Caroline. She had learned a good deal about survival techniques from 
Derek, her damaged boy. Derek was an orphan with an addictive personality: too 
much sex, too much drink, too much partying. But it came in phases, the addictions, 
and because they seemed temporary, and because he was so adorable in most other 
respects, she stuck with him.  And she knew about survival techniques for herself: 
when you realise very young your mother hates you it’s crucial you learn to make 
your own way in life. If  I ever have kids, she told herself, I’m going to be the best 
mother on the planet.

“I mean, where do you come from, what made you decide to become and artist, that 
sort of  thing.”

Morrell’s smile softened the angularity of  his features. There was a mutable quality 
about him that Caroline was starting to notice. It was difficult to fix that face in the 
mind as various emotions – or personas – played across his features. One moment 
he was the sharp,  businesslike artist,  the next the empathic listener,  and then he 
would become the flirt, the seducer, the humourist. Caroline decided she didn’t trust 
him. But that was fine. She was more comfortable around people she didn’t trust 



that those who appeared the most trustworthy.

Morrell said, “I was born in Greece, but my parents moved back here when I was 
about five, I think. My dad was in the army. He – left when I was seventeen.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Caroline said.

“Why?” A slightly antagonistic tone to his voice.

“I only meant…” 

Morrell softened. “Sorry. I don’t like talking about him, that’s all.”

 “What about your mum?”

He smiled. “I’m told I look a bit like her. Around the eyes and mouth.”

Now that he mentioned it Caroline saw that his mouth was somewhat feminine, the 
lips full,  succulent. As for the eyes, well,  tonight was the first time she had seen 
them properly; he often wore Rayban sunglasses, as Katya had told her, having seen 
his photograph in newspapers and glossies.

As  though  reading  her  mind,  Morrell  said,  “She  was  photosensitive,  too.  It’s  a 
genetic  condition,  so  I  have  to  wear  shades.  But  they’ve  become  a  kind  of 
trademark, my…corporate branding, so to speak. It’s seventy per cent image and 
thirty per cent art these days. I don’t fool myself  that I’m the next da Vinci or even 
the next Henry Moore.

 “You’re the unique Stephen Morrell,” Caroline said, flushing slightly as the words 
came out unplanned.

He laughed. A light, melodious laugh, contrasting with Derek’s mad cackle that she 
always thought of  as his “dirty laugh”.

“There are all kinds of  unique.” Said slyly, teasing a reaction. “You are two or three 
kinds of  unique, Caroline; and if  I am unique I must be several kinds, too. Like, 
there’s the you I see, the you that you tell me about, and the you that only you know. 
That’s three already.”

She felt oddly shy then. She had never considered herself  to be other than ordinary. 
“Unique how? I’m not sure I follow…”

He touched the  back of  her  hand briefly,  then leant  back  in  his  chair.  “You’re 
fishing, Caroline. Naughty girl.”

Now she did blush, a full  fire-engine red radiating from her neck up across her 
cheeks. She was annoyed with herself. But she blamed the wine a little, too. 

Morrell went on, “Well, you’re not a groupie, for one thing. You’re interested in life, 
I can see that, and you know things.”

“I should bloody hope I’m not a groupie. What, you got trains of  girls following 

110



you around like sheep on heat?”

“Sheep on heat?” They both giggled at that.

“Mixing my metaphors. But, hey, I think the idea of  sheep on heat is quite nice, 
really.”

“So  do  I,”  Morrell  grinned.  “Unique  sheep.  But  no,  I  don’t  exactly  have  girls 
following me around. Well, I do, but also boys. I attract all kinds. But they just want 
some of  my notoriety to rub off  on them.”

“Notoriety?”

“Well, it’s a kind of  fame, I suppose. I’ve had the church, anti-abortionists, the gay 
lobby, pro-lifers, feminists, radical lesbians, animal rights campaigners, all of  them 
have had something negative to say about me. And about my work,” he added as an 
afterthought.

“Wow. I had no idea. That is notorious. What did you do?”

Stephen Morrell paused, took a sip of  wine and looked up at the ceiling. “Leonardo 
da Vinci wanted to know the mechanics of  things. Not only was he a brilliant artist, 
but he designed flying machines, war engines, mechanical devices which would have 
put Industrial Age engineers to shame. And the reason he was as good an artist was 
that he saw into the mechanics of  the world. How it worked. He could look at a 
flayed cadaver and draw it with the accuracy of  a photographer but with more of  a 
sense of  the spirit of  the machine.”

“The body, you mean?”

Morrell said, “No, I mean the machine. That’s what I called my exhibition: Bone 
Machines. On one level we’re just mechanisms, an apparatus which performs certain 
functions, but one which adapts to its environment in a massive range of  clever 
ways. And what I called the spirit behind them isn’t the soul. I don’t think we have a 
soul. I think we are governed by energies, impulses, the fabric of  the universe, which 
in turn makes us all part of  a universal machine.”

Caroline was gripped by Stephen Morrell, partially by what he was saying but more 
by the passion with which he said it, the first signs of  passion he had shown since 
they’d met. She daren’t stop him now.

“My art shows people these truths, but they don’t want to know. I show them decay, 
corruption; I show them what’s left when the worms have had us. And I mock them 
with  the  knowledge  of  what  we  are.  My sculptures  aren’t  meant  to  be  serious, 
Caroline. They’re jokes. Satires on the human condition. But nobody seems to have 
spotted that yet. The art magazines write pretentious, intense, serious drivel about 
my work. And I let them.”

He paused for breath which gave Caroline the chance to ask, “Why? Why do you let 
them get away with it, then?”



Morrell  looked  at  her  from under  his  brows;  his  grey  eyes  caught  the  glint  of 
candlelight, and she saw her inverted reflection in them, distantly. He said, in barely 
a whisper, “Because it suits me. Because of  the fame and fortune. Because it ensures 
that my work sells.”

Caroline was taken aback. Could he really be so cynical?

He must have seen the dismay in her face, because he added, “Artist’s don’t make 
money, Caroline. Don’t think badly of  me. My parents were poor, and mum and me 
were much poorer after Dad left, the arsehole. Art is really important to me, but I 
need to do more than simply survive; I need to live well, and if  all it takes is playing 
along with the sycophants, groupies, and the rest of  the worshipers, that’s tough. 
Basically, people will always make up their own minds about what my work means, 
regardless of  the critics. After all, you don’t ask poets to explain what their poems 
are about, because they’re about something different for everybody on some level. 
Do you think I’m a terrible person?” He frowned, and studied her with a look of 
entreaty.

“I don’t think so…no, of  course not, why would I?” Caroline was a little baffled by 
his seeming need for approval. But that might be an act, one of  the several personas 
he admitted to projecting.

Morrell nodded,  a curious, antiquated gesture that a gentleman in the last century 
might have made when modestly accepting a compliment. Indicating her half  full 
glass, he said, “You’re not drinking.”

“Oh, but I am. I’m just not used to expensive wine. It’s yummy. I’m making it last.”

“Oh, you mustn’t do that, I’ll order another bottle.”

But she reached out to stay the hand that was signalling the waiter. “No. I…”

He shrugged. For a minute she thought he wanted to get her smashed so her could 
lure her back to his place to have sex with her. She saw that she was wrong. Besides, 
if  he was going to have sex with her she wanted to be awake for it. If  she let him.

She relaxed then and took a deep mouthful from her glass, the warm, heavy, oaky 
red wine filling her  mouth like over-ripened fruits  laden with alcohol.  The wine 
made her feel heavy, and safe, and floaty. “Okay,” she said, “what the heck. Another 
bottle would be brilliant.”

As the evening progressed, she talked about her life, about everything she wanted to 
do with it, about Derek and how she was attracted to wounded men all the time. She 
wanted a strong one, but she couldn’t help loving him just as he was.

“You make him sound a bit like an adorable puppy,” Morrell said.

Caroline giggled. The wine was hitting her now. “That…that’s-ss…’zactly what he is. 
A puppy.”
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“Do you want me to take you home?”

Caroline looked up, taking a deep breath to try to feel more sober. Her head seemed 
to clear briefly. “No. I want to see you place.”

“But I don’t have any etchings to show you,” Morrell joked.

“Funny. You’re a funny…guy…know that? You can give me coffee, and sod the 
etchings. I don’t like…feeling too…pissed.” Her eyesight was blurring and she had 
to  blink  several  times  to  pull  Morrell  back  into  focus.  He  had  a  look  of 
concentration about him.

He said, “Coffee, yes. Excellent idea. I’ll organise a cab.”

Caroline  remembered  Morrell  walking  away  from the  table.  His  swaying,  blurry 
outline heading towards the headwaiter. Then a space of  time must have elapsed 
and she found herself  in her coat, icy air smacking her face before she help into the 
taxi. She must have dozed off  on Morrell’s shoulder, because the next she knew she 
was in a lift going up and up and up.

And now she was here,  in  Stephen Morell’s  attic  appartment,  trying to still  the 
dancing stars above her, the icy blackness of  space pressing down on glass skylight 
and moving across it like an oil slick.

Morrell came in with the coffee, sat down beside her while she sipped it.

“I…feel a bit strange, Stephen.” Caroline was woozier than ever, in spite of  the 
coffee.  Tiredness surged inside her.  Her limbs were so heavy and her eyes kept 
closing. She needed desparately to sleep.

Morrell  leant  close and stroked her hair.  She gratefully  let  her  head fall  for  the 
second time that evening onto his shoulder. It felt like a feather pillow.

She heard him say, softly, “Don’t worry, Caroline. It will pass. You’ll be safe with me. 
Go to sleep now.”

And as sleep pulled her closer her she started to dream, but it felt as though she was 
quite  awake.  She  was  Morrell  clearly.  But  he  wasn’t  wearing  a  jacket  or  a  shirt 
anymore. His torso was naked. Or almost. There must have been something wrong 
with him, or he had just come out of  hospital, because his chest was encased in row 
upon row of  crepe bandages. 

And then the dream stopped.



Chapter Twenty

Ray fought his  way to the surface of  a nightmare.  In it  he was  running down 
narrow cobbled streets which were a night-time version of  a Greek village in which 
he and Anne had once stayed. But in this version of  the village the buildings were 
much  higher,  the  streets  narrower,  and  purple  and  grey  clouds  roiled  over  the 
narrow strip of  sky he could see between the rooftops. There was blood running 
down  the  alleyway  steps,  pushing  between  the  buildings,  a  trickle  becoming  a 
torrent; it was rising and he knew it would drown him. Something moved overhead 
and he looked up and saw the underbelly of  a huge white passenger aircraft almost 
touching the rooftops. The odd part was that there was no engine sound at all. He 
ran and ran until he came to a dead-end, a whitewashed wall. As he turned he saw 
the river of  blood rushing towards him, and then he woke up.

The phone was ringing. He gasped, as though he’d really come close to drowning. 
He hadn’t had this dream for years. He thought counselling had sorted it, but no 
amount of  counselling can fix a bad conscious, ultimately. 

“Ray, you okay? You sound funny.” It was Isla.

“I’m fine. A bad dream, that’s all. What time is it?”

“Two.”

He was disorientated. “In the morning? Jesus, Isla—”

“I had to go back to the office, to check something out. The guy from the alleyway. 
There was scarring on the lower quadrant of  his pelvis.”

Ray shook his head. “Well,  if  somebody chopped off  his  legs at the hips there 
would be.” That’s right, Ray, resort to sarcasm again, he reprimanded himself  as 
soon as the words were out.

“No, it’s not that. Scarring like we found on the bone flute. Acid burns. I’m going to 
try to get a chemical trace on it this time. Chances are better since the death is so 
recent.”

“Couldn’t this have waiting until morning?”

“Bloody suit yourself, then.” And she hung up.

Arsehole, Ray said to himself. Stupid, fucking arsehole. She was only trying to help, 
and maybe she just wanted to talk to him. Blow it again, Ray, why don’t you.

He threw on some clothes and left the apartement, and drove to the police station. 
The duty constable recognised him, and put a call through to Isla.

“Tell her I’m sorry,” Ray managed, sheepishly.
114



The constable raised an eyebrow but was professional enough not to smile. “Say’s 
he’s sorry, whatever that means…I….yeah. Yeah, right, Isla, okay. I will.”

“You don’t want to know what she told me to tell you.” The constable did smile 
now. “But she says you can go down to the lab now.”

Once inside Isla’s office, Ray threw off  his coat and tossed it over the back of  the 
chair. Isla was still wearing protective spectacles and she nodded in the direction of 
the locker that he should put on a lab coat and goggles also.

Before he could say a word,  she raised her hand to stop him and said,  “You’re 
worried about Caroline, I know. Come on.”

“Listen, about the other night…” he began as they entered the corridor.

Across her shoulder Isla said, “Don’t worry about it. Think of  it as an accident.”

He took her forearm to prevent her walking on. “That’s just it, Isla, I don’t want to 
think of  it that way. Maybe we can…I mean, I feel that…”

She looked into his eyes, searching for what in fact he did mean. There was a touch 
of  the Ray Bissett evasiveness there, yes, but not too much, more of  an uncertainty 
or a lack of  confidence, which was new. “We’ll see, Ray. I’m not sure myself  about 
the other night, but I’ve work to do right now and it’s not the time or place to talk 
about it.”

Ray understood perfectly well. Personal matters didn’t often get in the way of  his 
work either. Which is probably why his marriage hadn’t lasted if  he was honest.

As they entered the autopsy room, Isla said, “There’s something else about the body 
I noticed. They went over to the autopsy table and she pulled back the rubber sheet 
from the lower half  of  the corpse. The exposed bone and gristle and raw flesh was 
frightful, as though the body had been torn in two by a wild animal, except the state 
of  the ragged flesh at the hip joints told a different story. The flesh seemed porous, 
like a sponge, and blackened.

“Acid of  some sort, I’m sure of  it,” Isla said, “And then there’s this.”

Ray found himself  studying a hole where the victim’s genitals had been, but it was 
empty, a ragged gap. “The reached this this, and I thought at first the penis had been 
burned away, until I noticed this.” She pointed with the tip of  a steel probe to a 
rubbery cord. “The seminal vesicles. There’s a clean cut, sewn up. Looks like the guy 
had his penis cut off  first, as if  any trace of  his manhood were being removed.”

Ray felt sick. Tiredness, the fact that he hadn’t eaten for the past twelve or fourteen 
hours, and disturbed dreams made him want to retch, but he managed to supress it. 
He felt dislocated from himself.

“I would say we’ve got someone here who really hates men.”

Ray said, “Or someone who collects dicks.”



Isla looked stern.

“I wasn’t trying to be funny, Isla. I meant it. Serial killers like to collect trophies, 
don’t they? Well, maybe these are his.”

“Some do, yes, but not all. Interesting theory, though. Should give Kendrick more to 
go on. I’ve recorded my report, so I can pack up for the night, I think.”

Isla had dark rings under her eyes, the bruises of  exhaustion. Ray hadn’t stopped to 
consider how much work she had been putting in, how she might be feeling about 
them, or the job she was working or, or anything; he’d been too preoccupied with 
himself  to notice. Isla had always seemed to him invincible, always a high achiever at 
university and afterwards, in demand socially, never short of  friends. Another reason 
right there why there relationship hadn’t worked out last time around. Some part of 
him felt her to be superior to him, and if  she had only been even slightly fragile or 
revealed a chink in her armour he might have tried harder with the relationship. It 
was even Isla who broke the relationship off, who saw all this before he did, and 
acted upon it. Ray was always quick to jump to conclusions, and never troubled to 
analyse or discuss what was happening until it was too late.

After they washed up, they sat in Isla’s office drinking tea. Earl Grey. It smelled of 
kippers to Ray, but he drank it without protest.

“You look tired,” he said.

“Yeah, well, comes with the territory.”

He shuffled in his chair. “Listen…ah…I’m thinking…we could both do with some 
sleep, and my place is much closer than yours, and…”

She gave him a searching look, and to be sure that he meant “just sleep”, Ray felt. 
He did, in spite of  his middle aged hormones that Isla still managed to make jump.

“I’ve got pull-down couch I can sleep on, and you’ll be comfortable in my bed. I’ll 
even change the sheets.”

She smiled. “The month for these ones must be up, then.”

And once they were back in the flat, Isla took a bath and emerged wearing only her 
panties and a t-shirt.  Ray had changed the sheets,  as promised,  and opened the 
bedroom door for her. Noticing he had already opened the bed settee in the living 
room, she said, “That looks like something an Indian fakir would sleep on.”

“Aye, it’s an old thing, been meaning to get a new one, but I’m the only one who 
sleeps here these days, except maybe if  Caroline wants to crash out.”

Something brushed against Ray’s neck, and he realised it was Isla’s warm fingers, 
cupping the right side of  his throat, her thumb brushing against his Adam’s apple, 
which  bobbed  in  a  thick  swallow.  “Don’t  you  think  we’d  be  cosier  curled  up 
together?”
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Ray felt a tightness in his chest, a wave of  gratitude perhaps, mixed with a dash of 
anxiety. “Most definitely.” And he moved forward to kiss her. She brushed her lips 
against his lightly. 

“Just sleep, okay?”

“That’s what you need, Isla. And me, too. Am I gallant, or what?”

She  reached  forward  and  pressed  her  teeth  into  his  earlobe,  pulling  back  so  it 
tingled. “I need you to be gallant tonight, I’m dead on my feet. But don’t be too 
gallant in future, okay?”

For what felt like the first time in a long, long while, Ray felt a surge of  happiness. A 
fleeting glow of  candlelight which he tried to hold onto as he got into bed beside 
Isla, and felt her back tuck into him so they lay together like spoons; he tried to keep 
the glow but felt it gutter as thoughts of  his daughter crept back into his mind.

He lay  awake,  an arm curled around Isla’s  abdomen,  feeling her  breathing cycle 
down into the shallow slowness of  sleep. The curtains at the window were pulled 
too far over, and a crack of  streetlight shone like the bar of  an electric fire down the 
left hand side. He eased his arm away from Isla’s body and lay on his back watching 
the hard orange glow. He was aware of  the scent of  talcum power, something he 
never used but which Caroline must have left last visit;  there were always a few 
toiletries in there for her, and sometimes Ray topped up the supplies. Johnson’s baby 
talc, the chalky perfumed scent so familiar to him. He remembered patting it onto 
Caroline when she was a baby, fresh out of  the bath and wrapped in a huge white 
towel her mother had warmed by the fire. Baby Caroline often had a quizzical look 
about her, as if  she was challenging her parents, or defying them, or perhaps simply 
wondering what made these two people tick. As she grew older, the quizzical look 
faded as she became more aware of, and interested in, the wider world of  other 
children, and the wilder shores of  life outside the confines of  her home. She grew 
up to be a fiercely independent teenager, but never a wildly rebellious one, unless 
you counted her sexual preferences a form of  rebellion, which Ray at one time did.

He began to try to piece together what he knew. Caroline was studying at university, 
and so far was doing pretty well; she was working in a club to ear extra money, to 
keep her boyfriend out of  trouble, it appeared; she had a friend called Katya who 
worked at the club; and now she has gone missing. Boyfriend Derek is into drugs in 
some way, and got himself  into some deep trouble. Caroline tried to bail him out. 
Her friend Katya had last seen her at an exhibition opening. Where did she say: the 
Syntax.  Ray  had no  time for  art,  and  what  he  had  seen  of  contemporary  stuff 
seemed to him to be pretentious twaddle. He had heard of  the gallery, and perhaps 
had even walked passed it without giving it any attention. If  there was an opening it 
must have been advertised somewhere. He glanced at Isla. She was sound asleep, 
head turned towards the wall. 

He got out of  bed and went into the living room. There was a bundle of  last week’s 



papers under the coffee table, and he slid them out, switched on the reading lamp 
next to his armchair and piled them on his knee. He checked the entertainments 
pages until he found the evening paper of  the week previously. There were the usual 
cinema listings, a dance performance, some rock and folk gigs, and a dance clubs 
advertising the DJ of  the moment, or the event of  the moment. Then he saw the 
small  display  ad  announcing  a  new  exhibition  called  Bone  Machines by  Stephen 
Morrell at the Syntax Gallery. The name meant nothing to Ray, but it might to the 
arts editor, Claire Dixon. It was too early to phone her, so he went to his desk and 
switched on his PC, and sent her an email:

Claire

Some friends are coming to stay and they want to know about anything good that’s on in town.  
Somebody mentioned this guy Stephen Morrell’s exhibition. Know anything about him?

Ray

Then he  brewed himself  a  coffee,  and  was  working  his  way  through a  second 
cafetiere when Isla appeared in the doorway wearing his blue towelling robe.

“Looks better on you,” he said. “I never wear it.”

“Yes, I hear your neighbours complain about you walking about the flat naked.”

“Well, you know…if  you’ve got it, flaunt it. What are you doing up anyhow, its—” 
he glanced at the radio clock which nestled on a shelf  in his bookcase—“barely 
seven.”

“I’ve got work to do. And my internal clock always wakens me at six thirty.”

“A long lie, then?”

“I’ve been awake for a while, yes, thinking. Is that coffee fresh?”

“Sorry, yes. I’ll get you a cup. How about some breakfast?”

Isla shook her head. “Never eat breakfast.”

While they sipped coffee together, side by side on the couch, Ray tried not to look 
at the expanse of  thigh Isla was unconsciously showed when she crossed her legs. 
She noticed, however, and pulled the flap of  the robe over it. “I’ve still got work to 
do,” she said but in a light tone.

Ray said, “How can I think of  sex at a time like this?”

Isla took his hand in her’s. “If  it’s any consolation, it’s only natural. I remember my 
psychology reading at uni; there were case studies of  people like you. So don’t let it 
bother you.”

He gave her a horrified look: “People like me?”

“I was joking.”
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“Oh…right. Sorry.”

She smiled,  then leaning across  towards him whispered “sshh” into his  ear  and 
gently kissed the his cheek. He turned towards her, his heart beginning to race, and 
put his left arm around her and pulled her toward him, kissing first the corners of 
her mouth, then fully on the lips, which parted. The kiss was soft at first and deep 
and he felt the tip of  her tongue dart into his mouth and quickly out again, flicking 
beneath his top lip. He remembered now what a great kisser Isla had been, but now 
she was either much better or he felt different somehow. The lurch in the pit of  his 
stomach felt exactly like being dropped too fast down an elevator. He slid Isla’s robe 
off  her shoulders, exposing her breasts and, as he slid a hand down her throat and 
ran his palm around the curve of  her right breast she seemed to hold her breath. He 
brushed the nipple with the palm of  his hand and felt it was already hard as though 
it had anticipated his touch. She moved across him then and, pulling aside her robe, 
he slid a hand up the inside of  her thigh, until the edge of  his forefinger brushing 
against her dampnes, and she reached down and swiftly unzipped his trousers. 

The made love, urgently at first, then more slowly, taking as long as they could. They 
trembled at the end, and they held onto each other until the final shudders subsided. 

Ray kissed Isla long and deeply and looked directly into her eyes, searching.

“Don’t get soppy on me,” she said, but laughed, too. She tried to climb off  him, but 
he was still hard. He tried to pull her back, to roll onto the floor with her. At first 
she resisted, saying they didn’t have time, but then gave up with a sigh.

Afterwards, they showered together. There were no words of  love, because neither 
of  them knew what they felt right at that moment, but there was a lot of  tenderness. 
And as Ray stood under the hot spray of  water a deep ache in his chest that he had 
been holding onto seemed to split like a calved glacier and he began to sob; a dream 
last  night that his wee girl,  his baby,  Caroline, was dead, enveloped him like the 
shrouds  of  steam.  He  shuddered  and  coughed  with  his  emotions,  tears 
indistinguishable from the water running down his face. Isla,  behind him, simply 
stood behind his back, pressed against him and folded her arms around his chest 
like an angel’s wings.

“You need to tell  Anne,  Ray,” she said once the worst  was over and they were 
towelling each other dry.

“Aye,” he replied. “Aye, I know that.”

He was hesitant.

“I can take an early lunch,” Isla offered. “She’s still in Colinton, yes?”

He turned towards her and drew her towards him. “I didn’t want to tell her, you 
know.”

Isla nodded but made no reply.



They agreed to meet later. 

The morning passed slowly,  until  Ray picked Isla  up from her office and drove 
westwards.

Ray had thought he was done with his ex-wife. And he would have been had it not 
been for Caroline. Done, finished, ended, kaput. Incommunicado. But no, Caroline 
was the weak link between them and one or other  of  them would always have 
something  to say  about  it.  After  they  separated  for  the  second,  and final,  time, 
Caroline decided she wanted to live with her dad, but Anne wasn’t having any of  it; 
Caroline was 16 then, and at a crucial stage at school; there was no custody battle 
but while Caroline understood the argument for her staying on at the school where 
she  had  her  friends,  and  good  teachers  (by  and  large).  There  were  tears  and 
argument but Ray couldn’t bring himself  to tell his daughter that even if  he fought a 
custody battle he would lose: one, because he felt the courts usually gave preferential 
treatment to mothers; two, because he was the one who’d been drinking too much 
and having an affair or two; and three, if  the truth be known he wasn’t completely 
sure he could handle being a single parent.

He had to tell her in person. That proved to be a mistake, but a predictable one. 
Anne was dishevelled-looking in her tracksuit and lank hair. In the doorway at her 
back hovered a bulky youth of  about 25, his hand proprietarily on her shoulder until 
she shook it irritably off. Also predictable, not that he blamed her for that. Not 
much, at any rate.

“I need to talk to you, Anne…” He scowled at the young man.. “In private.”

Anne brushed a lock of  hair away from her eyes – a mannerism of  Caroline’s, too, 
which made his heart lurch – and folded her arms. “Kenny can hear anything you 
have to say to me.”

In his anger at this Ray blurted it out. “Caroline’s missing.  So, unless Kenny boy 
here has a touch of  bloodhound in him I suggest he shove off.”

Kenny lunged forward, banging Anne’s shoulder against the door lintel, and put his 
face close to Ray’s “You gonnae make me, grandad?”

Ray didn’t even blink. “If  I’m your grandad, then you’re screwing your grandma.”

Suddenly Kenny toppled forward,  digging his  massive claws into Ray’s  shoulders 
and bunching up the material of  his jacket in his fists. It looked as though he could 
lift Ray straight off  the ground.

There was a  screech like a  banshee.  One of  Anne’s frustrated,  incoherent  sonic 
blasts.

“Cut it out, the both of  you! And Kenny, get dressed and go home, will you?”

He gave her a look. She shouted “I said, get lost, Ken.” Then, more calmly, “I’ll talk 
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to you later, okay.” She brushed his face with a hand and stepped into the house, 
Ray following.

She motioned him to the couch, a horrible powdery grey thing backed against the 
sill of  the picture window to the street. Grey and pink themes dominated the décor; 
he’d  credited  her  with  more  taste,  but  then  again  he’d  credited  her  with  other 
positive attributes which he now knew she did not possess. No, Ray, stop it, he said 
to himself, you’re done with that carping, it’s history.

His  ex  wife  then  gave  him  a  peculiar,  nervous  half-smile.  Anne  always  hated 
anything  unpredictable  (except  for  sex,  which  she  always  wanted  to  be 
unpredictable),  and  there  had  to  be  a  touch  of  social  embarrassment  in  being 
caught, if  not in flagrante at least post-flagrante. And she wasn’t correctly dressed 
for a confrontation.

“You…want a coffee or something?”

“No thanks.”

She looked over his shoulder, saw the car with Isla sitting in the passenger seat. 
“Aren’t you inviting your girlfriend in?”

“She’s not my girlfriend.” He had learned that knowledge was power for Anne, and 
for that reason among others refused to give her the satisfaction of  acquiring any. 
“She’s helping me with a story.”

“That’s what ye said about the last one, eh?” The way she put that Edinburgh “eh” 
at the end of  her sentences now began to irritate him; in the beginning it had been 
part  of  her  charm,  a  lovely  soft  accent  with  odd  little  queries  at  the  end  of 
statements  as  well  as  questions;  the  closest  equivalent  he  could  think of  was  a 
Californian girl  he’d once dated who raised the pitch at  the end of  almost ever 
sentence, making each sound like a question.

“Aye, well…”

Anne said in the armchair opposite him. Her face was still rosy and had a sheen of 
perspiration.

“You’ve taken up running again.”

“I was getting fat.”

Ray couldn’t resist a smile. “Impossible; you could never get fat.” and gave her a sly, 
appreciative look in spite of  himself.

That made her squirm a little. She was never good with complements. But he could 
see she was grudgingly flattered. Ray had long ago stopped hating her, and part of 
thinking better of  himself  was trying – often with some difficulty – to think better 
of  other people. And he had to admit she still looked pretty good. He could not 
blame Kenny at all.



“She’s probably just gone off  again,” she said. “She’s done it before, remember.”

Anne had her legs crossed and was kicking her foot in its Addidas trainer furiously 
up and down. A sure sign that she wanted a cigarette. She had given them up years 
ago, but still got the urge whenever she didn’t feel in control, a fact of  which Ray 
was fully aware and which gave him some grim satisfaction in those times he had 
been angry with her. For some reason now, though, he felt a little sorry for her.

“No, Anne, this time I think she’s really gone. I’m getting desparate, and the police 
are no bloody help.”

Anne flinched. “Why come to me, then? What can I do?”

Ray waited. And soon, it came, the tears. Her eyes glistened first and them  filled up 
and welled over. She didn’t sob, there was too much control for that, but he could 
see she was upset. At least she is upset, Ray thought.

“D-do…you know…” She caught her breath, inhaling like a stutterer who’d had 
speech therapy before going on with an exhaled “where she might have gone?”

“No, I don’t have a clue. I came here to tell you, but also to ask if  you have any 
thoughts about where she might have gone.”

“No. Why would I? She never tells me anything. When she deigns to call.”

Ray was about to say this was no time for pettiness. He bit his tongue instead. Then 
he stood up.

“I have to go, Anne. I’ll be in touch when I hear something. Have you got my new 
mobile number?”

She shook her head. He went to the telephone table where a block of  notelets sat by 
the receiver and wrote his number down. He peeled the notelet off  and handed it to 
his ex-wife.

“Just in case…” he fumbled for the words, “You know…”

Anne nodded and held the notelet between thumb and forefinger as if  it  was a 
disease-carrier. She led him to the door.

Ray mumbled a good-bye,but was prevented from going out by Anne’s hand on his 
forearm. 

“She’ll be okay, Ray, won’t she?”

Ray turned and saw the shadow of  distress in her eyes. He felt sorry for her. But 
then Anne had relied on making him feel sorry for her before; it was her weapon, 
and he never completely grew wise to it. This time seemed genuine, though. Anne 
loved her daughter in her own way, even though she didn’t always like her. They 
were alike in many ways.

“You know our daughter.” Ray tried to lighten the tone. “A born survivor.”
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Anne nodded. “She’s got more of  you than me in her. Goodbye, Ray. Remember to 
call.”

You alimony cheque’s in the post.  That’s  what he wanted to tell  her  during the 
meeting. To be harsh with her, but now he had no energy for it. He walked back to 
the car and thought Isla was looking strangely at him. But she was looking beyond 
him. He glanced back. Anne was standing in the doorway fixing Isla with one of  her 
cool, appraising looks.

Isla didn’t flinch.



Chapter Twenty One

Once Isla had been dropped off  at work, Ray returned went to the Metropolitan, 
the the first thing he did was to phone Derek. He got the ansaphone and cursed 
inwardly. He said, “Derek, it’s Ray, we need to talk. You have to tell me anything you 
know, someone Caroline might have gone to, a friend, anything at all. I’m worried 
sick about her.”

Ray felt as helpless the day Anne was giving birth to Caroline; that same vertiginous 
rush in his stomach like falling in a lift whose cables have been severed, the same 
dread filled with images of  what might be happening but with no hopefulness for 
the joy of  the birth. He’d interviewed the parents of  missing children. And met 
some of  them again. Afterwards. When a child had been found dead. Murdered. Or 
accidentally drowned. Or killed in another of  the countless ways such a thing can 
happen.  But  it  was  the  ones  for  whom there  was no  closure  he  had  the  most 
sympathy. The parents, the brothers, the sisters of  the missing ones. The ones who 
had gone into a limbo beyond imagining. And Ray realised now; that must be the 
pain that never ends. One woman, whose 16 year old daughter had been missing for 
a year told him: “I sometimes wish she was dead. That I knew for sure.” You had to 
hear the tone of  her voice, the relentless torture which lay behind it to understand 
her real meaning.

He glanced at his watch, then the wallclock, imagining—hoping—they might show 
differing times, that he didn’t have a whole day at work stretching out before him. 
While his PC sighed and chattered to life, he drummed his fingers on the desk and 
looked around him. Half  a dozen reporters bent over their notebooks or keyboards 
or telephone. All but the one sitting opposite him: Greg Thomson. A young, hungry 
reporter who was looking sickeningly fresh as a daisy after his night shift. He was 
leaning back in his chair sipping coffee (you could tell it was coffee because of  the 
San Francisco Coffee Co. logo on the waxed cup). Ray realised then that Thomson 
must have been watching him all along, but he’d been too tired, too focussed on 
phoning Derek to notice.

Thomson met Ray’s eyes with an inquisitive lift of  his eyebrows and a lengthening 
silence.  This  was  a  reporter’s  technique which sometimes made interviewees say 
more than they intended, just to fill space.

“Don’t teach your granny to suck eggs, son.” Ray’s challenge sounded weaker than 
was his style.

“Just thought you looked a bit washed out, Ray. What’s up?”

Ray tried to ignore him, keyed in his password and pulled up the story list for the 
day. The editorial  conference was in half  an hour, and everything on his screen 
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looked like shit. A racist attack, an Asian grocer beaten up but not badly enough to 
make a good story; Princess Margaret opening something or other (yeah, yeah…); 
the new Parliament building over budget again (blah, blah, blah)…

The football hooligans story had developed somewhat then petered out. All he had 
to go on were accusations, conjecture and rumour. He’d run one man to ground, a 
guy who ran a car hire firm.  Ran it  from behind-the-scenes, that  is.  Not many 
people  in  the  firm  had  ever  seen  him,  apart  from a  PA  and  a  couple  of  top 
salesman. His hobby, allegedly, was going out with a few of  his mates of  a Saturday 
evening  and  beating  the  bejesus  out  of  supporters  of  whichever team were  up 
against  the  home team.  Whether  the  home team won or  lost.  A win made the 
beating a celebration; a lose made it revenge. But his record was clean. And he was a 
good liar. And anyone who knew was too scared to tell. The editor told him to spike 
it.  But he never spiked a story; sometimes, with a little  time and nurturing they 
might grow wings and fly. Too often they never left the ground.

Ray felt like his insides had been scooped out. Inside the hollow space his love for 
Caroline gnawed at him alongisde the deepening anxiety which tore deeper. Bile rose 
in his throat. He wanted to vomit.

“Ray? Jesus, man, what’s wrong with…” But Ray barely heard Thomson. He needed 
to leave the office, to take some action.

He wrenched himself  out of  his chair and made for the editor’s office. He went in 
without knocking. Frank McVay was cradling his head in his hands gazing at a sheaf 
of  papers. He was so still he might have been asleep. But Ray knew different. McVay 
was  watchful and alert even when his concentration appeared to be elsewhere, a 
tricked he’d learned as a war correspondent years back. He wasn’t so much cynical 
about human nature as sanguine about it, if  somewhat mistrustful about it also.

“Can’t it wait till the editorial conference?”

“No.” Ray leant forward, placing his hands on either of  the papers in front of  his 
editor to make him look up. Frank did. If  anything, he looked worse than Ray felt, 
and or a minute Ray wondered if  Frank had hit the bottle again. But no, Frank was 
too smart for that;   his years of  alcohol had been nothing to do with the usual 
cliched journalist’s disease. Frank suffered from severe insomnia, and once, stupidly, 
he’d tried to drink his way into a stupour, ended up partying too much, and so it 
went on from there. “Must be something in my blood,” he’d once confessed to Ray. 
“A genetic predisposition for addiction.”

“I need some of  the holidays I’m owed.”

Frank scratched the top of  his head. “Aye, okay, then. Just fill in the leave sheet.”

Ray said, “Starting today I mean. A couple of  weeks maybe.”

Frank looked at him more closely this time, taking everything in.



“Fucksake, Ray, you’re a state. You look like shite.”

Ray almost laughed. “That’s okay, Frank, don’t hold anything back. Just say what’s 
on your mind.”

“Are you gonnae tell me, or what?”

Ray suddenly felt lifeless. He needed to sit down.

“It’s Caroline, Frank. She’s missing. Been gone for days. Nobody’s seen her, heard 
anything, nothing. And there’s some fucker out there chopping people up.”

Frank began: “Aw, c’mon, Ray, look…”

He was about to say how Ray shouldn’t put the two things together. He was about 
to say Ray’s imagination was running riot. But of  course, he couldn’t Frank had been 
in enough war zones and seen the worst that human beings could do to one another 
to know he couldn’t even think of  saying that to him.

Frank came round the desk, motioned Ray to the couch next to the filing cabinet 
and sat down with him. The couch. It was where Frank softened up politicians, 
crooks and PR men, to keep them sweet or to spill their story. The filing cabinet 
contained  a  good  supply  of  Glenmorangie  for  just  such  occasions.  And  this 
occasion was another. He opened the bottom drawer, poured Ray a large one and 
watched him throw it back  and cough.

Ray winced, “Thanks. I bloody hate whisky.”

“Liking it’s not always the point, Ray. Now, have you called the police and that.”

“Of  course. But they gave me the usual garbage about missing persons. Not been 
gone long enough, no suspicious circumstances or witnesses, all  of  that.  And of 
course they knew about the huge bloody row with her waster boyfriend. They nearly 
had them both in the nick, so probably think she’s guilty of  something and’s gone 
into hiding.”

 Frank simply nodded. He clearly didn’t know what to say.

Ray  said,  “I  need  to  do  some digging  around,  Frank.  I’ve  been  looking  into  a 
possible story…”

“Aye, I know. And you were told hands off. Me and the Chief  Inspector go back a 
long way, Ray.”

Ray was shocked. “What? And you’re going along with it, too?”

“Just for the minute. I had someone else do some background work, but they kept 
getting into dead ends. I had to keep a lid on it, though.”

“Why? Because you thought I’d be after the job.”

“No, Ray, because it’s political. More than that, really. Big stuff  and we need to keep 
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a lid on it…at least for the minute.”

Ray wasn’t convinced by this explanation. Frank was no hard man, but he wasn’t 
sentimental either. He was a newspaperman through and through, and a story was 
always a story. Big ones were never suppressed. At least, as far as Ray knew.

Ray was silent for a time. He was considering what to say next. Weighing his options 
like this made it seem as though he were putting Caroline’s life on the scales, too.

He said, “So what we’ve got is a potential serial killer the police want to keep quiet 
about for the moment, and all of  us going along with it. And my wee girl’s missing 
and you want me to sit on my fucking arse.”

“I didn’t say that, Ray!” Frank sighed deeply. They both knew what wasn’t being 
said, that Ray believed his daughter could be in the hands of  the killer right at this 
very moment. And yet how could such a thing be? 

Ray had been through every scenario he could imagine. If  she had been abducted, 
then any sicko  could  have done it,  a  rapist,  one  of  the  university  kids  with an 
unrequited passion for her. She could have been run over and dumped in a ditch by 
a driver afraid to admit to the accident. Naturally, she could also have run off  of  her 
own accord? But why? She had shown no signs of  wishing to drop out from her life 
and the lives of  those who care about her. And then there were Derek’s dealer 
friends. But that was less likely. Ray had met some of  these guys and knew how they 
operated: they would me more likely to continue pursuing Derek himself. Having 
beaten him up once already, it seemed that it was Derek’s own life that was in most 
danger. And right now Ray couldn’t care less about that particular life.

Frank said, “These killers, a lot of  them anyhow, feed off  publicity. They get their 
jollies reading about themselves in the papers or hearing the reports on telly  or 
radio. The cops are trying to choke off  that bit of  oxygen for a bit…”

“And,” Ray added, “because they don’t want a huge public embarrassment like last 
time.”

“I, I suppose. But knowing them there’s more to it than that as well.”

“Maybe not, Frank. Maybe that’s just exactly all there is to it.”

Ray put his head in his hands and squeezed his eyes shut.

“When  was  the  last  time  you  saw  Caroline?”  Ray  could  feel  Frank  going  into 
investigative reporter mode.

“Um, about nine days ago. And a friend saw her at some gallery opening. I emailed 
Claire Dixon last night to ask if  she knew about the artist,  a guy called Stephen 
Morrell.”

Frank said, “Yes, we ran a review of  his show, and the evenings did the usual shock-
horror stuff  about bad taste art. The guy makes sculptures of  crucifixions and stuff 
like that. Big sodding deal.”



“Well, I guess nude art shows are are a bit passe these days…” Ray put in.

Frank  leaned  back,  stretched  and  stood up.  He went  to  his  PC and  clicked  on 
something. “Diary says Claire’s not in till Thursday. She’s spending a couple of  days 
at a European arts summit.” He looked up. “How come you’re waiting for feedback 
from her anyhow? Why don’t you just go and see the guy yourself ?”

 “I’m going to. But I want to find out as much about him as I can.”

Frank smiled. “Oh, come on, Ray. You’re saying this Morrell chatted up Caroline 
and he’s whisked her away?”

“That’s…I’ve thought about that possibility, aye.”

“Morrell’s one of  Eleanor Forsyth's pet projects. She’s kind of  taken him under her 
wing. The way she does.” Frank couldn’t hide the note of  scorn in his voice; their 
leading art critic was rather a prima donna. Ray knew a little something about Ms 
Forsyth’s need to be associated with artistic fame, and in particular to have a pivotal 
role in making it happen. Nurturing young unknowns and pushing them into the 
limelight wasn’t done for selfless reasons of  course. She was a species of  groupie 
but with some power to wield. She liked having that power and basking in success 
when it happened. She had one thing in common with regular groupies, though, in 
that  she  liked  to  fuck  the  acts.  Hence  Frank’s  ill-concealed  disklike  of  Eleanor 
Forsyth.

There  was  a  knock  on  the  door.  Greg  popped  his  head  around.  “Conference, 
Frank?”

Frank glanced at  his  wristwatch,  “That  time already?  Okay,  Greg,  tell  them five 
minutes.”

Greg nodded and backed out. He took a quizzical glance at Ray as he did so. 

“Nosy bugger,” Frank said, echoing Ray’s thoughts. Ray smiled.

Ray’s editor stood over him. He folded his arm and raised his eyes to the ceiling. Ry 
could practically see the cogs going round in Frank’s head.

Frank relaxed presently, letting his arms fall to his sides. “Right,” he said, “this is 
what happens. You take some time off—.” He held up a warning hand to still Ray’s 
protest  “—and I’ll  try  to  push  some buttons  at  the  cop shop to  get  someone 
looking into Caroline’s disappearance. Meanwhile, if  you happen” (he stressed the 
word ‘happen’)  “to come up with something interesting,  come back and let  me 
know.”

Ray stood up so he was now face-to-face with Frank McVay. “By interesting you 
mean anything about these murders nobody’s talking about. And I’m unofficial so 
nothing goes back to the paper.”

“When it hits the fan.”
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Ray said, “Don’t you mean ‘if,’ Frank.”

“No, definitely when. Your DI Kendrick knows something, but he’s not telling the 
boss.”

Ray was genuinely surprised. How did Frank know about Kendrick? Had the Chief 
Inspector been discussing that with Frank, too?

“What’s the game, Frank? You’ve lost me now.”

Frank ushered Ray to the door. “The usual one. There’s some big names in the 
frame  with  this  serial  killing  thing,  but  nobody’s  ready  to  go  public  yet.  And 
Kendrick might be useful, but he’s a shifty wee bastard, so watch him.”

“You’re keeping me in the dark here, Frank.”

Frank shook his head apologetically. “I suspect we’re both a bit in the dark. Maybe 
between us we can throw some light on the subject.”



Chapter Twenty Two

All  of  Caroline’s  instincts  told  her  to  scream.  To  scream  loudly  and  to  keep 
screaming until  something changed.  Normally  she trusted her instincts.  Not this 
time. This time she forced logic to suppress them. She had been awake now for 
what  felt  like  an  hour  but  may  only  have  been  minutes  and  she  remembered 
something from a college lecture about the nature of  time, when a body experiences 
trauma  or  stress.  Subjective  time,  that  is  time  which  is  experienced  from  an 
individual’s viewpoint, can elongate or compress depending upon the nature of  the 
experience:  for  example,  a  leisurely  Sunday  may  seem  to  be  over  too  quickly, 
whereas at the moment of  impact in a car crash may seem too occur in slow motion 
and the pain of  injury invariably breaks through some while after the incident itself. 
Caroline tried to remember the content of  the lecture in more detail simply out of 
the need to concentrate on something which would not drive her insane.

She was in a cell, that much she knew. Her clothes had been replaced by a white 
hospital gown and she was lying on a bed very much like a hospital bed. Very much 
like the beds the the other woman and the girl in the adjacent cells were in. The 
older woman (grey hair with a stocky build, perhaps in her seventies), was lying very 
still, barely breathing, with a trickle of  dark liquid which might be dried blood down 
the side of  her mouth. The girl, had short-cropped brunette hair, looked to be no 
more than fifteen or sixteen but could have been younger.  But her staring eyes, 
panicky-alert expression, sunken cheeks made it difficult to tell  her age. She was 
sitting on her pillow, back to the iron headboard, with her knees pulled up and her 
arms clasped around her shins. 

There were no windows in the place. Caroline tried not to look at the centre of  the 
room with its operating table, tray of  surgical implements and the operating theatre 
lamp above it.

“Don’t speak,” the girl whispered. “Don’t speak. He’s listening. He’s listening.”

“Jesus Christ!” Caroline exclaimed, fear overcoming her suddenly. “Is he going to—
he…he’s going to kill us, isn’t he?” The numbness was starting to wear off  finally 
and the next phase of  shock to kick in. She was trembling, shudders making every 
muscle twitch.

The girl shook her head vigorously. Shaking it, physically denying the possibility of  a 
death sentence. “I’ve decided.” She stopped shaking her head, took a deep breath 
and a strange calmness descended on her.

A lengthy silence ensued. Caroline felt angry towards the girl. Angry because she 
seemed to know something. Angry because she wasn’t making sense.

Caroline said sharply, “Decided what? What have you decided?”
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The girl looked her in the eye, appraising her. She said, “To let him do what he likes. 
I’ll do anything he wants. Anything. Just so long as…”

“He doesn’t kill you?” Caroline finished. “Right. That makes sense.” Unaccountably 
she wanted to giggle. The absurd logic carried her along and she felt the need to 
mock it. And so she added, “Okay, let me see if  I’ve got this right—what’s your 
name, by the way? Mine’s Caroline.”

The girl said, “Jane.”

“Okay—Jane—so you’re saying you’ll…what?…give him a blowjob? Let him fuck 
you (sorry, I mean rape you, of  course)…and then he’s have had such a great time 
he’ll just unlock the door and let you go?” Caroline was irritated by the girl, by her 
stupidity, so much so she wanted to hit her. But part of  her knew it was her own 
stupidy which enraged her, and the girl just happened to put a face to it.

Caroline was talking so hard through her own fear she barely noticed how Jane 
started to crumple like tissue paper. A low keening emerged from her throat, and 
then a series of  unearthly moans, the more painful for being so quietly expressed for 
fear of  being heard by Morrell. She began to rock from side to side, staring into 
nothing. Staring and moaning.

Caroline’s chest felt like a huge weight was pressing on it. She wanted to howl like a 
baby but refused to let it happen. She said, “Sorry. I’m sorry, Jane, I didn’t mean….”

Jane was lost now in her own terror.

Caroline tried to concentrate. It was hard. She remembered dinner with Morrell, the 
seductive talk, the flattery. He had enraptured her. And he had drugged her wine. 
And he had imprisoned her. Her incipient panic began to abate as she considered 
this. Instead of  feeling helpless she began to let something else build up inside her. 
At first it was a tight knot in her abdomen; she could feel it there, just below her 
breastbone. She began to breathe life into it and it began to grow, anxiety branching 
into hurt, resentement blooming into a huge rage. If  Morrell comes anywhere near 
me, she thought, I’ll rip his throat out with my teeth.

Rage is good. Rage is good. She repeated it in her mind like a mantra, over and over. 
She tried not to look directly at Jane or at the older woman in the cell diagonally 
opposite hers. Instead she took in the structure of  the room. It was hexagonal, four 
cells—one of  them empty but for its single white bed—occuping adjacent walls of 
the hexagon, furthest from the steel door at the opposite end. Two of  the other 
walls contained shelving and cabinets, and the others were covered with sketches 
fixed haphazardly with masking tape. She couldn’t quite make out the details of  the 
drawings but they were certainly figures of  some kind, a mixture of  life drawings 
and skeleton’s in various poses. Then she saw that some of  the shelves contained 
skulls,  hip  bones  and  other  assorted  skeltal  artefacts.  On the  shelves  were  also 
labelled boxes  the  size  of  shoeboxes,  and what looked like  tools—no,  the were 
surgical instruments. There was also a four-drawer gunmetal grey filing cabinet. On 



the middle shelf  was a line of  leather bound volumes with labels on their spines. 
She thought at first these were books, but scrunching up her eyes and peering she 
was able to make out the word “journal” on all  of  them. Below the word were 
number which Caroline thought must be dates.

At last she knew clearly why she was here with the other two women. To be raw 
material for Stephen Morrell’s art.

But instead of  shattering, her psyche shifted gear again. She knew how to do this. 
She had protected herself  from the lover she had before Derek. The one who used 
to beat her. She never told her dad; she’d been too ashamed. But she learned. Oh, 
yes, she learned. There was a place inside her that she went where the hurt couldn’t 
reach.  Possibly it  started when she realised as a child of  around seven,  that  her 
mother didn’t love her. Her mother had never lifted a hand to her. Instead she had 
been  cold,  aloof.  At  least  she  knew  where  she  stood  with  a  beating:  it  was 
unambigious, a confirmation of  strength of  feeling. That was why she had stayed 
with Billy so long: because he had strength of  feeling.

She said softly, “Jane? Jane!”

The girl stopped moaning. Caroline turned to look steadily at her. “You listening, 
Jane?”

The girl nodded.

“We’re getting out of  here, Jane. Understand?”

Jane shook her head. “No. No, we’re not. Never. Not ever getting out.”

“Jane,” Caroline repeated. “Be quiet now, Jane. You’re not listening. I asked you if 
you were listening, but you’re not.”

The girl fell silent. She waited.

“Now,” Caroline said, “first we need a plan. Yes?”

Jane nodded again, suspicion in her eyes.

“Now, did Morrell tell you anything when he was last here?”

“Who? Who…who’se Morrell? Is that his name? Morell?”

“Yes. Stephen Morrell. You didn’t know his name.”

Jane shuffled on the bed, stretched out her feet and swung herself  around so she 
was sitting on the edge of  the bed with her feet on the floor. She began to sweep 
back her hair with the palms of  the hands, in a steady rythmic motion, over and 
over. “No,” she said,  pushing her hair back. “He told he it  was…it was…” She 
shook her head, trying to remember. She brought her hands down to her lap and 
laced her fingers together, clenching the hands in an unconscious gesture of  prayer. 
“Jonathan, something. I think.”
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“Where did you meet him?”

“In — in a club. Dancing. He said he was gonnae take us to a party.”

Great party, Caroline thought with fleeting hysteria.

“Oh, shit—.” Jane started to sob. “We’re dead. We’re dead. I — want to…go h-
home.” Then she leapt to her feet and gripped the bars and pressed her face against 
them and screamed: “Let me out you fucker! Let me go, PLEASE…..”

Caroline said, quietly, “Jane. Shut up, Jane. You’ve got to listen to me.”

“I’m not listening to you, bitch. You’re nothing but a bloody liar. You’re lying to me, 
just like he did.”

Caroline yelled, “If  you don’t fucking shut up you’ll be dead sooner than you think!”

Jane stopped suddenly as though she’d been physically slapped. She slid to the floor, 
where she sat cross-legged, still holding on to the bars above her head. Her head 
was lowered between her shoulders. Caroline could not tell if  the girl was crying. 
Not that it mattered if  she was. All that mattered was that she listen.

Caroline was talking to herself  as much as to the girl. If  she spoke her instructions 
aloud it might make them more real.

“How long have you been here?”

The girl stared at her. She seemed incapable of  rational thought. Repeat, Caroline 
said to herself. Repeat instructions. Imagine you’re training a puppy.

“How. Long. Have. You. Been. Here?”

Gripping the bars of  her cell tighter, the girl  stammered, “Two…or…three days, 
maybe. I’ve no idea. There…no…windows. He…puts food out for us…I cannae 
eat it…what’s the point?” Tears welled up in her eyes. She was subdued now and the 
tears trickled down her cheeks. No sobbing accompanied them. In a sense that was 
worse, because there was hopelessness and despair in that silent weeping.

Jane added, “He hasn’t touched me. He just…watches sometimes. And sometimes 
he talks.”

Caroline thought, Oh, yes, he’s brilliant at that.  Talking. If  she had concentrated 
more on the sound of  his voice she might have detected the lies, the sly sales pitch 
which had spilled so plausibly from him. That well-modulated tenor of  his.  The 
assured way he spoke, without hesitancy, the voice, she realised now, of  a highly-
trained actor. If  she had concentrated more she might have questioned the lack of 
emotion,  the  suavity,  the  flattery  masking  self  aggrandisement.  If  she  had 
concentrated.

Caroline lowered herself  to the floor and sat cross-legged with the side of  her face 
pressed against the cold bars. Jane mimicked her and Caroline reached out through 
the bars, stretching her hand as far as it would go, and Jane did the same. The tips 



of  their fingers touched briefly. Nothing needed to be said in that fleeting moment 
of  companionship.

After a time, Caroline said quietly, “We’re going to get out of  here, Jane. One way or 
another.”

What Caroline didn’t say was that the other way was probably “dead”. But wasn’t 
even that preferably to the terror of  the waiting and the uncertainty about what 
might happen?

Jane nodded unconvincingly. “I’m scared, Caroline. Really scared.”

“I know, Jane. I know.” Caroline tried to think. It was difficult.  At last she said, 
“Have  you  got  anything  on  you? Something  we could  use  to…I don’t  know…
something we could use as a weapon or something.” It was a vain hope.

The girl replied, “Like what? I’ve nothing. He took away my stuff.”

Caroline said, “What stuff?”

“My handbag and that. Money and makeup, hairpray and…”

Caroline sighed. The girl was instinctively trying to hide something. But Caroline 
new.

“Pills,” Caroline offered. “What kind?”

Jane blinked in surprise, then hesitantly, “E’s and…some other stuff. Dinnae know 
what. My sister’s boyfriend got us it.”

Caroline said, “I bet. He’s probably pals with my boyfriend.”

Caroline looked about her cell. It was quite empty apart from the bed. Then she had 
an idea, and looked underneath the bedframe. Yes. It was an old-fashioned, basic, 
cross-wired frame, the diamond shaped mesh anchored at either end by heavy-duty 
springs. She began to wonder if  she could use the mesh in some way. If  she could 
unhook some of  it, maybe she could…

The clack of  a slide bolt startled her. Then the turning of  a key.

She instinctively scrabbled backwards, her hands and feet pumping furiously in a 
spidery motion until her back hit the wall of  her cell.

Morrell entered, wearing a smoke-grey suit and a white crew-necked top. He turned 
and locked the door behind him and Caroline’s glanced at the key, her mind racing. 
Jane was whimpering softly.

Morrell stepped forward. The white lights gave him a stagey glow, like spotlights. 
Maybe the lights bothered him. That would explain the sunglasses he wore.

“Stop  whimpering,  Jane,”  he  instructed.  He  didn’t  raise  his  voice  above 
conversational  level.  Jane  fell  silent.  Silent  apart  from  her  laboured  breathing. 

134



“Thanks. It’s just a bit annoying, that’s all.”

Caroline watched him. Studied him. For the first time she noticed how narrow his 
shoulders seemed. And when he reached up to his face to removed his sunglasses, 
how slender and smooth and small his hands were.

He stepped forward again and squatted at the gate of  her cell, holding a bar with 
one hand and flipping the sunglasses around by an arm with the other. He stopped 
the flipping. Folded up the glasses and pushed them into his top pocket.

“I enjoyed our meal,” he said.

Caroline didn’t dare speak yet.

 “I am truly…truly…upset that it had to be you. In the end.”

His calmness was maddening. Caroline said, “You look upset.”

He said, “No. No, Caroline. I am, really. You just don’t understand. You think I’m 
doing all this for…pleasure. Or something like that.”

Caroline said, “Wait.  I think I’ve heard this one. You do it because you have to. 
Because you can’t help yourself. Heard it. Been there. Done that.”

“Cynical,” Morrell said. “Wrong again. I do it for art. And because I love all the 
attention, of  course.” He smiled. “You know, Caroline, I really, genuinely fancy you. 
But, there was no way it was going to happen with us, so, well, I just resigned myself 
to the fact.”

“And you decided that all in one evening, did you?”

Morrell  stood up and straightened his jacket,  pulling the hem down sharply and 
brushing his left hand over the front to check it was smooth.

“I’m good at sussing people out. You’re in love. I could tell right away. But your 
partner doesn’t feel the same about you, or that’s what you think.”

“I told you all that last night,” Caroline said. “I may have been drunk but I know 
what I told you.”

“You didn’t say you were in love, though, did you? But I knew.”

Caroline realised how bizarre this conversation was. But part of  her felt that she 
must engage with it.  It  was something to hold on to.  As if  talk could hold the 
danger at bay a little while longer. The other part of  her told her she was as good as 
dead and that nothing she could do or say would make the slightest difference.

“Wha-what do you mean?” Caroline was growing more confused. Why was Morrell 
speaking to her in this way. The absurdity of  it. He might just as easily have been an 
orchid grower talking to his flowers.

Morrell stepped closer to the bars, close enough for Caroline to pick up the scent of 
CKOne aftershave.   She recognised it  because she’d given some to Derek once. 



There was another scent behind it, engine oil perhaps, some kind of  resin at any 
rate.  “I  recognise  love  when I  see  it,  that’s  all.  It…interests  me.”  Morrell’s  eyes 
closed and he inhaled deeply, then opened them again. “I remember what it was like. 
Love. I loved my mother once. And my father. And there was a woman, when I was 
younger…Was that love?”

Morrell reached through the bars and touched Caroline’s cheek. She flinched but 
held her ground.

“Not sure, to be honest,” he continue.  “I thought it was love, to be honest. Love 
sickness anyhow. A kind of  longing, I suppose. A fever. Is that why they used to call 
it  love  sickness.  I’ve sometimes wondered about  that.  If  it’s  a  kind of  virus.  A 
disease.

“Some people get it and it debilitates them. Me? I…well, I recovered, I suppose. 
And if  it is a virus, I guess I’m probably immune now.”

Morrell’s words had become a drone. Caroline could barely make sense of  them. 
She wanted him to stop talking. She risked a glance at Jane, who was still crouched 
in the corner staring at Morrell, watching his every move, her chest rising up and 
down with her panicky breathing. There was a dark stain on the floor beneath her: 
she’d wet herself.

Caroline faced him again. “What are you doing, Morrell? Why are we here?”

Morrell said, “Because I still love one thing, Caroline. You must know what it is. My 
art. You’re here because I love my art.”
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Chapter Twenty Three

The Syntax Gallery refused to give out Stephen Morrell’s address. No Morrell was 
listed by Directory Enquiries,  not even ex-directory. Frank McVay’s contacts had 
turned up nothing, not even a search of  the police licence plate records. Claire’s 
contacts book was always with her, and she kept nothing like that on her PC (didn’t 
trust electronic filing systems, Frank told him, but we’ll check).

Ray called Detective Inspector Kendrick. They agreed to meet at Ray’s flat at 3pm. 
It was Wednesday 23rd October and Caroline had been missing for five days. If  she 
had been a child there would have been a massive police search by now. But once 
you were past the age of  consent, forget it.

There were deep shadows under Kendrick’s eyes. Either he hadn’t slept for days or 
he had been drinking heavily. Ray believed the former. 

Ray set a mug of  coffee before Kendrick, who sat slouched forward on the couch. 
“You look like you need this.”

Kendrick swigged the scalding coffee like it was icewater. “I need my bed, that’s 
what I need.” He paused. “You realise I can’t do much about finding your daughter, 
apart from making some enquiries. I can speak to some people.”

Ray sat  on his  rage at  the injustice of  this;  Kendrick might yet  be of  help.  He 
flipped open his reporter’s notebook and tore out a page. “These are some people I 
talked to. Caroline’s friend, Katya something. Some guys in that club. The Syntax 
gallery people.”

Kendrick frowned. “Club 11? That’s…”

“Caroline  worked  there.  I  only  found out  recently.  And don’t  start  making  any 
fucking judgements, okay?”

Kendrick pushed the folded page into the inside pocket of  his expensive-looking 
charcoal wool sports jacket. “I dinnae make judgements, Bissett. I’ve seen some evil 
bastards who you’d think butter wouldn’t melt. And hardcases who’re really pussy 
cats…well, mebbe no’ pussycats, exactly, but mammy’s boys anyhow. Everybody’s 
got tae earn a crust, am I right?”

“You don’t have kids, do you Kendrick?”

Kendrick set down the coffee cup. “Three, actually. Boys. The eldest, Davy, wants to 
go into the force. I told him to learn the building trade. More money in it, and it’s 
safer.”

Ray was surprised. It wasn’t often that he misread people. Now Kendrick was more 
of  a puzzle than ever.



“You want my opinion, your daughter’s gone off  somewhere to get away from our 
Mr  Patterson.  Or  his  mates.  You  don’t  want  to  hear  this  but  Patterson  claims 
Caroline shifted gear for him.”

Ray felt  the ground start to open up beneath him. He did not believe anything 
Derek  Patterson  said,  and  the  idea  that  Caroline  was  a  drugs  courier  was 
preposterous. He chose to attack with, “Why didn’t you question her, then?”

“We did. A little. But there was sod all to go on. Your daughter denied it, of  course.”

“And was she telling the truth?”

“Yes.”

Ray wanted to punch Kendrick. He clamped his left hand over is balled up right. 
“Then why the hell did you tell me…”

“All I said was that’s what Derek Patterson told us. He’s up to his neck in shite, that 
boy. But we’re leaving him on the loose just now.”

“What? What for, if  he’s into drug dealing?”

“Bigger fish, Bissett. You know about the big fish and the wee fish, don’t you?”

Ray said in a low voice, “It’s Parks you’re after. Robert Parks.”

“Is that a question or a statement? Well, anyhow, you know the story, but we can’t 
reach the bastard. Or I can’t.”

Ray shook his head. “That’s just stupid. Okay, he heads up the Justice Committee 
and he’s got influence with your boss, but that doesn’t make him untouchable.”

“You don’t get it,  do you? It’s what the money’s being used for that makes him 
untouchable. It’s MI5 stuff, the anti-terrorist squad.”

Ray  started  to  lauch.  “Bollocks.  Who  came  up  with  that  drivel?  Parks  is  an 
ineffectual prat. Not clever enough to be involved in anything like that. He’s not one 
to go looking for trouble. He wants money and lots of  it, but he’s always managed 
to look squeaky clean.”

Kendrick said, “Well, some of  it’s being siphoned off, that’s for sure.”

“All I know is, I was taken off  that investigation. I interviewed Patterson, let him 
lose like I was told, and now they’re keeping me busy with a couple of  murder 
investigations, but it’s hands off  the drugs stuff  for the minute.”

“So where does that leave you?”

“Did Isla not tell you?” Kendrick had a sneer in his tone.

“If  it’s something I’m not supposed to know, she won’t tell me. Okay?”

Kendrick studied Ray like he was a microbe under a lens. Then he relaxed. “Aye, 
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well.”

There was silence between them for several minutes. Ray poured himself  a whisky, 
offered Kendrick one but he declined.

“Isla,” he said, “put the bone flute as belonging to the guy in the alley. And she’s 
testing a sample from one of  the bone sculptures by that artist guy, Morrell.”

“You mean…?”

“Oh, aye, we’ve had an eye on Mr Morrell for a couple of  days now. Nothing on 
him yet, except there are no records for where he got the bones for his sculptures. 
Or, I should say, there are…we checked with Customs, and had them contact him to 
produce papers.”

“And he did,” Ray said.

“Got them from all  over the place. Discarded stuff  from medical schools, some 
black market stuff  that’s more difficult to trace. And a scraping we’re doing DNA 
testing on.”

Ray was shivering. This was all too much. What was Kendrick talking about? Why 
would they talk samples from old skeletons in an exhibition.

“It was a stupid oversight, really.” Kendrick crossed his legs, held out a pack of 
cigarettes. Ray shook his head. “Do you mind?”

“No, go ahead. What do you mean by oversight?”

“One of  our team checking newspaper clippings saw some articles about Morrell. 
He didn’t pay too much attention, really. And then he remembered something about 
musical instruments.”

“In the…exhibition.”

“Yeah. There was this section, apparently, with bones made to look like something 
else: shaped into a boat, a wallclock, that sort of  thing. And there was a harp. A harp 
made of  bones, with steel strings.”

Ray waited.

“Well, the exhibition was being taken down and we asked the curator to let us have a 
look. He kicked up a fuss, but I had a…quiet word…”

“I’ll bet you did,” Ray said.

Kendrick ignored this, sniffed and continued. “Well, we asked him about the bone 
flute and he told us he thought it was some tribal thing, but that we’d have to ask an 
archaeologist.  It  was  too  obvious  and  tacky  for  a  Stephen  Morrell.  Morrell, 
apparently,  makes  politicical  statements  with  his  stuff,  art  about  art,  art  about 
politics, that soft of  shite.”

“I know the shite you mean,” Ray furnished.



“So I had one of  my people take samples from a few of  the pieces.”

“Pieces?”

“Sculptures. Artworks. That’s what this curator guy called them. Pieces. And I always 
thought pieces were what you had jam in with your school lunch.”

Ray didn’t smile. Kendrick evidently hadn’t expected him to.

“So, that’s it, then.”

Kendrick stood up slowly, backcombed his hair with his fingers and said, “Not sure 
there was much point in me coming here, to be honest. I’ll do what I can about your 
daughter. But…I also kind of  wanted to ask you…”

“What?” Ray somehow wanted to keep Kendrick here until  he promised to find 
Caroline. He was thinking frantically.

“Well,  sort  of  a  warning,  really.  You won’t  be  able  to  print  anything  about  the 
murder enquiry, just yet. We’ve no official statement. Officially I’m not here. But, if 
you’ve got anything on Parks…”

There  is  was.  Cards  on  the  table.  A  murder  investigation  was  somehow  less 
important  to  Kendrick  than  bringing  down  a  politician.  Kendrick’s  expression 
suggested he knew what Ray was thinking.

He said, “Oh, we’ll get the killer all right. And it could be a high profile catch for 
me. But this Parks thing has kept me off  the ladder long enough.”

Ray was too tired to be amazed. “Is this all about your ambition, Kendrick? Surely 
that’s not what you’re saying.”

“Ambition’s a dirty word to you, is that it?”

“No, but…”

Kendrick  gave  a  crooked,  enigmatic  smile  which  could  have  expressed  either 
amusement or irony. “Don’t kid yourself, pal. You want to expose Parks as much as 
I do, and whatever your reasons are they’ll all come down to ambition in the end.”

Ray stood up and moved close to Kendrick until  he was face-to-face with him, 
inches from his nose. In a voice that was barely a whisper he said, “I want you to 
find my daughter, Kendrick. That’s all I care about, do you understand me?” His 
heart was pounding with restrained fury. He wanted to hit Kendrick, put his hands 
round the man’s throat and shake him until  he understood what really mattered. 
“What the fuck do you want from me, Kendrick?”

Kendrick said, “I want your dossier on Parks.”

“Doubt it’ll be much use to you. He’s good at keeping himself  clean. There’s some 
papers  on  the  SekurOn  stuff,  letters  and  transaction  documents,  and  financial 
statements…”
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“That might be enough, together with what we’ve got.”

“We?” If  Kendrick had been instructed to drop the case, where did a “we” come 
into it.

“One or two colleagues have been doing some digging. As a personal favour.”

Ray wondered if  Kendrick had something on those colleagues. That’s usually what 
was meant by a personal favour, wasn’t it? Although a simple cash transaction was 
often enough to grease the machinery. He said, “And now you’re asking me for a 
favour? In exchange for finding my daughter?”

Kendrick looked down at his shoes. They were highly polished, with slightly pointed 
toes, well made and clearly not standard police issue. When he looked up again it 
was with a somewhat apologetic expression. “I can’t promise we’ll find her, but I’ll 
put some people on it. No, I’m not asking for the papers in exchange for that. That’s 
just a bonus. I’m asking so I keep quiet about your involvement in the Heathrow 
thing.”

Ray leapt forward, grabbed Kendrick’s silk tie just at the knot and yanked on it so 
their faces were almost touching. “You fucking wee shite, I had fuck all to do with 
that and you know it. And the case was dismissed because of  lack of  evidence.”

Ray felt something impact with his abdomen, winding him. Sharp pain and surprise 
threw him backwards. He fell onto his knees, clutching his stomach and retching. 
Kendrick stood, legs akimbo, his fist still balled as if  ready now to strike Ray in the 
face.

“Don’t try my patience, pal,” Kendrick said grimly. “I understand you’re tired and 
emotional an’ that. But you’ve got to remember–,” and here he crouched, hooked 
his hands under Ray’s armpits and hoisted him upright “– who your friends are in 
this life.” He motioned Ray to the couch. “Best sit down for a bit, eh? Catch your 
breath.”

Ray said, “I ought to report you for that…”

Kendrick shook his head.  “Mammy’s boy.” Then he leaned forward,  bracing his 
hands on his knees and said, “See, you’re mistaken if  you think I give a tuppeny fuck 
about you, Bissett. Youse hacks are two a penny. Naw, ‘thing is I want Parks. And 
the promotion I deserve. And a bit of  limelight, of  course.” He paused and beamed, 
“Hey, maybe you can help there, too, Ray? What do you think. Nice wee banner 
headline with my mugshot, all proud, local hero an’ that? Eh? What do you think?”

Not trusting himself  to speak, Ray leaned back and took a deep breath. Kendricks’s 
smile did not reach his eyes; there was something implaccable about him which, 
coupled with an apparent indifference to people who got in  his  way,  made him 
dangerous. Up until now Ray hadn’t considered this. Ambitious people can often 
shut a part of  themselves off, emotional engagement usually, but that didn’t usually 
mean they were capable of  doing anything other than psychological harm to others.



There was another possibility. The possibility that Kendrick was acting. If  he was, he 
was damned convincing. If  he was, what would explain the role?

Then,  the  penny  dropped.  Kendrick  was  in  Park’s  pocket.  It  was  the  only 
explanation. Knowing Ray to have some goods on Parks, he would have been sent 
to fetch it, so any evidence was out of  harm’s way.

Shit. Ray cursed himself  for being so stupid. Nothing he had observed in Kendrick 
to this point justified his behaviour today, unless he was a man on the edge. Unless 
he  was  playing  with  the  big  boys.  And  Robert  Parks  MP,  was  by  all  accounts 
(unproven), as big as they came.

Just then the telephone rang. Ray eased himself  up, feeling his abdominal muscles 
pull uncomfortably — that was quite a blow Kendrick had dealt  — and lifted the 
receiver.

“Ray? We’ve found something.” It was Isla. Her voice made him feel a little calmer, 
even though she was breaking news. 

He considered telling her that Kendrick was here, but instead replied, “That’s okay, 
Harry, it’ll be ready on time. See you tonight.”

At the other end of  the line, Isla said softly, “Come by before you go in to work 
tonight. Obviously you can’t talk now. The boss says I can let you in on some of  it, 
if  it helps the case, and something about your promise to keep it quiet just for the 
minute.”

“I promise,” Ray said, adding, “Harry.”

He hung up  and said to Kendrick, “I’m afraid for my daughter, Kendrick. I get 
nightmares about her.” Reluctant as he was to display any vulnerability, Ray couldn’t 
block his emotions all the time.

Kendrick nodded. He said, “I’d best be off, then. Just let me have your files and 
I…”

“They’re not here.”

Kendrick studied him to ascertain whether he was lying or not.  “I  thought you 
might  say  that.  At  the  office,  are  they?”  The  detective’s  coolness  was  more 
unnerving  that  his  burst  of  violence.  With  each  passing  minute  the  balance  of 
power seemed to shift slightly from one man to the other; Ray was aware of  this, 
even if  Kendrick was not. If  he handed over the documents, it was likely that he 
would lose any leverage he might have with Kendrick, since Kendrick appeared to 
have  influence  over  how  local  police  resources  were  deployed,  whether  it  was 
missing persons or murder (since naturally these two categories often amounted to 
the same thing). Ray was less concerned now about what might happen to him, and 
if  he went to prison for prior knowledge of  the terrorist attack on Heathrow, it 
wouldn’t matter so long as Caroline was found and returned safely home.
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The further reason he needed leverage with Kendrick was that he was leading the 
investigation into a series of  killings which, Ray was now starting to believe, might 
lead him to the man who had abducted Caroline.

Ray had been holding onto the files on Parks because they were incomplete. The 
man was clearly moving money around and it had been rumoured he was involved 
with drugs barons. But again, there was no evidence. Sure, he could have published 
the SekurOn stuff, with or without his editor’s say-so (one of  the tabloids would 
have given him a nice reward for it, but that would mean his career going up the 
spout), but then again Ray was a meticulous man and he had to be sure there was a 
decent  case  to  present  before  he   would  dream  of  publishing  anything  big. 
Heathrow had taught him that much.

“Tell you what, Detective Inspector Kendrick. I’ll give you the files, but if  you nab 
him—“

“When,” Kendrick corrected.

“When you nab him. I get an exclusive, okay?”

Right now, Ray couldn’t care less about getting an exclusive. But he wanted Kendrick 
to think he was dealing with a man almost as ambitious as himself. He was fighting 
with  his  emotions:  the  deepening  dread  of  what  might  have  happened  to  his 
daughter; what would happen if  she were never found; what would happen if  she 
were. The Hell of  not knowing anything. And fighting a losing battle with the idea 
that she was dead, that no other scenario was now possible.

Kendrick smiled. “I’ll talk to you first, but everyone gets the story. It’s procedure, 
you know.” The later said without a trace of  irony.

 Ray said, “Wait here” and went to the lockable cupboard where he kept his private 
files.  Kendrick could have broken in and ransacked the cupboard and found the 
files, but he hadn’t yet reached that stage. Once there had been undershelf  lighting 
here, a fixture by the flat’s former owners, but one by one the striplights had expired 
and Ray hadn’t bothered replacing them. Instead the cupboard was lit by a single 
100 watt bulb dangling from an ancient ceiling rose which the former occupants 
hadn’t troubled removing. Maybe their designer aspirations had simply given up on 
them one day; certainly there wasn’t much sign of  major work having been done 
before Ray moved in after his divorce. The bulb only lit the front of  the shelving, 
which ran either side of  the four feet deep cupboard. It threw deep shadows behind 
the scattered flotsam of  Ray’s working life: ranks of  swollen manilla folders, broken-
spined books, an old Adler typewriter (Ray’s first when he was a junior reporter, and 
he’d kept it for sentimental reasons when the local paper he worked on moved over 
to PCs),  assorted stationery and unlabelled boxes.  To anyone else it  would have 
seemed a mess. But Ray knew exactly where everything was. The contents of  the 
folders were dated and in order, the contents of  the boxes a taxonomy of  evidence 
from stories dating back ten years: these were not for the Metropolitan, but for the 



book he planned one day to write.

Pulling down the dossier on Robert Parks, an image flashed into his mind. It was the 
face of  Albert, the face of  a man being consumed slowly and agonisingly by his 
own  body  as  cancer  cells  multiplied  exponentially  and  at  increasingly  terrifying 
speed. Albert trusted him. He flipped open the cover and withdrew the spreadsheet 
with the incriminating figures. For long moments he considered leaving it out of  the 
file, of  hiding it from Kendrick. Then again he had no real evidence to suggest that 
Kendrick was in the pay of  Robert Parks; indeed there was still the possibility that 
Kendrick was indeed out to get the MP, to further his own career if  nothing else.

I can’t think straight, he told himself. Tell me what to do, please. He didn’t know 
whom he was asking this of. Maybe God. Even atheists like Ray might pray to God 
in extremis. More likely it was Caroline; in Ray’s experience, she often knew what to 
do for the best in difficult times. More than God, that was for sure. It was Caroline 
in the end who’d suggested her parents separate. She had been right about that, too.

He found himself  trembling, then a huge wave of  despair welled up inside him, 
choking him. Not know, he warned himself. And, taking a deep breath, he backed 
out of  the cupboard, returned to the living room and handed the file to Kendrick 
without a word.

Kendrick nodded, opened the door and said, “I’ll see what I can do about Caroline.”

Once he had gone, Ray sat down on the couch and, putting his head into the palms 
of  his hands, sobbed like a baby for the best part of  an hour.
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Chapter Twenty Four

“This belongs to Philip Jessup,” Isla said, pale green eyes flicking down at the femur 
drilled with holes to resemble a flute. “The guy who was abducted six years. DNA 
matching from samples taken from hair follicles from a comb from his home at the 
time..”

Rey kept his hands deep inside the pockets of  his black hillwalker’s fleece jacket; the 
chill outdoors was sustained by the chill in the mortuary which, though not nearly so 
cold was enough to prevent him warming up.

Isla lifted her surgical spectacles, pushing them back to rest in her luxurious hair.

She said, “Have you slept?”

“Not much. Some.” And seeing her look of  concern, “I’m fine, Isla.  Journalistic 
training. We don’t need as much sleep as other people.”

“The man in the street, you mean,” and she smiled.

Ray appreciated her lightness. Too much sympathy at this point might make him 
crumble. “Yeah,” he replied, grinning, “the plebs.”

“I’ll be writing this up, you know,” he added.

“Fine.  It’ll  be  in  the  official  statement  anyhow.”   Then,  directing  him  to  a 
microscope,  she added,  “This  won’t,  though,  so you need to steer  clear  for  the 
moment.”

“I already said I would, with good enough reason.”

She straightened and frowned. “You mean my asking you to isn’t enough.” It wasn’t 
a question, because she already knew the answer.

“Isla,” Ray said with a weary note in his voice, “Sometimes, whatever  you think of 
the press, sometimes what we do can make a difference. God knows I’ve got past 
my youthful idealism, but every once in a while I like to think that one story, one 
sentence in one story can change things.”

“Sometimes not for the best, though. The papers have almost scuppered some of 
our cases in the past.”

“They’ve also raised public awareness and help catch some of  the bad guys. Or is 
that not right?”

Isla shrugged. The shrug could have meant she agreed reluctantly. Or it could have 
meant the opposite.

Ray changed the subject.  “Okay, what am I looking at?” peering down the twin 



barrels of  the microscope.  Something tissue-like, with a cellular structure, organic, 
the backlighting of  the slight flaring around it, creating an aura.

“Blowfly larvae. That’s a casing.” 

Ray could feel her warm breath on his neck as she bent closer to him to adjust the 
slide. She was wearing perfume, too. To cover up the chemical smells in here, or 
because he was here? She wore perfume, but he hadn’t noticed any while she was 
working before.

Moving away from the microscope, he said, “From?”

“The victim’s clothing.  And some living larvae  in the wound where the leg  was 
severed.”

“Lovely,”  Ray  breathed.  Maggots  in  corpses  he  expected.  But  what  was  the 
significance of  blowfly? Apart from not being native to Britain.

Peeling  off  her  gloves,  she  threw  them  in  a  waste  bin,  and  headed  for  the 
washbasins.  Ray  followed.  She disposed  of  her  smock and  scrubbed her  hands 
under the spray of  water with surgical precision; even though she would have gone 
through the procedure before donning the gloves, the whole process had to be done 
again in reverse. She dried her hands before speaking again.

“One way of  removing tissue from bone is by boiling everything for at least 48 
hours, and the flesh slips off  more easily. No damage to bone structure. It’s used in 
forensic  anthropology sometimes.  When forensics  people  were  uncovering mass 
graves in Rwanda, after the Hutus had chopped people to death with machettes, that 
was one technique used.”

She paused. Ray was impressed with her matter-of-factness, even though emotional 
distance was crucial in her line of  work.

“And another way is insect larvae. Blowfly larvae are highly efficient and organised. 
They’ll eat their way through mortified flesh in no time.”

Ray wasn’t normally squeamish, but he felt a small shiver up his spine. Perhaps it 
was the cold air in here.

“Poor sod,” he said.

Isla turned and gazed straight into his eyes. “There’s more, I’m afraid.” And she 
indicated they go into the office, where they sat facing each other on steel framed 
chairs.  She leaned towards him. “Mortified flesh,  like I  said.  But I’m reasonably 
certain Paul Hodge was alive for days after the leg was severed. The healing scars 
suggest that. And what  I’m thinking—.”

Ray was fascinated, the excitement of  events moving faster than expected beginning 
to infect him. He felt his journalistic radar begin to twitch again.

Isla went on, “What I’m thinking, is—well…”
146



She was hesitant. Almost as though she didn’t believe herself  the wild idea which 
had struck her.

“…that he might have seen it all.”

“What all?” Ray had no idea what she was getting at. His mental faculties must have 
been really shot to hell, what with worrying about Caroline, lack of  sleep and trying 
to outwit Detective Inspector Kendrick.

“His leg,” Isla said simply. “Being devoured by insect larvae. Until all that was left 
was bone.”

“His killer made him watch,” Ray finished for her.

“There was a strange combination of  pain suppressant and stimulants in the victim’s 
bloodstream. As though someone wanted him not to be phased out with pain but to 
be alert at the same time.”

“Jesus” Ray breathed. “Bloody hell.”

“As good a description as any, Ray. Bloody. Hell.”

“The boss is going to love this. Means of  death: clear. Time of  death: got a handle 
on that.  Modus operandi:  a  one off,  so far.  Never seen one like  this  before,  so 
untraceable to patterns of  known offenders or even unsolved crimes come to that.”

“Why  didn’t  he  just  get  rid  of  everything?  The  killer.  Why  didn’t  he…I  don’t 
know…burn the guy, whatever. Must be plenty of  ways of  disposing of  corpses. 
What about that guy during the war, the acid bath murderer?”

“He was caught, Ray, remember? Acid disposes of  everything, or so that murderer 
thought, but not fat, and some tissue remains. Okay, it  can be flushed away, but 
that’s not what this guy wants. He’s obviously done his research. He’s clearly clever. 
And of  course, he wants us to know about him.”

“Hmm,” Ray said. “I suppose that makes sense. Serial killers often want a bit of 
notoreity, don’t they?”

“Some, yes. And it certainly looks like this one does.”

Ray said, “How did you find out the guy’s name?”

Isla was jotting down notes in a ringbound, metal-covered notebook . Distractedly 
looking hp, she said, “Hmm? Oh, yes, social work department. We checked all the 
homeless shelters. One of  the carers identified him.”

“But how did the carer know that was his real name?”

“Good point.” Closing her notebook and resting on her lap, she idly clicked the pen, 
making the point move up and down and said, “He had a driver’s licence with his 
photograph. Gave it to the hostel people, asked them to keep it for him in a locker. 
He said it was all he had left. He couldn’t remember when he’d last driven a car, but 



somehow he’d held on to the licence. Maybe to remind him of  who he once was. Or 
maybe it had some other meaning for him. We’ll never know.”

“What about family?”

“The detectives are working on it. I just found all this out a few hours ago.”

“What’s Kendrick saying about it?”

“Nothing, yet. He doesn’t seem to have a problem with you knowing details, though 
I can’t think why that might be.” Isla look at him acquisitively. Something in her eyes 
hinted at suspicion. Ray could see that she wanted to ask him outright what was 
going on, except she knew better than to do that in case his barriers came down 
again. The barriers had come between them before. But he wanted her to believe 
they weren’t as tough as they used to be; he wanted to believe that himself.  

He said, “We’ve got a kind of…understanding, I suppose you’d call it. A favour sort 
of  thing.”

Isla turned, lifted her navy blue three quarter length coat off  the chairback where 
she must have draped it  earlier,  shouldered into it  and said  to the  wall,  “That’s 
informative, Ray. A guy thing, is it?”

That tinge of  sarcasm she could get in her voice sometimes used to irritate him. 
Now, he could see why it was there. It was a defense mechanism. Don’t hurt me…I 
bite back. Yet another way of  being that belonged with their younger selves.

Ray stepped forward and clasped her shoulders. As she tried to shrug him off  he 
drew her closer and kissed her neck. “Isla, there’s no big secret, I promise. I just 
want him to pull out the stops to find Caroline, but I need to do something for him 
in return. A story I’ve been working on. I—“

Breaking away, she turned round until they were face to face, her lips close to his. 
She frowned as she kissed him, a quick kiss which ended with her sucking his top lip 
between hers. And he experienced that falling elevator sensation in the pit of  his 
stomach, and the beginnings of  an erection. Isla had always been a great kisser. His 
erection made him feel guilty.

Isla said, frown disappearing: “People sometimes get sexually excited as a response 
to stress.”

He said, “Well, I can tell you I’m totally stressed out at the minute.”

And  then  they  laughed.  And  the  laugh  began  to  escalate,  Isla’s  moving  into  a 
coughing fit with tears streaming down her face. And all at once, Ray enfolded her 
in her arms, as though he wanted to surround her completely, cupping the back of 
her head with his left hand and pressing her it to his chest. He was bursting with the 
need to say something. The need to say “I love you.” He couldn’t do it. It didn’t feel 
right, even although it was a pressure building up across his lungs, shortening his 
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breath as though he had just run a marathon. Ray realised now that he loved this 
woman, that a closed down part of  him always had, and that there was nothing now 
to prevent it happening. Except he couldn’t tell her.

Isla pressed the palms of  her hands on either side of  his waist and pushed herself 
back. She swiped the tears from her eyes with theback of  a hand.

“Okay, big boy, enough of  that. I’ve got things to do, a report to file.”

“You look like you’re going out.”

“I am. A girl’s got to eat.”

She paused and appraised him momentarily. “So. Where are you taking me?”

He was about to come back with a witty riposte, when a rap on the door startled 
him. A boyish-looking in a lab coat, with spiky multi-coloured hair and a stud in his 
bottom lip poked his head around the door and said, “Sorry, boss, but the chief ’s 
squealing for your report.”

Isla’s shoulders sagged briefly. Ray could see her on the brink of  complying, a look 
the lab assistant must have picked up, because he said, brightly, “I could always tell 
him you were out when I got here?”

“Good man,” I said.

“Ignore him, Dave,” Isla said, playfully slapping Ray across the abdomen. “This is 
Ray, by the way. Ray…Dave, who will make a fine forensic pathologist one day.”

Dave grinned, produced a packet of  cigarettes and lit up. “What do you mean one 
day? Your cases would take years instead of  days without my help.” When he smiled 
he displayed a gap in his teeth – one of  his incisors. He blew out a smoke ring.

“You and your four other colleagues, you mean.” Isla steered Ray by the elbow past 
Dave  who  hadn’t  budged  from  the  doorway.  As  she  passed  she  snatched  the 
cigarette out of  his mouth. “The No Smoking sign means just that,  Dave. It’s a 
diagram of  a fag with a red line across it…you don’t even have to be able to read.”

“Sorry, boss,” he said, grinning again. He held out his hand to Ray. “Good to meet 
you, man.”

“Likewise,” Ray said, unsure what to make of  the banter.

“Dave,”said Isla. “Thanks. Tell him what you like, but I need out of  here for an 
hour.”

“No problemo. Have fun, kids.”

“We will. Oh, and Dave? I need to know everything you can find about Paul Hodge. 
And find out where  someone could order a job lot of  blowfly larvae. You might try 
the entymology department  at the university for starters. Dr Pramilla” She paused, 
searching her mental  contacts book.  “Or Marcus Appleby.  But try Pramilla first. 



Enderby will spend the first ten minutes trying to chat you up.”

“But I might want to be chatted up.”

Isla put a hand on either of  Dave’s shoulders. “Trust me, Dave. You won’t. You 
haven’t met the man, remember. I have.”

Dave frowned and nodded with mock seriousness. 

Once outside Ray said, “Bit cheeky for a minion.”

Isla shook her head slightly. “Lighten up, Ray. A wee bit of  patter in the dead zone 
doesn’t go amiss. We can’t be serious all the time in there. It wouldn’t be natural.”

Above them the sky had turned an ominous metallic colour, and although the La 
Strega italian restaurant was only fifteen minutes’ walk, they soon had to hail a cab 
as the massed clouds began so relinquish their burden of  icy sleet. The black cab’s 
windows were fogged a encased in whiteness as the sleet built up layer upon layer. It 
all  happened without  warning.  Through the glass divider  between them and the 
driver they could see the windscreen wipers labouring to keep them clear; the wipers 
beat in a fast, hypnotic rhythm and Ray found himself  staring at the blurry shapes 
of  people  on  the  pavements.  Smudged faces  would  come into  view as  the  taxi 
crawled in a traffic jam. They were like deep sea creatures in an aquarium. Their eyes 
were darker smudges, like the imprints of  lumps of  coal gouged from a snowman’s 
head.  Ray was starting  to  feel  unaccountably  dizzy.  He had the  impression  that 
people were huddling together and pressing against the windows like the sleet itself. 
Dozens of  formeless white faces with charcoal smears for eyes and bloody scratches 
for mouths. His heart was racing and he felt unable to breath.  Isla’s hand touched 
his face. She seemed to be speaking but all he could hear was the sound of  his heart 
hammering in his chest. Cold perspiration broke out on his forehead, and his hands 
felt tingly and clammy.

“Isla.” Ray wasn’t sure if  he spoke or just thought the words, “Something’s wrong, I 
think I—.”

He didn’t finish his sentence.

*  *  *

When he woke up he saw a dim light, like a low wintry sun below a distant horizon. 
Then he realised it was a lamp with a scarf  draped over it. He recognised the lamp 
as his own, but not the scarf. It was a woman’s scarf.

A familiar face smiled over him.

“Caroline?” He was puzzled, but wanted to yell out in joy.
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The face came into focus. It was Isla, of  course. “You’re okay, Ray. Thank God.”

And she kissed him on the forehead.

He couldn’t make sense of  anything. “Did I…?”

“You passed out. Nothing serious, don’t worry. The doc gave you a sedative. Panic 
attack, stress, that kind of  thing.” She added with a smile which failed to mask her 
concern, “And don’t go thinking it’s your heart so you can play the invalid and have 
me running after you. You’re heart’s sound as a pound. You just need a bit of  TLC.”

Ray rallied. More for Isla’s benefit than his own…and to demonstrate he really was 
fine, he said, “I suppose a shag’s out of  the question, then.”

She laughed. “Maybe if  you were strapped up, in arm plasters, all helplesss…but 
that’s just one of  my fantasies.” She stood. “Just forget it, pal. I’m a working woman, 
remember.”

“I know,” he said, added, “I left the money on the dressing table for you.”

“You’re a funny man, Ray. Not.” Then she went to the door, opened it and said, 
“And if  you need anything…”

Ray sat up, bracing himself  on his elbows. “Just whistle, I know.”

Then she said, “You know how to whistle, doncha?”

And in unison, the chorus the Lauran Bacall line, “You just put your lips together 
and blow.”

She blew him a kiss.

Ray’s smile disappeared.  And when he spoke next he was completely serious. “Isla. 
Listen. I…thanks. I mean…”

She  shook  her  head  to  dispell  any  awkwardness;  she  had  never  been  good  at 
receiving complements or praise.  “I’ll  call  by later.  There’s some sandwiches and 
juice and stuff  on the bedside table. And your mobile, naturally. And I called your 
office. They said to take care of  yourself.”

“Thanks, Isla, you’re a star, but I’m going in today.”

“Oh, no, you’re not. That sedative won’t wear off  properly for a while yet. Get some 
rest.”

She left the room and began to close the door behind her, but at the last minute 
turned and grinned, “Interesting lunch, by the way.”

And she left. He listened to her tread on the stairs, the click of  the door and then 
the sound of  her car revving up, and of  her car driving off   with the engine noise 
gradually cycling to silence as she left the otherwise quiet street.
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Chapter Twenty Five

Caroline wrestled with the need to sleepand the instinct to remain awake, believing 
that if  she did succumb to the exhaustion that was trying to drag her down she 
might never again waken up. On the othe hand, not wakening might be preferable to 
the other possibilities plaguing her. Wasn’t the torment of  uncertainty worse?  Or, 
worse still, the spectre of  hope?

Jane’s  intermittent  whimpering  was  making  her  angry.  It  made  her  angy  mainly 
because it increased her own stress and anciety. Pragmatism was her usual way of 
handling stress: first, establish the core problem and second, deal with it. To do this 
she must first master the blind fear. Up until now Caroline felt she understood what 
fear was in essence. Fear is what drives us: fear of  failure, fear of  loss, fear of  age, 
and of  course fear of  death. But that was a banal kind of  fear compared with this. 
The fear she could grasp was the one which created workaholics, obsessive love, 
compulsive dieting and exercise. It was the fear that ensured that plastic surgeons 
would never be out of  work.  This was fear of  a different magnitude.  It  was as 
though the accepted rules of  the universe simply did not apply. And that made the 
core  problem  impossible  to  identify.  The  core  problem  was  a  nameless, 
unpredictable monster which would ultimately kill her. How and when it would do 
so were additional complexities in the equation she needed to solve.

After a time she wondered if  she might lay this problem aside and examine another 
first.

Well, then. Here was something she could tackle pragmatically. It was more of  an 
inconvenience, really. She’d wet herself. She couldn’t imagine how it happened. It 
must have been when Morrell came in to taunt them. When she was too afraid to 
notice. She quickly peeled off  her pants, went to the cot, pulled the pillowcase off 
the pillow and wiped hersel with it. Then she threw the pillowcase and underwear 
into the corner.

“I did that, too.” Ity was Jane. She had been watching this process solemnly, her 
whimpering temporarily in abeyance.

“Yeah?” Caroline  said without interest. “Well, don’t worry about it.”

She nodded in the direction of  the other cell: “Can you see how she is?”

They  heard  nothing  from  the  other  woman  apart  from  stertorous  breathing. 
Caroline  couldn’t  see  the  older  woman’s  face  very  clearly  since  blankets  were 
bundled against it. The eyelids flickered as though she were in REM sleep. One or 
twice the eyes had opened wide, and appeared to stare at Caroline. It seemed an 
accusing stare. But then they closed again.

Jane, cheek pressed against the bars, had her head turned towards Caroline and away 



from the woman. “Don’t know. I can’t look. She scares me.”

Caroline saw the lost look in the girl’s eyes, the smeared make up from her attempts 
to seem adult, and was reminded of  herself  at that age. Even although there was 
probably no more than ten years between them Caroline felt the difference in their 
ages oppressive. The girl clearly expected her to be the adult. Expected the adult to 
rescue her. And Caroline could only resent this.

She said, “Why?”

“I think she’s dying. He’s poisoned her or something.”

  Caroline’s mind raced. The girl spoke the first notion which had entered her mind. 
There  was no basis  to  it,  yet  Caroline  now wondered  if  Morrell  had given her 
something lethal the night before in the wine. A slow acting poison perhaps. But 
was it the night before? Countless hours had passed since then. Or it might have 
been days. Instinctively, she raised her left wrist to check the time. Her wristwatch 
had been taken of  course. He wouldn’t want them to grasp the passage of  time. 
Disorientation. Sensory deprivation, almost. Stephen Morrell had taken them out of 
space and time and placed them in limbo.

“I’m thirsty,” Jane said.

Caroline realised she was also thirsty. Her mouth was dry, her tongue against the 
roof  of  her mouth granular.

“Try to get some sleep. I need to think.”

“What if  he comes back?”

Caroline considered this. She decided to lie. “He won’t come back just yet. He wants 
us to stew. But if  we start imagining things, he’s won. Do you understand, Jane?”

Jane in a barely-audible voice replied, “I — I think so. I don’t know.”

Reaching between the bars, Caroline stretched out her right arm and held her fingers 
out straight, inviting Jane to reach out, too. The girl poked her own arm through and 
she was able to hook the tips of  her fingers under Caroline’s. Tears sprang to the 
girl’s eyes. This precious little human contact  pricked the deep sorrow inside her.

Caroline said, “Cry if  you want, Jane. But we’re not going to let him win, okay? My 
boyfriend knows where I was, that I was out with Morrell, so it’s only a matter of 
time.” This, too, was a lie, but enough to ignite the spark of  hope in Jane’s eyes.

“But…what if  they don’t know where this place is?”

This thought had already occurred to Caroline. Morrell wouldn’t be so stupid as to 
have his torture chamber anywhere near his home. Unless this was his studio. Of 
course, that was it. They were in his studio. Where he created his obscene sculptures. 
But then, surely, his agent, the gallery people, would know where he worked. They 
were bound to.
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That  was  too logical  a  thought,  of  course.  Morrell  would  have a  secret  studio. 
Perhaps even in the basement of  his real one.

Caroline knelt down and sat on her haunches holding onto the bars of  her cell.

“Jane,” she said. “How did you get here? I mean, did you wake up here, or what?”

“No. He brought me here.”

Caroline was too shocked to speak at first. The possibility of  knowing where they 
were might help in some way. She had no idea how just yet. But at least it would give 
her something to fix on. An anchor for her drifting thoughts.

“How? Where are we, Jane? I mean…how did he bring you?”

“In his car. He said there was a big party. And—.” Jane was choking with emotion, 
and she swiped away tears in an effort to concentrate. “There was supposed to be 
TV people there and that. He told me Ted Austin might be there.”

“Ted—?” The name was vaguely familiar.  And then Caroline remembered,  “The 
actor?”

“Yes.” Jane paused. Then she added dreamily, “I love Ted Austin.”

The irrelevance  of  this bordered on the surreal. Caroline almost wanted to laugh.

If  Jane was mentally drifting, that was dangerous and Caroline could lose the only 
anchor she had so far found. Jane knew where they were. At least, she had not first 
been  drugged  and  brought  here.  Which  meant  two  things:  that  Morrell  was 
supremely confident; and that there was not the slightest chance of  him letting them 
go. The idea of  being let go had no basis in reality, but it was part of  Caroline’s 
evaluation process. She had heard of  killers letting prospective victims escape, but 
that was only when something fundamental had changed in their circumstances or 
mindset. She couldn’t imagine either of  those prospects with Morrell. So she quickly 
dismissed them. No, if  they were to escape at all it was exclusively the responsibility 
of  the prisoners to make it happen.

“Jane. Can you listen to me now, concentrate for a minute?”

Jane nodded. Her dreamy gaze came back into focus.

Caroline went on, “I want you to go back over when you met Morrell. Where did he 
say the party was?”

Jane nodded, closed her eyes to think. “The South Side. Over the river. Big houses 
there. But I…can’t remember the name of  the street. It’s quite far out. There was 
the park, and…”

“Which park, Jane?” Caroline spoke more sharply than she intended and Jane’s eyes 
snapped  open.  She  was  beginning  to  tremble  again.  “It’s  okay,  Jane,”  softly, 
soothingly, anything to calm her down. “You’re doing great. I know the South Side a 
little. There’s Ibrox and…”



“I hate football, me,” Jane said.

“From where you were, could you see the stadium, Jane?”

“I— we passed it, I think. Yeah, that’s right, we passed it and then he drove us for a 
bit longer. Lots of  big houses. White.”

Not much help. There were any number of  white houses in the South Side. Pockets 
of  comparative wealth and poverty side by side. She had once looked for a flat here, 
in tenements over rows of  Asian grocers shops, delicatessens and sub-post offices 
which doubled as confectioners and newsagents. It was a multi ethnic part of  the 
city:  Jews,  Muslims  and  Sikhs  living,  if  not  side  by  side,  within  interconnected 
communities like jigsaw pieces.

“Did you leave the city, Jane?”

“I think, yes. Quiet around here. No, maybe just on the edge of  town, like. I don’t 
know.” He voice took on a whiny tone, “Stop asking me questions. I don’t know 
where we are. What’s it matter anyhow?”

She had a point: what did it matter? Insofar as it provided a focus for Caroline’s 
hurtling thoughts, it had a point. Thinking of  it as a clue which might or might not 
be relevant.

And  for  a  timeless  time  they  both  fell  silent.  Caroline  slumped  on  the  floor, 
weakened from the effort of  trying to sustain her willpower and focus. She closed 
her eyes and once again tried to think. She began to shiver. Her body was reacting to 
the chill of  the room and delayed shock. The shiver cycled into trembling and she 
had to clamp her teeth together to stop them chattering. Hauling herself  onto the 
bed, she dragged the blanket around herself  and curled up on her side.  She lay 
facing the door.

“Caroline? You…okay?”

The sound of  Jane’s  voice on the edge of  her  consciousness.  It  was distant,  as 
though she were calling her from the opposite side of  a valley. Her tongue was thick 
in her mouth but she managed to mumble,  “fine”, mainly to keep Jane quiet, to 
reassure her. In another part of  the room a sibilant wheeze much might have been a 
ventillation system of  laboured human breathing, took her attention.  She pulled the 
blanket up over her ears,  to shut out the sounds,  to shut out the light.  But the 
wheezing continued, as if  something had slid beneath the blankets with her. The 
ghost  of  someone  who  didn’t  realise  they  were  dead  and  was  making  a  vain 
imitation of  breathing.  It  was growing,  a ghastly  sucking sound now, so close it 
seemed that Caroline through her bewildered fog threw off  the blankets and jerked 
herself  upright. Were the lights dimmer? She looked up. The ceiling lamp in its wire 
basket was less intense. Was it? She gazed at the brightness, into the flaring centre of 
the bulb until she had to turn away, blinking, while phosphors bloomed beneath her 
eyelids, green flashes and amoeba-like “floaters” like when you gaze into the sun for 
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too long. 

It was breathing. And it was coming from the cell with the old woman in it. The 
woman had rolled onto her side. The blanket had fallen from her face. There was 
something wrong with her face. It wasn’t the whites of  her eyes exposed by her 
peeled back eyelids that was the worst. The woman was evidently drugged, and held 
fast by the drug in a nightmare from which she was unable to wake up. Which was 
just as well. No, the worst part was her mouth. The lips were pursed in mockery of 
a kiss. A permanent purse created by fine fishing line piercing upper and lower lips 
in a series of  tight stitches.

Caroline heard a scream. The scream was her own, but it existed outside her body. It 
could not, after all, be her body; she would have control if  it was her own body. Her 
own body made sense to her. Normally. It normally made sense to her.



Chapter Twenty Six

The murky green water  of  the Forth and Clyde Canal  winds through industrial 
estates  and  the  backs  of  houses  at  the  furthest  end  of  Maryhill  Road  before 
breaking  into  open country  on  its  way  to  Balloch  and  the  south  end  of  Loch 
Lomond.  From  the  raised  canal  embankment  Detective  Inspector  Kendrick 
surveyed the diamante glitter of  the Glasgow at night: once a cheap city, now a city 
with aspirations and false glamour. He was old enough to remember the thirty bob 
suit, the first he owned when he joined the detective squad. These days it was all 
designer labels and plastic money. Crime was as grubby as it always was. In a way he 
found this fact oddly reassuring.

The forensics team were picking over the remains like carrion crows. In this case, 
only an expensive bicycle with some clothing fabric caught in the chain.

David  Marks,  the  forensic  examiner’s  deputy  held  up  a  plastic  baggie.  The 
temporary  arclights  around the  site  made  the  bag  glow like  a  goldfish  bowl  in 
sunlight.

“Denim fabric. Like the father said. Her name is Sandra O’Rourke. She was wearing 
Gap jeans, and this is her bike; her mother’s the organised type and had the sales 
chit with the frame number on it, a match.”

“Parents informed we’ve found the bike?” Kendrick asked the constable at his side.

“Not yet, sir, until we get the go-ahead.”

Kendrick had been waiting for the young constable to say he had already spoken to 
the parents. Luckily he’d had the good sense to keep his zealousness on a leash. Like 
any  dog  in  training  constable  Emerson  must  have  remembered  his  previous 
punishment from Kendrick.

Kendrick sighed. “Aye, well. Best get on with it then. She was roughly the same age 
as the missing girl from the club, right?”

The constable said, “A year younger.”

Kendrick knew there was no connection: this looked like the standard abduction 
and rape scenario. Not that such a thing was ever standard. He looked at the muddy 
ground  and  the  sopping  grass  beneath  the  tumbled  bicycle.  “You’ll  no  get  a 
footprint out of  this lot, David, am I right?”

Marks pulled off  his rubber gloves with a snap. “I’m a forensic scientist, James, not 
an archaelogist.” The man was clearly frustrated by his job.

“Well, he got the girl off  her bike, in daylight, pulled her into those bushes maybe 
and then...”
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“We might get some fibres,” Marks replied. “There are thorns in there. But it could 
take all night.”

Kendrick said coldly, “Then take all night, Dave.”

He walked back to Ray, who had observed this from a little distance. Kendrick must 
know a reporter is never off  duty, but he insisted on bringing him along. Why?

Kendrick arrived with an answer. He lit a cigarette, took a puff  and jerked his head 
back to indicate his colleagues swarming over the remains.

“Shit job, eh?”

Ray said, “And?”

“I’m just showing you this because we’ll catch this fucker with no much problem. 
Missing kid. Bike. Mud. Torn fabric. This guy’s a moron. Fucking careless, see?”

Oddly enough, had the child been abducted in broad daylight, in a supermarket or in 
a mall, her captor might have been more difficult to trace. Certainly he would have 
been caught on CCTV cameras, but all he needed was a pair of  thick spectacles, a 
wig or any other basic disguise and no one would recognise him. Probably he would 
be caught eventually, but not before he had destroyed several young lives and the 
lives of  the families who had loved them.

Kendrick tossed his half-smoked cigarette into the canal. Its glow sputtered and died 
and the cigarette made sparse, sluggish ripples on the treacly surface of  the water. 

“There’s a press conference in the morning. The Superintendent will conduct it, as 
per usual. You might want to be there.”

“I’m on leave at the minute,” Ray said.

“Thought journalists were never off  duty.”

“Like policemen.”

Kendrick half  shrugged. Motioning to the canal,  he called back to the forensics 
man,  “Think  we  need  divers,  David?  There’s  no  signs  of  a  scuffle  on  the 
embankment here, and you’ve found no traces at the edge, am I right?”

David stood up from where he had been crouching by the bicycle. He was sealing a 
sample packet when he replied, “He’s taken her somewhere else, you can be sure of 
that. Quite a few people walk or cycle along here, day and night. He wouldn’t want 
to risk being spotted here.”

Concerned, Ray said to Kendrick, “You can’t be that confident, surely? He might 
have drowned the girl, or—.”

“Aye, he might,” Kendrick replied. “But if  he did it could have happened anywhere 
on the canal. And it goes all the way to Loch Lomond, remember. We can drag it, 
but it’ll take forever. We need to follow up what forensics are saying first.”



“You mean if  there’s a chance she’s still alive…”

“There isn’t,” Kendrick finished grimly. “Not in these cases.”

A chill,  which might have been the breeze sweeping up the embankment to the 
raised canal, made Ray hunch further into his jacket. “I’m not staying for this,” he 
said. “One of  my colleagues is sure to be out here in the morning.”

With that, he turned and walked away. As a boy Ray had cycled and walked along the 
embankment of  this canal many times. Racing along the narrow packed-dirt track 
on the new Raleigh bicycle he’d got for his 13th birthday he screeched at the top of 
his voice “Yeeeee-haaaaaaaah!” just  like a rancher rounding up cattle in a cowboy 
film. His dad had been a western fanatic, and they always went to the latest cowboy 
film whenever one came to town.  And there were always stacks of  books by Louise 
L’Amour and other authors around the house. The pulp paperbacks with the edges 
of  the pages yellowing, held no real interest for Ray, although he read one or two 
when there was nothing else to hand. Simple-minded John Wayne cowboys were 
basically  dull,  although he could understand how the  Wild West  had to operate 
purely on the basis of  survival of  the fittest, a mythical land where the law of  the 
handgun and the horse were pre-eminent. 

From this vantage one could see the rooftops, back gardens and windows of  both 
two storey and tenement buildings; when he was a boy these back gardens had been 
walled communal areas with dustbin middens and washing lines. His grannie Jean 
used to rake through the bins at night, to his mother’s mortification (“people are 
always  throwing  out  good  stuff,”  his  gran  had  argued).  The  city  had  changed 
dramatically in the past ten years, more improved housing developments replacing 
Victorian tenements and correcting the mistakes of  the town planners of  the 60s. 
And of  course with increased wealth there was still poverty and desperation, but 
coupled with resentment towards the improvements to the city which never (and 
perhaps would never) reach some people.

Further  along  the  canal  were  the  remnants  of  its  dead  or  dying  industries, 
warehouses like decaying teeth in the rank vegetation and cracked tarmac bordering 
the far side of  the canal. Pumping the pedals of  his Raleigh, the boy Ray hissed 
through puddles and slapped through overhanging undergrowth heedless of  the 
slap  of  twigs  and  leaves  on  his  face  and  bare  arms.  And then  he would  reach 
Balloch, cycling through town and crossing the bridge, which led him to another 
path on to the open vista of  the southernmost end of  Loch Lomond. Here he 
would dismount, gaze out over the horizon of  smoky-glass water, the hazy treeline 
and the foothills  o the Trossachs,  and take a lung-filling breath.  Then he would 
exhale slowly, pushing the city air out.

Balloch was the second place he had taken Anne on a date; the first had been the 
cinema, to see “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid”.  Anne had wanted to go 
because of  Robert Redford; but Ray had been glad it was more than just another 
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western. They hiked most of  the day in the Trossachs, and they had kissed in a 
secluded  spot  by  the  river,  and  she  let  him  touch  her  breasts  underneath  her 
brassiere. A kid of  the same age now would have probably had sex with her, but 
somehow they had both been too anxious or unsure or naïve, to go any further that 
day. They split up when they both went to University but fate brought them back 
together  after  they  graduated.  Two years  into  his  first  job  as  a  journalist,  they 
married.  Caroline  was born  three  years  after  that.  Neither  of  them had  wanted 
children  at  first,  until  it  began  to  feel  something  was  missing  from their  lives. 
Correction: that something was missing from Ray’s life. Once he had been afraid of 
commitment, but now when he needed it he wasn’t sensing it from Anne. A baby 
was  one  thing,  which  might  bring  them closer  together.  And  in  the  beginning, 
Caroline had done that. Until Caroline went to secondary school, Ray had a sense of 
family.  He  was  more  accepting  of  Anne’s  aloofness,  since  after  all  it  wasn’t  a 
permanent condition: she could be warm and loving at times, too. But he sensed 
that Anne had come to resent the closeness between Ray and Caroline. She had 
even said to him once, “I don’t think I’ve got any motherly qualities in me.” He’d 
tried to reassure her that it wasn’t true. Deep down, though, he knew his wife was 
right, and that any trace of  maternal instinct was quashed whenever it threatened to 
arise. And he could well understand, with a mother like Anne’s. Ray had nicknamed 
her Lady Macbeth.

Wearily, he made his way back down from the canal embankment and headed off  to 
find his car. Somehow he’d lost track of  where he was on the canal. The culvert that 
led down the embankment did not, as he expected, lead him back to the main road 
but  a  side  road.  Shadows under  the  bridge  enfolded him.  His  breathing  set  up 
distant whispering in the damp stone archway. A dim lamp bolted high up the wall 
palely illuminated old graffiti. Gang slogans, sexual obscenities and childish drawings 
intermingled like the workings of  a mad brain. Ray stopped and studied them as 
though they  might  me  a  map that  would  help  him  find  his  daughter.  It  was  a 
stillness, which came over him when there was a thought, an idea, working its way 
upward. He always knew something was there. Only it was elusive, like that word 
you can never quite remember when you are trying to explain something.

Paul Hodge. The name was oddly familiar. If  his killer had also abducted Caroline 
— and Ray was in no doubt in his own mind that that is what had happened — 
then there might be some connection. The bone flute was clearly intended to be 
something poetic.  Was Hodge a musician,  or was there  no relationship between 
victim and manifestation of  the crime.  And what could it have to do with Caroline, 
except...

And then,  quite suddenly,  he had it.  Caroline had been working in a sleazy bar. 
Hodge had been a club owner and pornographer a few years back. Ray remembered 
now. There had been pictures, too, a tax evasion case that bankrupted Hodge. And 
then he had dropped out of  site. Shit. That was it. 

Clubland.



Ray  turned  and  ran  back  the  way  he  had  come,  throwing  himself  up  the 
embankment  and  racing  along  the  towpath  of  the  canal  to  the  crime  scene. 
Kendrick wasn’t there. Ray shouted at the forensics team, “Kendrick? I need to see 
him...”

The forensics photographer, busy changing film cartridges, looked up and nodded 
in the direction of  the city centre, which was a line of  lights on the horizon.

“He’s just gone. He won’t have made it back to the car yet, you’ll catch him if  you 
get the finger out.”

Ray ran until his throat burned. And practically slammed onto the bonnet of  the 
police car which was just emerging from the sliproad where it had been parked.

The driver, a young policeman, leaned out of  the window and snarled, “What the 
hell are you doing, man?”

Through the windshield, Ray saw Kendrick tap the driver on the shoulder and shake 
his head. The handbrake ratcheted and Kendrick stepped out. He flipped aside the 
cigarette he’d been smoking and moved between Ray and the car’s headlamps.

“Well?” With the lights behind him Kendrick was a mere silhouette.

“He’s targeting clubland. The flesh industry.” Ray struggled to catch his breath. He 
was out of  condition.

Kendrick said, “Gays, yeah.”

“And the women, remember.”

“One off, I reckon, that girl, Jane. Probably some other pervert took her. Maybe the 
one who took the poor lassie off  the canal.”

“Kendrick, shit, man, will you listen to me? Paul Hodge, the guy who had his legs 
amputated before he was dumped in that alley. A big wheel in the club scene a few 
years back. Went bust. Disappeared. No loss to society, so no one went looking for 
him. Jane Larson, dance club, plenty of  drugs and prostitution around there, as you 
know.”

Kendrick lit another cigarette, offered Ray one which was declined. “PC Jamieson. 
Turn those fucking lights off, will you.” 

Headlamps  and  engine  noise  died  simultaneously.  Beside  them  a  ragged  tree 
obscured most of  the light from the streetlamps beyond. As Kendrick scraped a 
match and raised it to his cigarette it seemed that flame was the only light in the 
place. It carved deep shadows into the detective’s face, and Ray saw how drawn he 
looked, a suggestion of  vulnerability that was normally concealed by his antagonistic 
demeanour. “Go on,” he said softly.

“My daughter — Caroline— worked in one of  those clubs. She was a…dancer.”
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If  Kendrick reacted in any way to this he didn’t show it.

“And I would bet you will find connections of  some sort with others who went 
missing.”

There was a protracted pause. Kendrick drew thoughtfully on his cigarette. “Not 
sure how this helps us, Bissett. Some of  this I’d worked out for myself. And you 
might be right  about  the club thing.  There’s  a  middle-aged woman missing,  too 
(NAME?). She’s an accountant for a club owner. Or at least a club owner is one of 
her clients. She’s a freelancer. But…”

Frustration seethed in Ray. It was almost a physical sensation in his chest and gut. 
Could the man not see anything? Surely there was something in these connections.

“Jesus, Kendrick, can’t you put some kind of  case together here? There must be 
something…”

A short burst of  laughter preceded Kendrick’s words: “I’m not Sherlock-fucking-
Homes. And,” he added, “neither are you.”

Lowering his head, Ray sucked in a deep breath to quell the urge to punch Kendrick. 
When  he  looked  up  again  Kendrick  had  turning  on  his  heel  and  opened  the 
passenger door. He dropped shuffled inside and cinched the seatbelt around him as 
the lights flicked back on and the engine gunned into life. As Ray listlessly stepped 
aside,  the  passenger  window was  rolled  down and  Kendrick  leaned  out,  saying 
something that was drowned out by engine noise.

“What?” said Ray.

“I said…I’ll see what I can do. I want to catch this animal as much as you do. But 
your personal involvement is clouding the issue.”

It  dawned  on  Ray  what  Kendrick  had  just  admitted.  Personal  involvement. 
Clamping his hands on the sill, he leaned in close to Kendrick and hissed, “What the 
hell are you talking about? You know something.” As he said this he realised it must 
be true. “What? You know for sure my girl’s been taken.”

“Not…exactly.”  Kendrick  was  clearly  thrown  by  his  own  gaffe  at  inadvertently 
letting slip a hint about new information he did not wish Ray to know. He paused 
and seemed to be considering his options, then said, “We followed up leads that 
suggested Caroline had gone on a date with an artist called Stephen Morrell. We 
even found out a bar they were seen in the night she went missing, but…”

Ray lurched forward, grabbed Kendrick by the lapel, and hauled him up as far as his 
seatbelt would allow. Ignoring the driver’s warning shout, he raged, “Why the fuck 
didn’t you tell me? What are you fucking playing at, Kendrick? Sweet Jesus…I want 
to fucking kill you.”

Kendrick was unmoved. He simply pulled back Ray’s fingers to release himself  and 
sank back in his seat. He brushed off  his jacket, then he said, “Sorry, Ray, but it was 



necessary. I knew you’d react this way.”

Beside him, the constable began, “Boss, will I…”

“Shut it, son,” Kendrick responded with a restraining hand on the constable’s chest. 
“Get in the back, Bissett. We’ll go back to the station and I’ll explain it. I’ll send one 
of  our people to fetch your motor.”

All the long drive back Ray watched the back of  Kendrick’s head. Although the 
detective  didn’t  turn  around  once  Ray  felt  he  was  being  watched.  Moment  to 
moment his mood swung between belligerence and fear.  Fear of  what Kendrick 
might tell him. Belligerence because right now he really hated the man, a feeling Ray 
rarely experienced towards anyone other than child molesters. At first he had been 
defensive  around him and now it  was all  he could do to restrain  himself  from 
putting his fingers around the man’s throat and throttling him until he showed a 
modicum of  frailty or even empathy.

Once or twice, the driver turned to check on Ray. It was as though he expected him 
to pull a gun on them.

At last they arrived at the station and the car boomed down the ramp to the parking 
bays.  They all  got out and Ray followed Kendrick and the constable  to the lift, 
which took them up to the second floor.

Once outside Kendrick’s office, the constable was dismissed. He left with reluctance. 
Over eager little shit.

A WPC brought them coffee before Kendrick began his story properly.

“Trouble is,” he began, “there have been some red herrings. One minute it’s like 
we’re onto something, then it turns out to be a dead end.”

Ray sat rigid in his chair before Kendrick’s desk. He said, “That’s not what I came to 
hear, Kendrick.” Surprisingly, his voice was flat calm.

Kendrick lit a cigarette. “We know your daughter was introduced to Stephen Morrell 
at a gallery opening. Her friend Katya you mentioned confirmed it. At this point, all 
she could tell us was she thought Caroline was flirting with Morrell, and later she 
said she was interested in him.”

“I spoke to Katya,” adding bitterly, “Some of  her friends showed me the door.”

“Well, some of  her friends would.”

Leaning back in his chair, the detective took a deep puff  of  his cigarette and puffed 
smoke up into the air. He was looking at the ceiling and a moth that was batting 
against the lightbulb inside a cone-shaped blue plastic shade. Pointing at it, he said, 
“That’s what it feels like right now. An exercise in futility.”

Ray breathed deeply through his nose and exhaled through his mouth to try to calm 
himself; an exercise Anne had taught him when she’d been on her Yoga kick. Was 
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Kendrick ever going to get to the point?

The chair rocked forward, launching Kendrick to his feet. The man’s restless energy 
seemed to fill the room.

“The thing is, Bissett, before we can go after this Morrell character, we need more 
to go on.”

“More?” Ray was flabbergasted. “Isla’s got forensic evidence from those ghoulish 
artworks. And more from guy from the alley, and...”

“The dismemberment doesn’t match the other behaviour. It could be Morrell, and 
probably is, but there’s not enough to convict him of  that.”

“Hang on, Kendrick. Sorry, but I must be missing something here. I mean, why 
haven’t you arrested Morrell already? On suspicion, at least.”

Kendrick  straightened.  He  lowered  his  eyes  briefly  before  replying  in  measured 
tones, “Because we don’t know where he is. And besides that—.”

Ray’s patience was running out fast. He was about to tell Kendrick what a moron he 
was when the explanation put everything into place. And at the same time splintered 
reason.

“Besides that,” Kendrick pressed on, “Stephen Morrell doesn’t officially exist. We’ve 
checked. Not even a birth certificate.”



Chapter Twenty Seven

The bathroom was huge. And surprisingly clean, considering.

Considering what it was being used for.

Considering what was lying inside the gigantic Victorian clawfoot bathtub standing 
on the middle of  the ornately-tiled floor. 

It was the decor, which made it all so incongruous, really, Caroline realised. The 
sparkling cleanliness of  the place. Yet even in the most antiseptic of  hospitals there 
would be blood: on the smocks of  the surgeons, on the surgical instruments, and in 
the surgery itself.  This was cleaner than a surgery. Except that is what it  was. A 
surgery and a slaughterhouse, but with no outward signs of  being either. Apart from 
what was in the tub, of  course.

She must have passed out earlier, because she’d awoken in a dimly-lit room. Light 
from two green candles  on a mantel  threw into relief  her  surroundings:  a large 
room with pale walls (no wallpaper) with very little in the way of  furnishings. There 
was the plush maroon velour couch she had been lying on, and armchair of  the 
same style, a dining table with two chairs and a glass-fronted cabinet whose contents 
she could not discern. 

Dim shapes on shelves suggested a collection of  some sort, possibly ornaments. She 
was not interested in finding out. No, what took her attention was the problem of 
the bindings holding her  wrists  together.  And wondering at  the bizarre way her 
fingers were splayed. Around her wrists was a strip of  black velvet, evidently there 
to prevent the fishing line that bound her from cutting off  her circulation. Though 
they line was certainly tight. It was wrapped around each wrist in close, regimented 
wrap like a pair of  bracelets, bound across the middle many times to make a pair of 
filigree handcuffs. The thin filament was then wound in between her fingers, across 
her palms and around her thumbs in an ornate pattern like hair braids. The line 
bulked up between each finger, forcing her hands into a splayed position as though 
they were webbed.

Somewhere  deep  in  her  consciousness  she  realised  she  must  be  drugged,   her 
primary sensation was of  being a little outside her own body. It was very much like a 
nightmare, where you see yourself  and experience the anxiety of  what the body you 
don’t  actually  inhabit  might  suffer.  But  you  cannot  speak.  You  cannot  touch 
anything because you are ethereal, a dream creature. And the only hope of  escape is 
to wake up. But she was also conscious enough to appreciate that she wasn’t about 
to waken up.

She was wearing a nightdress.  A white cotton thing, which seemed to belong to 
another century with its lace bodice and hem. Her bare feet were cold. Cold because 
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the floor was raw concrete.

Could this be a real house, then? Or merely the pretence of  one. Sparse furniture, 
bare,  unpapered  walls.  None  of  it  made  sense.  Why  furnish  a  house  that  was 
incomplete?

“It  needs  work,  I  know,”  said  Stephen  Morrell,  who  emerged  from the  gloom 
behind her.

Caroline slumped, as if  she might pass out again. But Morrell appeared at her side 
and put his arm protectively around her shoulder and led her forward through a 
heavy oaken door in the furthest corner. The entered a dark hallway. Residual light 
from the room they had come from revealed a black and white checked linoleum 
floor, and the hulking shadow of  a steep staircase with heavy wooden banisters.

Morrell led her deeper into the darkness of  the stairwell and through a doorway into 
the  bathroom in which they now stood. Caroline gazed at her bound hands as 
though trying to solve an inordinately complex puzzle. She was afraid and yet not 
afraid.  Caroline, logical by nature even through the haze of  the drug which was 
evidently wearing off, reasoned that if  she could accept her death as inevitable she 
might be able to find a means of, if  not escaping, at least making her death swift.

In her drugged sleep the woman with the stitched up mouth came to her and spoke 
even although her lips could not move. The woman said, “How do I say goodbye?” 
In the dream, Caroline wept for her. And for herself.

Morrell said, “I wanted to show you something, Caroline.” And turned her by the 
shoulders to face him. “You’re special to me, you know? Honoured. Usually I just 
kill them. They don’t need to know why, even. But…I feel you should know. You 
deserve to know.”

“Wh-why?” Caroline managed. Her mouth was full of  cotton wool. Her eyelids felt 
weighted with lead.

“Because…” Morrell, said, “You stood up to me. Because you’re not afraid.” Then 
he held her upper arms and pushed down, moving her onto a chair, which faced the 
huge bathtub. Kneeling down in front of  her, he smoothed down the jacket of  his 
dark suit, adjusted his tie, and continued, “I mean, of  course you’re afraid. But you 
master the fear. You don’t let it control you. I respect that. That’s what I had to do. 
So don’t think I don’t understand what you’re going through, because I do, Caroline. 
I do.”

While  Morrell  spoke,  Caroline  darted  looks  about  the  bathroom.  No  windows, 
obviously, but there was the sighing of  a fan of  some sort, and she saw that it was a 
electric vent which would draw steam away from the room, out into the open air. 
No escape route  offered itself  there.  How was it  that  there  appeared  to be  no 
windows in the house? Surely that was impossible, unless...

Running  backwards  the  mental  tape  of  her  journey  from the  cells  to  here,  she 



realised there was something odder about the rooms than the absence of  windows. 
It was a sense of  constriction, a makeshift quality to everything. Given the plush 
furnishings,  the  corridor,  the  stairwell,  the  room  they  had  just  passed  through 
seemed smaller than they ought to be. And then she had a brief, terrifying flash of 
something she had barely registered when passing through the house. It was the 
staircase.  The staircase  didn’t  lead  anywhere.  Thinking  back she mentally  placed 
herself  back in the stairwell looking up; yes, she had been correct. The staircase 
ascended to the ceiling and was cut off. All the way to the ceiling. The banisters, the 
stair treads themselves simply merged with the while plaster ceiling like something 
from a Magritte painting.

And somehow it was that fact, more than anything, which made her want to scream 
her head off. She began moaning and trembling, giving birth to her terror. As it 
started to escalate Morrell hit her. A sharp slap across the side of  her face with the 
flat of  his hand. Her head snapped to the side and she shut up. Clamped down on 
her fear.

“That’s better,” Morrell said and with his fingers drew her by her chin to face him. 
“For a minute there, I thought you were going to disappoint me. Like the others. 
But you’re not, are you?”

Breathing deeply through her nose Caroline tried to push her focus onto her breath. 
To concentrate on the flow of  air in an out of  her lungs. In an out. Once she had 
tried yoga and meditation, and creative visualisation, when she had be into all that. 
And now she wished she could bring that focus back. Imagine the air was streamers 
of  light flowing in and out of  her, filling her up and pushing away the darkness. But 
the  darkness  was  heavier  and  stronger,  like  the  force  of  gravity  drawing  her 
downwards. What was Morrell doing, playing this game? He seemed to want her to 
not be afraid. If  she showed fear, she began to realise, she only antagonised him. In 
this respect he was like an animal,  a dog or a wolf,  which responded to fear by 
ripping its victims apart.

She said, “No. No, I’m…not going to disappoint you. I’m…not afraid of  you.”

A wide smile spread across  Morrell’s  face.  “Of  course you are,  my angel.  What 
matters is the power you use to overcome it. Like I had to.”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

Morrell  turned  away.  “All  in  good  time,  Caroline.  First,  I  need  to  show  you 
something.”

Stepping up to the side of  the bath, he looked down into it. From where she saw 
Caroline could see movement, like ripples in a pond. But the inside of  the tub was 
in shadow, or the liquid was dark, making it difficult for her to discern details from 
where she sat.

Morrell put his hands into his pockets and withdrew a pair of  thin surgical gloves. 
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He  pulled  them  on  slowly  and  precisely,   spreading  his  fingers  and  alternately 
pushing the notches of  each pair of  fingers together to settle the gloves tightly. He 
reached into the bath and lifted something up. A hank of  hair. Long, blonde hair, 
which was still attached to a skull with scraps of  flesh. Raw, flayed muscle was still 
attached, and Caroline could see how tendon and muscle created the hinge which 
once made the  jaw work.  Had once allowed this  thing  which had once been a 
woman to speak.

It was too much. Caroline was unable to scream, and instead felt a deadness inside 
her. Dimly, she recognised this as shock, how unimportant this revelation was to 
her.

Something moved on the face. Blood? The face was alive with movement.

Morrell  led  the  head  fall  back  into the  tub.  It  was  sucked under  the  mess  that 
Caroline had supposed to be water.

Morrell peeled off  his gloves and draped them over the side of  the tub. He walked 
back to Caroline, rubbing the palms of  his hands together as though warming them 
up.

“Blowfly  larvae,”  he informed her.  “Difficult  to  get  hold of,  but  I  found some 
sources.  You can get anything through the internet these days.”  An ironic  smile 
twisted up the side of  his mouth.

“I had to experiment, of  course,” he went on as though giving a lecture. “Acid’s too 
crude, as it turns out. Does too much damage to the bones, scarring and the like. 
And it doesn’t destroy everything. You’d think it would, wouldn’t you? But you have 
this ghastly fatty liquid left, and bits of  gristle and the like. Revolting.”

It was impossible to believe that Morrell could find anything revolting. Yet he gave a 
shudder as he said the word.

“Boiling’s  what the forensics  people  usually  do.  It  can take forty eight hours of 
boiling to make it easy to slip the flesh off. But you still need to dispose of  the 
evidence, and to be honest it’s a bit of  a pain going to all the trouble of  keeping the 
heating going.”

Morrell knelt down in front of  her. Caroline tried not to flinch as he placed a hand 
on her knee. “Nature’s way’s always the best, Caroline, don’t you agree? The larvae 
are ravenous little beggars and they dispose of  the lot in now time. The bones are 
quite clean afterwards.”

He stood up, pulling her at the same time by her shirt so she rose from her chair 
with him. “This isn’t for you, though, Caroline. How are the bindings, by the way?” 
He pulled her hands towards him and stared at the intricately patterned filaments. “I 
want to try something different this time. I’ve a new piece in mind.”

Morrell gently turned her around and nudged her in the direction of  the doorway. 



Caroline meekly stepped forward. For a moment she considered whirling around 
and smashing her hands into his face, but she was unable to make a fist with them, 
and after all that sort of  thing only happened in films, didn’t it?

The remainder of  the journey back to the living room was a fog.  All  the while 
Morrell continued to speak but she barely registered his words, far less discerned 
any meaning from them. There was a speech about art and about how artists tried to 
transform the world. How we should learn from the Old Masters, to whom the 
body was art and everything else decoration.

“Transformative art,  that’s what I do, Caroline.”

She had slumped into the huge armchair lifeless as a stuffed doll. Why wouldn’t he 
shut up? All he did, ever, was talk and talk. The sound of  his own voice seemingly 
fascinated him more than anything else. An audience was what he craved. What 
would he do without one?

And then Caroline realised that she was on to something. Morrell had to have an 
audience. No modest, retiring artist he, but a self-publicist. Bombastic, attention-
seeking, an employer of  shock tactics to help him gain the recognition he must feel 
he deserved. How odd, she thought, that a cold-blooded killer had such a weakness. 
The need to be adored.

Daring herself  to speak, she said, “Do you think people like your work, Stephen?”

That threw him. Sitting on the couch opposite he leant back, languidly crossed his 
legs  and  replied,  “Like,  Caroline?  Do  they…like…my  work?”  A  scornful  note 
entered his voice. “I don’t want them to like it. To admire it, yes. To be awestruck or 
shocked by it, yes. But like? Such an insipid word. Like ‘nice’. Totally meaningless. 
Why do you ask?”

Caroline forced herself  to breath slowly. It was the only way she could keep any sort 
of  control. “I suppose…I wonder why you do…what you do. Why this?”

“Ah,” Morrell said and flashed a brief  smile. “The big question. I used to paint, you 
know. Did you know that?”

Caroline shook her head.

“Not very well, of  course. Then one day I abandoned oils and watercolours and 
acrylic. Took up photography. Blood can look so much more dramatic in black and 
white, don’t  you think? When I was at artschool we were shown some Vietnam 
photographs,  and  I  understand  some  of  them  had  appeared  in  the  Sunday 
supplements at the time. I remember thinking, how odd to be looking at these over 
croissants and coffee. Middle class people enjoying a lazy Sunday and seeing these 
atrocities. Death and destruction in black and white. I studied how war had been 
represented in imagery, in the first and second world wars, in Vietnam. Other wars.

“But then I began to realise, war is a distant thing to most of  us. Impersonal, unless 
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you’ve experienced it for yourself. Yes, these middle class broadsheet readers would 
be shocked, saddened even, but not touched deep down. And that’s what I wanted 
to  do.  To  put  them in  touch  with  their  own  mortality.  Make  them understand 
transformation, that the whole of  life is a transformative process moving towards a 
state of  decay and nothingness.”

Morrell leant forward and gazed into Caroline’s eyes. She wanted to look away but 
was  unable  to.  The  eyes  drew  her  and  she  experienced  again  a  sense  of 
disorientation,  of  detachment.  She had felt  this  sense before, driving once from 
Glasgow to London. Perhaps it was tiredness, or emotional upset after her first big 
falling out with Derek, but for an instant she wondered how it would be if  she 
simply let go of  the wheel but kept her foot on the accelerator. To give herself  up to 
fate. Would she die? Or would the car mount the verge and plough into a field and 
leave her unscathed. She wouldn’t be unscathed by this, though. She was going to 
die.

Morrell  went  on  relentlessly,  almost  oblivious  to  her  existence,  “I’ve  even 
transformed myself.  Not  completely  successfully,  I  have to say,  but I  shall  keep 
perfecting my art until one day I succeed.”

And he stepped away from her. Caroline gazed mesmerised as Morrell pulled off  his 
jacket and shirt, and threw them on the floor. Was he going to rape her? Her insides 
lurched and she promised she would kick and bite for all she was worth if…

Morrell’s  torso  was  tightly  wrapped  in  bandages.  He  reached  behind  him  and 
worked at what she supposed were notes. Then he started slowly to unravel them.

“I feel you should know everything first, Caroline. My art is always honest, whatever 
people may think of  it.”

Before the final layer of  wrapping was peeled back, Caroline knew everything.

Morrell also unfastened his trousers and let them fall to the floor, as final proof.

The left breast had been savagely cut away, not by a surgeon, but by some other 
means. The horrific injury, the mutilated region was healed by livid and extensive 
scarring. Against it, the other breast seemed to mock Morrell’s real self.

Stephen Morrell was a woman. A woman who hated her gender and had tried to 
destroy it in an appalling act of  self-erasure.

“The pain was extraordinary,  Caroline.”  Morrell  stepped towards her.  Naked,  he 
seemed smaller in stature than she had thought. “But the pain was also my salvation. 
Like Christ on the cross. He died and was reborn. Just like me.”



Chapter Twenty Eight

Eleanor Forsyth was unmoved. As Morrell’s  agent she  found it  bizarre that  the 
police were looking for him, especially since they wouldn’t tell her for what.

“Why don’t you just go and knock on his door?”

DI Kendrick wondered if  the woman was being deliberately obtuse. So he replied as 
if  speaking to a simpleton, enunciating each syllable slowly, “Stephen Morrell does 
not live at that address, Ms….And as far as his landlord knows, he never has done.”

“But that’s ridiculous. I’ve visited him at home often. And, besides, he doesn’t have a 
landlord.”

Kendrick did not care for being kept waiting on a doorstep. He took a step forward 
and before Eleanor could protest, said, “You don’t mind if  my constable and me 
come in and sit down, do you?” It wasn’t a question.

She gave Kendrick and Ray a scalding look. It didn’t seem to occur to her that a 
constable should be in uniform. As Kendrick strolled into the huge living room 
dominated  by  a  huge floral  couch and artwork doubtless  given for  a  drastically 
reduced price by her clients, Kendrick said, “I wouldn’t mind a cuppa, love. Two 
sugars for me. What about you constable, just milk, isn’t it.”

Eleanor’s  antagonistic  look  faded.  She  blanched  but  said  nothing.  Kendrick 
disported himself  on the couch and indicated to Ray to sit on the armchair at right 
angles to it.

Ray whispered, “What the hell are you doing, Kendrick? She won’t be any use if  you 
put her back up.”

“No?” said Kendrick. “Well, that’s where you’re wrong, Bissett. I’ve met her type 
before, men and women. The minute they think they’re in charge, you’re stuffed. 
No, she’ll tell me everything. Even if  she’s been shagging him.”

“Hah,  I  doubt  that,  she’s  a  respectable  married  woman  with  a  reputation  to 
maintain.”

Kendrick smiled. “Word is she’s well known for fucking her young clients. She likes 
them up and coming, know what I mean?”

Ray did not feed into the joke and kept his face set.

Eleanor returned with two cups of  tea on a tray. She set it down.

“I see you noticed my constable and me don’t take biscuits.” Kendrick said. There 
was no plate of  biscuits on the tray, which Kendrick used as another opportunity to 
put the poor  woman,  by  his  way of  it,  in  her  place.  “Watching our waistlines,” 
patting his stomach, “isn’t that right, constable?”
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Kendrick had gone too far, Ray felt.

Eleanor sat on the other armchair and said, “I shall be reporting your insolence to 
your superiors, Mr Kendrick.”

“Detective Inspector Kendrick,” he corrected. “And if  you don’t tell me where your 
fucking boy is, I’ll clap you in a cell for obstructing the course of  justice.”

Ray wanted him to stop. What could Morrell’s agent tell him that they didn’t already 
know?

Eleanor said, “I’ve told you, the address you have is the same one as I do. As far as I 
knew, he owned it. I heard nothing about a landlord.”

Kendrick referred to his notebook. He flipped back a few pages and put a fingertip 
on a lines. “The flat was leased to a Miss Elizabeth Harding in May 1998.”

“Well, unless someone else has the lease, which is entirely possible,” Eleanor said, 
quite reasonably, “Stephen has been living there all that time. As far as I know.”

“As far as you know?” said Kendrick sharply.

“Yes,  I visited him there often enough. I’m really  not sure what the problem is, 
inspector.”

“Has anyone else visited him there?” Kendrick asked.

To Ray this seemed like an unbelievably stupid question. How on earth could his 
agent know who or who had not visited Kendrick over the years.

But to his surprise, she said, “Maybe. But I don’t know how likely that would be. 
You see, he is very private outside of  his work.”

Kendrick shook his head, jotted something in his notebook and leant back with a 
sigh. He looked from Ray to Eleanor and continue to stare at her as though to force 
her to break down and reveal a crucial piece of  information. What was his game, 
Ray wondered.

“So.” Kendrick stood up and paced over to the window and gazed out over the 
sunwashed red sandstone tenements opposite. Without turning from the view he 
said, “On the one hand we have a very public, celebrity-hungry artist who uses the 
media  to  his  advantage  at  every  opportunity.  And on the  other  we have this…
hermit. A recluse when it suits him.” He turned and said to Ray, “He sounds like a 
bit of  a split personality to me. What do you reckon, Ray?”

Before he could speak,  Eleanor said,  “Well,  have  you interviewed this  Elizabeth 
Hardman person. Have you found her, I mean?”

“Yes, I think so.” Kendrick took a step forward. “I’m looking at her.”

“What?” Ray stood up. Kendrick gave a warning shake of  his head.

“Aiding and abetting a criminal can get you a lot of  jail time, Eleanor.”



Eleanor leapt from her chair,  her  face ashen and her hands clasped together to 
prevent  them  from  trembling.  “What  do  you  take  me  for,  Kendrick?  Some 
ineffectual woman who bows to your will because she’s weaker than you. Well, you 
can forget it. I will not be manipulated. By you or anyone else.”

“So you deny you have a bank account in your real name of  Elizabeth Hardman, 
and that you leased that apartment on Stephen Kendrick’s behalf ?”

Defiant still, she said, “What if  I did. It’s not a crime, is it? I use a pen name as an 
agent. Hardman was my married name, but my bastard of  a husband refused to 
divorce me. I managed to agree a settlement with him, and kept that account open. 
It was…convenient. Again, not a crime, inspector.”

“If  you say so.” Kendrick walked up to Eleanor and stood very close to her so he 
could speak in a tone barely above a whisper.  This was for dramatic effect,  Ray 
knew. An interrogator’s technique that nine times out of  ten worked a treat. “But I 
can get a court order out against you for obstructing the course of  justice. You 
wouldn’t want any public embarrassment, now, would you?”

Eleanor sat back down a little sheepishly, but with a look of  defiance still on her 
face. “You know, this business is tough enough…”

Kendrick flipped open his notebook and waited with his pen poised. 

Eleanor went on, “Stephen and I have…an arrangement.  He’s not really enough of 
a celebrity for journalists and paparazzi to chase him, poor boy. He has this delusion 
that he is, and I do everything I can to improve his chances of  making it big.”

“Delusion?” Kendrick said.

Eleanor looked up at him quizzically.

“You said ‘delusion’,” Kendrick prompted. “Given to delusions is he? Delusions of 
grandeur. That he’s the world’s greatest artist?”

Eleanor stood up and went to her bookcase and took down a blue ring-binder. She 
opened it and flipped through pages of  newspaper clippings tucked inside polythene 
envelopes. Several were Metropolitan articles by (Ray’s colleague), some of  which 
were about Stephen  Morrell. There was also a profile of  him in Art Monthly and a 
collection of  reviews about various exhibitions he had made in recent years.

“Not much to show for all that effort, really, is it?” Eleanor offered the binder to 
Kendrick. “You know what it’s like, Ray. Here today…”

“Well, he’s got our attention, that’s for sure.” Kendrick slapped the folder closed. 
“I’ll borrow this, if  I may.”

“Go ahead.” Eleanor shrugged, picked up her handbag on the top of  a dresser, 
rummaged around and produced a pack of  cigarettes. She lit  one and indolently 
puffed smoke into the air.  “I  haven’t  done anything wrong,  you know.  I  simply 
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helped him out a little. He pays on time, with interest.”

Kendrick raised an eyebrow.

Eleanor gave a sarcastic smile. “No, not like that. No such luck. He’s not interested 
in women all that much. And certainly not me. A bit on the mature side for him. 
Look, is this going to take much longer? I have an appointment and…”

“It’ll take as long as it takes.” Kendrick spoke sharply.

“Might as well have a drink, then.” And with that she left the room and returned a 
couple of  minutes later with a gin and tonic.  Ray felt he could use one himself  now.

Eleanor sat down opposite Ray. She crossed her legs in a failed attempt to appear 
calm, but Ray could sense her anxiety. It was apparent that she knew something she 
wasn’t prepared to tell them or that, if  she were to say, it would need to be under 
strict bargaining conditions.

Ray said, “You managed to get a few pieces in our paper. No mean feat, I reckon. 
The advertisers and the editor have got a bit of  a downer on arts coverage. Keeping 
the column inches to a minimum.”

Eleanor was startled. “You’re a journalist? But I assumed…”

Kendrick  said,  “He’s  helping  us  with  the  case.  He’s  turned  up  some  valuable 
information.  Don’t  worry, this is all  off  the record…” nodding at  Ray “…his,  I 
mean. It’s not off  mine.”  He tapped the end of  his pen significantly on the cover 
of  his notebook after he flipped it closed.

This was the best Kendrick could make by way of  acknowledging Ray’s role, even 
though Ray was under no illusion that his part in affairs was extremely slight in 
Kendrick’s  eyes,  and  that  Kendrick  was purely  interested in  credit  which  would 
attach solely to himself. Meanwhile Caroline was still missing. Kendrick’s apparent 
lack of  urgency made Ray want to throttle him. 

“Look,” she said. “I really have no idea what this is about. Stephen is a very talented 
artist, if  a bit unpredictable at times.”

“Unpredictable?” Kendrick said.

“Manipulative, I suppose you’d call it. He’s like a little boy working out ploys to get 
his own way. He can be completely charming, but I see his guard drop sometimes 
and we’ve had the odd tiff. What’s he done, anyhow?”

“I wondered why you took so long to ask that.” Kendrick sat on the arm of  the 
couch. A flicker of  disapproval showed in Eleanor’s eyes. “I didn’t actually suggest 
he’d done anything. You must have a guilty conscience or something.” He waited or 
a reaction and, receiving none, continued, “We simply want him for questioning. 
And what started off  as routine has got more serious now that there appears to be a 
hidden agenda.”



Kendrick’s lie about the case being was transparent, but he didn’t seem to care, and 
it nevertheless got the expected reaction from his interviewee.

“We have a financial arrangement, inspector, like I told you. Nothing more. I do 
everything I can to help his career…”

“And you protect his privacy.”

She sighed. “It’s all part of  the plan. Creating an aura of  mystery about him, that 
sort of  thing. If  you appreciated how the artworld works, inspector, you’d realise 
that it isn’t just about talent these days. It’s about marketing, being distinctive. And, 
yes, to be selfish about it, what’s good for Stephen Morrell is good for me. I benefit, 
like any good agent does. Does that answer your question?”

“So, let me see if  I have this right,” Kendrick began. “You promote your boy, bring 
him into the limelight, then hide him away or a bit, to build the anticipation, to make 
the artworld curious about him.”

“More or less, yes.”

“So where is he now?”

“I’ve told you, inspector, I have no idea. We’re due to meet next week, but I have no 
way of  contacting him otherwise. Except via the phone in his apartment.”

“Which he doesn’t live in.”

“Well he must do sometimes, inspector,” she said dryly. “Because he always returns 
my phone messages.”

Kendrick blinked. Then he said in a low voice, to himself, “Stupid. Stupid bugger.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a mobile phone. He dialled and 
waited, studying Eleanor as she sipped her gin. 

“Barry?” Kendrick said into the phone. “Yeah, you know, the usual.  But listen, I 
want you to get into Morrell’s flat. Check his phoneline. I think he’s rerouting.”

He switched off  the mobile and returned it to his pocket. “I’ll be wanting to talk to 
you later, Eleanor. Your Mr Morrell maybe does use that flat from time to time, or 
maybe he doesn’t. But my guess is that none of  his phone messages actually reach 
him there. BT won’t be able to tell us anything, I’ll bet. If  he was dialling in with a 
PIN number they’d know, and we could track him down, so there must be another 
way. He’s a clever wee shite, I’ll give him that.”

Kendrick nodded in the direction of  the door to indicate to Ray they were leaving. 
Ray got up,  more puzzled than ever,  and more frightened for Caroline.  He was 
building  up  a  picture  of  a  celebrity-hungry,  manipulative  child  who  was  now 
beginning to seem capable of  anything.

In the car, Kendrick said, “I’ve got my people checking receipts, import licences, any 
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paperwork about his work. If  he got some of  those skeletons from abroad through 
the black market there might still be a trace. But I think we’ll find that what he has 
in that exhibition isn’t showing on records anywhere. Or the paperwork is fake.”

Ray must have looked stricken, because Kendrick said, “I’ve been speaking to the 
psychological profile. And or what it’s worth, he doesn’t think his latest captives are 
dead.  If  your  daughter’s  one  of  them…and  we’re  still  not  certain  she  is, 
remember…then there is a pretty good chance she’s still in the land of  the living.”

Ray so much wanted to believe this that he could not bring himself  to challenge 
this with the usual question, “What makes you so sure?” It simply had to be true, 
that was all. He had to believe this with all his heart.

The drive home was slow because of  traffic build up around rush hour. Kendrick 
spoke little, and what he did say Ray had become deaf  to. All he could hear in his 
head was his daughter’s laugh when she was a child, her somewhat ironic smile, that 
smile she gave when she didn’t quite believe something she was being told. Caroline 
the sceptic. If  only she had been more sceptical when she met Morrell, Ray thought. 
Morrell had seduced her, that much was clear. If  not sexually at the very least with 
the sheer force of  his charisma. From what Ray had read of  him, he was known for 
having a  bunch of  sycophants  around him, many of  these adoring female (and 
sometimes male) art students. 

By the time they reached Ray’s flat he was exhausted. All his muscles seemed to have 
given up on him and he wanted more than anything to sleep. If  only he could sleep, 
he might then wake up to discover that Caroline had been returned to him, that the 
police had caught Stephen Morrell and freed his beloved girl. It was delayed shock, 
he realised.



Chapter Thirty

Robert Parks, MP had been a very naughty boy. Apart from drugs money passing 
through  his  hands,  he  had  been  involved  in  any  number  of  shady  deals  with 
industrialists and blue chip companies. Accepting cash for questions in Parliament 
was just the tip of  the iceberg. It was his work in engineering tenders, helping to 
close  ailing  factories  so  that  employers  still  came out  well  in  the  deal,  that  he 
excelled at.

Kendrick had explained this to Ray while he waited to take Isla out to lunch.

“Really pinning it on him is still  a problem. Your dossiers help. But he’s got the 
backing of  the PM, who believes Parks is being set up.”

“You’re joking,” said Ray.

“Parks has powerful friends. He set it up so the PM would believe it was a set up.”

Ray was confused by the explanation.  Kendrick could see that he was and said, 
“Parks  must  have  realised  we  were  getting  close  and  so  he  arranged  some 
information leaks which made it look like he was being scapegoated.”

“By whom?” Ray was incredulous.

“I know. Fucking convoluted stuff, isn’t it? By our old friend Miriam Allen.”

Ray had been standing in front of  Kendrick’s desk and suddenly felt the need to sit 
down.  There  was  an  aluminium-framed  chair  in  front  of  the  desk.  It  looked 
uncomfortable  and  was  meant  to  be,  Ray  guessed,  because  it  underscored 
Kendrick’s power over anyone who sat in it.

“Kendrick, I’m sorry, but this sounds like utter bollocks to me. You said Miriam 
Allen was involved in the Heathrow thing…”

“She was.  But I  lied about  why I  was  interested in  her.  At the  time she meant 
nothing much to me other than the chance of  a promotion, but I was realistic about 
my chances. I sort of  made up the stuff  about how important it was to me then.”

“So you’re saying your interest in her is recent, and you just put her into my story 
about Heathrow so you could…what…what were you trying to do?”

“Her name came up again, in relation to Robert Parks. And I tracked down your 
story  while  I  was  investigating.  If  it  hadn’t  been for  that  I  wouldn’t  even  have 
remembered you, to be honest. But this time around, I needed to find ways to push 
your buttons to see if  you could get me the right info and keep your gob shut at the 
same time.”

Ray leapt from his chair and launched himself  at Kendrick, grabbing him by his tie. 
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He twisted  the  tie  tight  as  though to choke  of  the  detective’s  air  supply.  “You 
manipulative fucker. I ought to…”

A rap  on  the  door  was  followed  by  Isla’s  entrance.  She  looked  aghast  as  Ray 
suddenly  relaxed  his  grip  and  Kendrick  worked  his  shoulders  loose  and  began 
straightening his tie.

“Nice boyfriend you’ve got, Isla.” A smirk played across his lips.

“Tom, I don’t know what’s going on, but I think…”

Ray cautioned, “It’s okay, Isla. Forget it. I was just blowing off  steam.”

Isla folded her arms and gave them both a disapproving look. “I suggest you get a 
cleaner to swab the testosterone off  the walls before anyone else comes in.”

Kendrick gave a short laugh. With that, Ray proprietarily took Isla by the elbow and 
started to lead her to the door. Until she shrugged him off  irritably. He realised then 
what he had been doing – the testosterone clearly hadn’t subsided — he mouthed 
the word “sorry” to her.

Once they were back in Isla’s domain he whispered “Jesus, Tom Kendrick is going 
to be first on my list if  Caroline...” Isla put the flat of  her hand on his chest and he 
grasped it like a drowning man. “I’m not handling this as well as I thought, Isla.” 

“You’re asking too much of  yourself, Ray. As usual.”

“Hi, guys.” Derek....’s cheerful voice came from the other side of  the lab. He was 
just sliding shut a drawer with a covered body on it. He indicated with a shake of  his 
head that this one was very unpleasant. “A drowning,” he explained cheerfully. “I 
hate those. He’s been in the water for—”

“Derek,” Isla cautioned with a low voice.

“Oh,  yeah,  right.”  Derek  rummaged  in  his  lab  coat  and  produced  a  pack  of 
cigarettes. He drew closer and held out the pack to Ray. 

“Thanks anyway.”

He put a cigarette in his mouth and produced a lighter. Isla raised an eyebrow.

“Right,” he said, sheepishly, drew out the cigarette and replaced it in the pack. “I’ll 
save it for later.”

“You’ve probably gathered,” said Isla to her assistant, “that the boss has given us 
relatively free rein to talk to Mr Bissett here.”

“Well, yeah, I kind of  figured that out for myself.”

“Anyhow,  there  are  reasons  for  this.  Mr  Bissett  has  been  useful  in  the  past,  I 
understand from Grady...”

“Aha.”  Derek  nodded  earnestly.  Then  he  added,  in  mock  disbelief,  “Not  DI 



Kendrick then.”

“No, of  course not, Derek. He doesn’t have the—.”

“Balls?”

“Authority, Derek.”

Derek shrugged. “If  you say so, boss. I’m just the gofer here.”

Isla frowned. “Derek, will you stop with the attitude, please. You know fine you’re 
not a bloody gofer.”

Ray interjected, “Has Kendrick been saying something to you?”

“If  he had been, I wouldn’t have paid much attention.”

“That would be a  mistake,  then,  Derek.  You should always pay attention to DI 
Kendrick.” She glanced at Ray. “Always.”

Derek said, “Anyhow...our entomologist friend has come through for us. He’s told 
us about a lab in the Midlands that is making a research study. Their shipping papers 
don’t match up with the supply. You’d have thought they noticed. But then again, 
does a bee keeper know how many bees he owns?”

“And?” said Isla.

“Well, it turns out there’s a bit of  a black market in exotic insects, for collectors, that 
sort of  thing.”

“A bit weird, maybe, but nothing sinister there.” Isla leant against a filing cabinet and 
folded her arms while waiting for the rest.

“Well, we’re not certain, but there seems to have been a regular supply coming north 
of  the border.”

“Here, into Glasgow?”

“West coast, a fishing village called Forbie.”

“Never heard of  it.”

“It’s  pretty  small,  by all  accounts.  Turns out most  of  the village is  owned by a 
landowner  named James Purdue.  Married to a  woman called Geraldine.  Maiden 
name Morrell.”

Ray felt the breath knocked out of  him. What was going on here?

“Have you told Kendrick?” Isla spoke softly and was very still. “I mean, how did 
you find this out?”

“I thought I should tell you first. Telling the boys in blue is your responsibility, that’s 
what you keep telling me.”
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“Yes, yes,” dismissing this with a wave. 

“It’s  Purdue’s  name  on  the  shipping  receipts,  apparently.  We  tracked  down the 
duplicates.  But  I  would lay odds he  knows nothing  about  it.  I  just  made a few 
phonecalls. The local postmistress knows everything.” He paused. “Nosy old bag.”

Isla held out her hand, “Report, please...”

“Not written up, yet, Isla. Only got this sorted out a wee while ago.”

“On my desk, first thing tomorrow.” Isla spoke sternly. Then, without changing her 
tone, added, “Well done, Derek.”

Derek shrugged in a fine show of  mock modesty. “I suppose the rest of  the day off 
is out of  the question, then.”

Before Isla could confirm that it was, Ray made for the door. “We have to get your 
people out there.”

“Don’t worry, Ray.” Isla sprinted into her office, dialled the phone and said, “Tom. 
We have something. And you should get your best team together.”

*  *  *

Kendrick eyed the old-fashioned boot scraper bolted to the doorstep with distain. If 
there was mud on his boots that was just tough; no doubt Purdue had a cleaner or a 
maid to clear up mess.

Purdue, a heavy-set man in his early 50s, wore a green military-style jumper with 
leather shoulder pads. Landowner’s shooting outfit, doubtless an affectation, since 
Kendrick found it hard to credit there were still people in the country who dressed 
like this. Besides, Purdue had been a financial adviser in the City. His new role as 
lord  of  the  manner  had  come  about  only  since  his  father’s  death  five  years 
previously.

“And what is this in regard to, Detective Inspector?” James Purdue’s voice was a 
light tenor, at odds with his frame and appearance. He motioned them to sit at the 
scarred oak table that dominated the kitchen. There was even an Aga cooker in here, 
for God’s sake. And a slate floor. Kendrick scraped back a chair and gave a warning 
shake of  the head to his constable, who shrank back obediently to stand by the sink 
behind them.

Purdue sat opposite Kendrick and leaned back, crooking an arm across the chair 
back. Then he crossed his legs, resting his right ankle on his left knee. He plucked at 
his sock when he spoke, Kendrick noticed.

“I understand you have a famous relative, the artist Stephen Morrell?”

“Stephen...?” Purdue began as if  unsure how to proceed. “Well, yes, I suppose. Not 
my sort of  thing, though. I wouldn’t call it art.”

Morrell, ingratiating himself, said, “Neither would I, Mr Purdue. Don’t see the point 



of  it, really.”

“Sensationalist marketing, that’s all it is.” Purdue shuffled and uncrossed his legs. He 
leant forward and rested his forearms loosely on the table top.

Morrell nodded. “We’re looking for your brother in law by way of  helping us with 
our enquiries.”

“Enquiries?”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss it, sir. But he could provide us with some very useful 
information.”

“Well, I’m afraid I...I have his address here somewhere. I’ll get it.”

“That’s all right, sir, we already know where he lives. Unless the address you have for 
him is different.”

Purdue named a location in the South Side of  the city, but was vague about the 
number. It was clearly the same address they already had.

“And, may I ask, sir, would your wife know the whereabouts of  her brother.”

“Her brother. Yes.” Purdue was pensive. As though he was turning the word brother 
around in his head. After a moment he said, “Shouldn’t think so, inspector. They 
hardly talk to each other. And I wouldn’t want her upset.”

“Upset?” Morrell  kept his tone measured. “In what way might she be upset, Mr 
Purdue?”

Purdue’s chair scraped. He was shifting his body again. Body language was a dead 
giveaway every time for Kendrick.

“She’s a bit...sensitive...at times. Family rows, that sort of  thing.”

“I see.  Yes,  I  can understand that.  They don’t  get  on,  then,  your wife and your 
brother in law?”

Purdue stiffened. “Inspector, I’m really not sure what the point of  all this is. I’m 
trying  to  help  here.  The  relationship  between  my  Geraldine  and...Stephen...can 
hardly be of  any relevance....”
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Chapter Thirty One

Far below them oily grey waves heaved themselves against the rocks and burst into 
constellations  of  spay.  A  hard  wind  snapped  at  Ray’s  SprayWay  jacket;  he  had 
borrowed it from Isla, who was more outdoorsy than he. She had laughed when she 
climbed into her car wearing a beige sports jacket.

“Haven’t you got a coat or something?” she’d said.

“Who needs one when you’ve got taxis.”

“It’s the West Coast we’re going to, Ray, not the Maldives.”

He felt somewhat foolish but simply shrugged.

After more than two hours of  driving, first through the dank, slushy city streets, 
along the motorway with its forlorn, ill-tended embankments and nearby new towns, 
they  crossed  an  invisible  border  into  the  rural  hinterland.  The  landscape  was 
blanketed in snow and skeletal trees lined many of  the single track roads with their 
hairpin bends and infrequent passing places. The least spot of  ice here and they 
would hurtle out of  control into a field or - worse - into one of  the icy burns that 
criss-crossed the landscape. And Isla drove like a maniac. She would yank the wheel 
suddenly, hurtling them around a blind corner, or dive into a passing place for a 
coming car or a tractor, then stamp on the accelerator before the other vehicle had 
barely passed the driver’s door.

“Slow down a little, Isla!”

“I’m an country girl, remember. I’m used to this.”

Ray sank deeper into his  seat.  “You’re not telepathic.  How do you know what’s 
around the corner?”

She grinned. “Some people think I do have powers, back on Lewis, if  not at work. 
They think I’m a cold, logical type.”

A surprising splash of  winter sunshine made the leaves on a grove of  evergreens 
fluoresce, and for an instant Ray was transfixed by the beauty of  the scene. Caroline 
loved the country, and went hill walking as often as she could. In his mind’s eye, he 
saw her, returned from one of  her expeditions, face rosy from near-exposure from 
climbing some Munro or other, her eyes flinty and distant with exhilaration.  He 
hoped she wasn’t cold now, wherever she was.

“Ray?” The car slowed to a crawl. “Are you -?”

Isla pulled the car into a passing place. She unhooked her seat belt,  and leaned 
forward and pulled Ray’s head onto her shoulder. He clutched her like a drowning 
man and sobbed painfully for many minutes.



“How do people do this?” he said at last, pulling gently away and wiping his eyes 
with the heels of  his hands.

“Do what?”

“Handle it. All those missing kids, never found. What do their parents do about the 
not knowing?”

Isla shook her head. “I don’t know, Ray. I wish to Christ I could help in some way.”

“You are,” he said and managed a smile. “You’re helping by doing your job. And just 
by being here.”

For a time they’d sat in silence, Ray gazing ahead into the distance, Isla sitting with 
her hands folded in her lap, glancing periodically at Ray’s face.

From where they now stood they could see down through the jagged cut in the 
cliffside a gravel beach to which there seemed to be no path. And yet there was a 
small, grey rowing boat resting there, covered in a tarpaulin to keep out the worst of 
the weather. The fisherman who owned it must have had a secret track back up to 
the top. Unless he had been airlifted out, Ray reflected.

“So, what are you planning, Ray?” Isla said. “Kendrick got next to nothing from the 
interview with Purdue.”

“He didn’t speak to the wife. She’s bound to know something. And Kendrick may 
have missed a clue.”

“Like what: He’s an experienced detective…whatever you may think of  him.”

Ray shrugged. “If  she thinks the police are after her brother, for whatever reason, 
she may try to contact him.”

Isla stopped walking. “Why? Why would she do that - so far as Geraldine Purdue’s 
concerned they just need to ask her brother some questions.”

Or, Ray guess, Geraldine Purdue was an overly protective sister, taking care of  her 
little brother the way she probably always had done. From what Ray had gleaned 
about  Morrell’s  character,  apart  from being an attention seeker,  he  was used to 
getting his own way and was known to behave like a spoilt child.

“Because she’s involved in some way.”

“Involved?  Do  you  mean  she  knows  her  brother  might  be  a  killer?”  Isla  was 
incredulous.

“I don’t mean that. No, of  course not.” But Ray wondered to himself  exactly what 
he did mean. He spoke his thought process aloud, saying, “If  she and her husband 
have been importing stuff  for Morrell, then they must have it delivered somewhere, 
or they arrange for Morrell to collect it. They must have storage facilities. And I 
would bet they realise some of  the imports are illegal.”
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Isla shook her head and set off  again in the direction of  the car. She said across her 
shoulder, “If  Kendrick finds out I’m here I could lose my job.”

Ray replied, “I realise that. That’s why you’re going back now and leaving me here.”

She stopped again and swung to face him angrily. Above the horizon marked by the 
edge of  the cliff  now some way behind them, black-backed gulls bickered in the air.

“Absolutely  not.  How are you going to get  back?  We’re not exactly  on a public 
transport route out here.”

“There’s a bus from town…”

“Aye, five miles from here.”

“No distance. I need the exercise.” And he attempted a smile.

Isla’s tone softened when she said, “You won’t get Caroline back this way.”

“Damnit, Isla! I have to bloody do something. I can’t just sit around while my wee 
girl…”

Isla  thrust  her  hands  deep into  the  pockets  of  her  jacket.  The salt  air  and the 
perpetual  wind made snow impossible  here,  but the wind nevertheless carried a 
deep chill that no amount of  high-tech clothing could quite hold at bay. “Okay. But 
we do it my way. I’ll tell him I have a new line of  investigation.”

“And he’ll believe you?”

“Of  course not.” She hooked an arm into Ray’s and led him through the gap in the 
drystane wall that edged the car parking bay. “But he needs me.”

Once  they  were  inside  the  car,  she  started  the  engine  to  get  the  heater  going. 
Through the windscreen they could see east where the sea met scrubby grassland 
and winter-dead fields. Low winter sunlight gave the sky and the sea a hard metallic 
sheen.

“I’m investigating the imports, okay? But maybe—.”

“Maybe?”

“Hang on,” she said and reached over him to flip down the glove compartment flap 
and withdraw her mobile phone. She dialled and held the phone up to her ear. After 
a moment she said, “Kendrick?  I’m at Forbie. I didn’t ask because you’d say no.”

Ray shook his head in warning.

“It’s the importation thing. I’ve been looking through the papers something’s not 
quite right. What? No, I can’t wait till you get here. They might be shifting the stuff, 
dumping  the  paperwork…Why?  Morrell’s  brother  in  law,  Purdue.  He’s  got  his 
reputation to think of, and any brush with the law…”

Ray realised how feeble this must sound to Kendrick, and by Isla’s expression, she 



did, too. But Kendrick was the type to allow others to bend the rules if  it helped 
him progress  his  own ends;  it  meant  he stayed clean,  and if  it  transpired these 
actions help break a case for him, so much the better. It was a win-win situation for 
him.

“No, Kendrick, “ Isla was saying, “I don’t have a warrant. How often do you have 
one? I – okay, but I’ll need to start before then. Yes. Right.”

She disconnected and pushed the mobile into her pocket.

“He says he’s owed a favour. Might be able to fast track a warrant.”

“By which time it’ll be too late.”

Isla nodded. “Yep. So, like I say, we’ll do this thing my way. With any luck we won’t 
need the warrant.”

Ray nodded his agreement and they returned to the car and drove on to Purdue's 
home.

It was a woman, who answered Isla’s knock; pale as smoke and almost as intangible, 
Geraldine Purdue had a look which suggested she knew why they were here but 
didn't care much one way or another.

“Mrs  Purdue,”  Isla  stated,  extending  her  hand,  "Isla  McPherson.  I’m  from  the 
Forensics Division. And this –” she moved her head to indicate Ray behind her “– is 
my partner, Ray.”

Whether she meant “partner” as in “lover” is “colleague” was unclear.

Geraldine said quietly, “James…James isn't here at the moment. Perhaps you could 
come back later?

“We’ve come a long way, Mrs Purdue.” Isla dug into a jacket pocket and withdrew 
something. A piece of  paper, Ray realised, which she unfolded and held in front of 
Mrs Purdue’s face. A face that immediately paled.

“Where did you – ?”

“So this is your signature at the bottom, then?”

“That’s  a  confidential  document,  Ms  McPherson.”  Geraldine  Purdue  tried 
unsuccessfully to take a severe tone, but she couldn’t hide the nervousness that gave 
a subtle tremor to her voice.

“There’s no such thing, Mrs Purdue. Not these days. And not when they come to 
the attention of  Customs and Excise.”

Ray wondered what the document was and felt annoyed that Isla had not told him 
about it.

“It’s a receipt for an order you placed with a company in Brazil.  Archaeological 
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artefacts.”

“My husband’s a collector. It’s all perfectly legal.”

Isla folded up the document and slipped it back into her pocket and then she looked 
directly at the woman’s face and said, “May we come in, please? It’s better if  we talk 
inside.”

Geraldine glanced briefly at Ray as though sizing him up. Or she might have been 
seeking someone to help her decide what to do next. When Ray gave no reaction or 
any look of  sympathy, she just nodded, turned and walked back inside, allowing Ray 
and Isla to follow.

She led them to a living room which contained two large floral patterned couches, a 
wicker  armchair  and  had  oak  ceiling  beams — like  something  out  of  Country 
Living, but that seemed somehow artificial, unlived in. Ray could not quite place the 
sense the room gave him, other than the fact it lacked warmth, in spite of  the wood-
burning stove that blazed heartily inside a rough stone fireplace that must have once 
housed an open fire.

The women sat side by side on the couch facing the fire. Ray took the wicker chair 
near the fire, only now becoming aware of  how cold his body was in his lightweight, 
city clothes; Isla’s jacket had kept out the wet and the wind but had ill-served as a 
way of  keeping warm.

“These…artefacts…” Isla began, but was interrupted by Geraldine.

“Trinkets,  mostly.  Jewellery,  ancient  tools  and  utensils,  religious  artefacts.  Fakes, 
some of  them, I’m sure, but Stephen seems to like —”

“Stephen?” Ray said. “Isn’t your husband the collector?”

“What?” The woman frowned in confusion.

Isla sighed. “No, Ray, it’s Stephen. Didn’t I tell you that in the car?”

Ray felt  a  flush  of  heat  rising  in  his  face,  a  combination  of  embarrassment  at 
tripping up and annoyance that once again Isla had kept him out of  the picture. 
What was she playing at? If  she wanted to put the woman off  her guard by making 
her think the police were idiots,  this sort of  tactic might just work. But at Ray’s 
expense. He felt like the straight man in a comedy double act.

Isla went on, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and her hands clasped 
together, and looked directly into Geraldine’s eyes, saying,” Illegal importation of 
artefacts isn’t my concern, Mrs Purdue. What I’m really —”

Geraldine  Purdue  stiffened  resentfully  and  said,  “They  are  not,  illegal,  Mrs 
MacPherson. If  there was any irregularity surely the customs people would have 
told me.”

“It’s Ms” Isla corrected and glanced meaningfully at Ray, though what her meaning 



was he could not be sure at this moment. “It’s a question of  the receipts and the 
goods not matching.”

“Sorry?”

“Well, look here—” Isla withdrew the receipt again. “You see here it says ‘jewellery’. 
One crate. But according to Customs records, there were two crates that day. The 
second one was listed as ‘skeletal remains’, addressed to Glasgow University.  But 
—” And here she produced a second sheet of  paper. “I have this document, signed 
by a Stephen Morrell. I don’t know, but the writing here...” She held the two side by 
side in front of  herself  and scrunched up her eyes in an exaggerated squint, “It 
looks remarkably like yours. Don’t you think?”

Geraldine’s shoulders dropped. A lengthy silence fell until she raised her head and 
said, “Because it is mine. S…Stephen’s going to be so angry with me.”

A noticeable stumble over her brother’s name; as though, Ray felt, she had been 
about to say something else, another name. Glancing over at Isla confirmed that she 
had noticed too.

“Angry, why?” Ray asked.

Geraldine Purdue did not acknowledge that he had spoken but instead continued to 
address herself  to Isla.  “It’s the system, you see. He…hates it,  and everything it 
stands for. Politics, tax levels, government agencies holding personal information on 
you.”

She stopped and looked around as if  searching for someone to give her support,, or 
an actor looking for a prompt. Plainly agitated, she stood up and strode over to the 
French windows that gave onto a courtyard flanked by outhouses that may once 
have been stables or barns but had been converted into additional rooms with lots 
of  plate  glass.  Scotland’s  weather  system  did  not  take  kindly  to  Mediterranean 
affectation, and the patio with its mosaic pathway, the pastel-washed stonework of 
the  building  was  already  taking  on  the  greying  hue  common  to  most  of  the 
country’s more sensible architecture.

For a time she seemed to gaze into the middle distance, then she turned and spoke. 
“If  you know where he is, you must tell me.”

Ray  was  taken  aback.  Clearly  Morrell’s  sister  imagined  another  motive  to  the 
interview. But what? If  they knew where Morrell was, why would they be talking to 
her? Unless she was complicit in crimes other than tax evasion.

Isla said, “Well, no, Mrs Purdue, why would we? We thought you might know his 
whereabouts.”

“He’s not a criminal! If  he’s tried to make himself  invisible, to erase the past, that’s 
nobody’s business. I handle his finances for him. When his pieces sell, or when he 
gets a commission, the money’s paid into my account. I sort all that out for him. It’s 
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the least I can do…”

Stopping  quite  abruptly  she  absently  brushed  her  fingertips  against  her  lips.  A 
gesture Ray had seen often in his career – something said in haste, a gesture that 
tried to cover the unintentional blurting of  a concealed truth.

“I understand,  Mrs Purdue,  but this  isn’t  about his  finances.  We have reason to 
believe –” and here she turned to Ray as if  asking his forgiveness in advance, “that a 
young woman went missing shortly after being seen in your brother’s company. And 
the fact that  we have been unable to locate him, the fact that  he doesn’t legally 
appear to exist, worries us somewhat. Do you understand?”

Geraldine Purdue shrugged as if  this were a matter of  indifference to her. Sheer 
bluster, Ray could tell.

Isla threw herself  angrily off  the couch and whirled on Geraldine Purdue. “This is 
an extremely serious matter, Mrs Purdue. You and your husband could be facing a 
court hearing, and possible imprisonment.”

“Wh-what?” Clearly this came as a shock to a woman who up until now believed 
she was guilty  of  a  misdemeanour,  albeit  a  fairly  serious  one.  But  prison? “But 
James…his reputation…he’ll…No, I don’t believe you.”

“Whether or not you do, your cooperation would only be in your best interests at 
this stage.”

“Ms McPherson,” Geraldine replied, “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re getting 
at. And I don’t see how I can help you any more.”

“You can help us by showing us his studio.”

Now it was Ray’s turn to be baffled. What studio? So far as he knew, Morrell had a 
warehouse studio in the East End of  the city. He had seen photographs of  it in the 
Metropolitan’s archives.

“It’s just at the edge of  the woods on the other side of  the ridge there.” She pointed 
through the diamond-paned window that faced East, next to the front door. “I’ll get 
the keys.”

With that she left by a door that led to a corridor to the extension buildings. Ray 
stood and drew close to Isla. He said, “What studio?”

Isla  half  closed  her  eyes  and  shook  her  head  as  though  despairing  of  him.  “I 
thought you claimed to be a journalist. It was a hunch, Ray. Ever heard of  one of 
those?”

“And what are you expecting to find there? Dead bodies?”

She lightly touched the back of  his right hand with her fingertips. A brief  touch of 
tenderness,  if  not  exactly  reassurance.  “Nothing,  I  expect.  But  I’ll  bet  Kendrick 
doesn’t know about it.”



When Geraldine returned she was wearing a waxed Barbour jacket, a fleece hat and 
stout walking shoes. She said nothing as she led them to the door and strode quickly 
towards the gate that led to the fields across the road from the house. They followed 
her along the fence line up the ridge as a hard, slanting rain drove icy rods into their 
faces. The ridge was no more than twenty metres high, but the going was rough on 
the  uneven,  stony  ground  and  the  wind  and  the  rain  made  it  the  more 
uncomfortable.  Ray  was  feeling  thoroughly  miserable  by  the  time  they  had 
descended the half  mile or so down the other side; beyond the group of  buildings 
in the lee of  a tangle of  wildwood, was a narrow country road, and he wondered 
why they had not driven here. Perhaps it would not have entered Geraldine Purdue’s 
head. Perhaps, being a woman of  the land, the idea of  driving several miles just to 
reach a location that was less than half  a mile away as the crow flies might seem 
ridiculous, profligate of  fuel and environmentally unfriendly. 

Stephen Morrell, it seemed, had converted the disused barns into studio space. The 
walls had been insulated and clad inside and painted white, only the exposed oak 
roof  beams a reminder of  the structure’s provenance. The buildings formed an L-
shape, the longer south-facing stem being the studio itself, the shorter one a simple 
living space.

Apart from large Velux skylights, there were no windows. Morrell’s secretive nature 
was manifest in the very walls of  the building.

“He’s  hardly  here  these  days,”  Geraldine  said.  She looked  about  her  and  it  was 
evident that she had not been in here for quite some time. “He’s changed it quite a 
bit.”

The living area contained a single divan bed, an armchair of  Swedish design with a 
wooden frame and a one-piece cushion that formed chair back and seat; one of 
those  chair’s  which bounced on its  frame when one sat  in  it.  There  was also a 
widescreen, TV, a small open-plan kitchen, a music centre, a plain square desk with a 
PC on it, and to the right of  the table a ceiling-height bookshelf.

Ray went to investigate the small library – force of  habit; he unconsciously formed 
opinions about people based on their reading habits, not necessarily negative ones, 
but these opinions gave him information he might not otherwise be party to. On the 
shelves  he  found,  apart  from  the  expected  art  books  and  periodicals  like  Art 
Monthly  and Parkett,  a  large  number of  religious  treatises.  St  Thomas  Aquinas, 
Lives  of  the  Saints,  Imitation  of  Christ,  assorted  tomes  on  Christianity  and 
interpretations of  the bible (oddly enough there was no sign of  the Bible itself). 
There was also a section on body modification, from extreme tattooing to body 
sculpting. He withdrew one of  these at random and saw large colour photographs 
of  people who had transformed themselves with all-over tattoos, including a man 
whom the caption explained was transforming himself  into a reptile, with a tattooed 
scales and even by having the tip of  his tongue surgically split (the split tips moved 
independently of  one another “which makes my girlfriend really happy,” the reptile 
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man joked). Another man was on a “journey” to becoming a tiger, going so far as to 
have ceramic implants in his top lip to house the plastic monofilament whiskers that 
extended over a foot in length. Ray replaced the book beside another volume about 
yet another form of  transformation: self-mutilation. One book here, at least, he had 
read: Al Alvarez’s “The Savage God” about suicide. But it was also a book about 
extreme ways in which people had tried to kills themselves (or to draw attention to 
themselves, according to some psychoanalytical thought). Ray vividly recalled one 
account in the book about a man who had tried to commit suicide by driving six-
inch nails through the top of  his skull and into his brain.

“– other imported materials?” Isla was saying, Ray catching only the end of  her 
question. “The live material?”

“Sorry, I’m not with you,” Geraldine replied.

“Larvae.  Blowfly.  Bit  of  a  fisherman is  he,  your brother?  Scottish maggots  and 
earthworms not good enough for him?”

Geraldine  laughed  quite  unexpectedly.  An  staccato  burst  of  surprise.  “What  in 
God’s name are you talking about?  I  didn’t  examine the boxes,  I  just  had them 
delivered.  And  surely  customs  would  have..?  Sorry,  this  is  too  strange.  You’re 
wasting  my  time,  now,  Ms  McPherson.”  She  paused,  gestured  to  take  in  the 
surroundings. “I mean, shouldn’t you have a warrant or something?”

Ray turned and said,  “You wouldn’t  happen to have a  birth  certificate  for  your 
brother, would you?”

Isla’s eyes widened. Both she and Ray saw Geraldine pale before she managed to 
compose herself. “Of  course not. Why would I, and what do you want it for?”

Ray said in a low, grave voice, “Because he’s kidnapped my daughter and I need to 
know exactly who he is. Now, do you want to show us where he keeps his papers, or 
do you want to end up as an accessory to multiple murder.”

Geraldine seemed to shrink, and she reached out to steady herself  by gripping the 
mantel over the fireplace. “It’s wasn’t her fault.” She was on the verge of  tears and 
was clearly fighting to restrain them. “It was father’s. He deserved it. No one blamed 
her.  It…was an accident, that’s what the coroner said. She was too young.”

“Who?” Isla said. She strode forward and took Geraldine’s hand in her’s clasping it 
tightly; an act of  mercy she would almost certainly not have been granted by DI 
Kendrick.

“Wait here,” Geraldine said, withdrawing her hand from Isla’s. They watched as she 
made her way to a bureau next to the rear corridor of  the house. Pulling down the 
writing table, she reached inside a drawer and they heard a soft click. A panel behind 
the drawer, which to the untrained eye would have been mistaken for the back wall 
of  the  bureau,  opened.  It  was  an  antique,  made  by  a  clever  cabinet-maker, 
commissioned perhaps for a wealthy client who wished to keep secrets.



“It  belonged  to  my  father,”  Geraldine  said.  “This  is  where  we  found  the 
photographs of  the…of  the others.”

“Children,” Isla said, without needing to ask. And turning to Ray she said, “Back in 
the 50s they pretended child abuse didn’t exist. It wasn’t as rare as you’d think, it was 
just that the media was a different animal back then. The term ‘media circus’ hadn’t 
been coined.”

Ray chose not to take this personally, even though he had been involved in a couple 
of  these circuses himself, but only, he would have agued, for the sake of  flushing 
out the bad guys. Ray nodded his understanding; the mist was starting to lift.

Geraldine brought them a sheaf  of  papers tied with a black ribbon. She untied the 
ribbon  and  shuffled  the  stack  until  she  found  a  sheet  of  pale  parchment  and 
unfolded it: a birth certificate, filled out in a neat, chiselled script made with a black 
fountain pen, the ink now somewhat faded.

The certificate gave a  date of  birth:  1972,  a place:  Norfolk,  a  time:  2.15am, the 
mother’s name, Mrs Edwina Morrell, and the child’s sex: female.

“Sarah,” Geraldine explained. “My sister. I never knew how much it disgusted her 
being a girl. I don’t know…if  it started when father…when he…”

“Do you want to sit down?” Isla said.

“No. No, I’m alright.” She took a deep breath, held it and exhaled slowly. “I’m…
alright. I was…a nightmare. I could have – I mean, I wanted to, so much. To kill 
him. My father.” She looked at  Isla imploringly. “I was 18,  you see, at  the time. 
Stephen…Sarah…was only eight or nine. He never touched me, you know. Never 
even tried. He used to tell me I had a funny look in my eye. I think he was scared of 
me, in a funny sort of  way. The fact that I knew about it, that it was me who found 
the photos in the first  place. The poor, naked children. He was in some of  the 
photos,  too,  and  some other  men.  But  he…managed  to  destroy  them before  I 
could…I’ve always regretted not taking them to the police right away. I hid them, at 
first, and he somehow knew I had them.”

Isla, seeing how distressed Geraldine was, took her by the arm and tenderly led her 
to the couch, where she encouraged her to sit. Isla sat beside her while Ray stood 
behind the couch, his fists tightly balled.

“After that – he said he would kill all of  us if  I didn’t hand them over – he burned 
them, and I got it out of  Sarah eventually. What he had been doing. We planned to 
do it together – to kill him, I mean. But in the end, after all, Sarah was the strong 
one. She was still a...baby” And with that she finally gave in, and wept, the sobs the 
more painful for being silent, but her chest shuddered with them and her face was 
streaked with inconsolable, guilty and bitter tears.
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Chapter Thirty Two

Caroline’s hands bore the impressions made by the fishing line that Morrell  had 
meticulously unwrapped while kneeling like a supplicant before her. Sitting on the 
edge of  the bed she felt limp. An overwhelming lethargy—indifference even—left 
her with barely to understand that she was being freed from her bindings. Her hands 
resembled the relief  map of  a foreign country or a computer image of  the surface 
of  Mars  based  on  the  photographs  transmitted  back  to  Earth  by  the  Voyager 
satellite. Indeed, the criss-crossing lines scored into her bloodless flesh might have 
been the canals of  Mars.

She looked down at Morrell’s lowered head and was bizarrely struck by how shiny 
his hair (“her” hair, Caroline reminded herself) was. Like a model’s in a shampoo ad. 
Her throat was dry and she had to make a growl in it to clear it enough to speak. 
And then she said, “What’s your name? Your real one, I mean. I want to know your 
real name.”

Morrell raised her eyes. Eyes that were large, beautiful, seductive and utterly dead.

“Sarah,” Morrell said, wrapping the fishing line in a ball and placing it on a small 
circular bedside table. Then she clasped Caroline’s hands between her own. It was a 
gesture that was almost tender. And this was somehow more disturbing than the 
brutality and manipulation.

Morrell  went on,  “Funny.  No one’s ever asked me that  before.  You’re a  very…
interesting woman, Caroline. Very interesting.”

“Sarah,” Caroline began in a measured tone and then paused until she felt she had 
Morrell’s full attention. “Why don’t you just kill us and get it over with? I’m not 
afraid of  you any more. I think you should know that.”

Morrell stood up slowly. “No one’s ever said that tome, either. Not that I believe 
you.”

“You prefer  not  to  believe  me,  you mean.”  Caroline  knew she had to convince 
herself  in order to convince her captor and so she focussed her entire attention on 
sounding calm. “It’s fear you get off  on, isn’t it?”

Morrell smiled. “A bit of  amateur psychology, Caroline? Nice try. But no, actually I 
don’t  ‘get  off ’,  as  you believe,  on fear.  No, you can’t  possibly understand me—
nobody can. But, well, since you appear to be interested…I want to show people, 
first of  all, what they truly are. That mess of  unassuagable desire, list and greed, that 
mire  of  stress  and  fear.  That  belief  that  they’re  worthless,  pieces  of  slime,  of 
nothing more than slowly decaying flesh. It’s the state we’re born into, Caroline, 
but…we can transcend it…become more than the pain and the shit.”
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Morrell raised her hands in the air, as if  invoking Heaven, and continued, “I want to 
show  you  all  transcendence.  To  give  it  to  you.  As  a  gift.  I  am  the  one  who 
transforms. The maker. The artist. I make the banal glorious, don’t you see that? I 
found something the alchemists never could in their struggles to turn base metal 
into gold. The Philosopher’s Stone. I know what it is.”

Morrell began to pace up and down the room, lost in her exposition.

The words were muffled by a rushing of  tides inside Caroline’s head, slow motion 
waves on an unseen shoreline. Time slowed, too. She felt at any moment she might 
topple forward. That she would fall and keep falling forever in a nightmare of  a 
person suffering from vertigo.

“…transcendence…light…envy me…possibilities…”

Words shattering like some sort of  aural migraine.

Meaning dissolved. And she could see Morrell’s lips moving, out of  synch with her 
words. She thought of  badly-dubbed foreign films and almost wanted to laugh at 
the absurdity of  it. Morrell’s back was to her and it dawned on her that here was a 
chance to act. Barely realising what she was doing, Caroline stood up and picked up 
by one of  its legs the small bedside table. And then, suddenly, time sped up again as 
she  rushed  forward  and slammed the  table  with all  her  might  into  the  back of 
Morrell’s head.

There was blood. Quite a lot of  it, because she felt a warm drizzle of  it, like a warm 
spring shower, spatter  her  face. Morrell  crashed to the floor with a strangulated 
moan.

Seeing her lying face down on the floor now enraged Caroline and she raised the 
table with both hands now and struck again. The edge of  the table became a blade 
slicing at the back of  Morrell’s neck. Snap! It might have been bone breaking, or 
sinew. Either way damage had been done.

Caroline’s  sense  of  unreality  was  too  great  for  her  to  feel  much  in  the  way  o 
triumph. All she could think of  was getting out.

She ran, stumbled, and staggered blindly from the room and into a corridor with a 
sharp right hand bend. It was dark here and she frantically searched along the wall 
by the door for a light switch.  When she found one she clicked it  on.  Nothing 
happened. Either the bulb had blown or Morrell had shut off  the power to this part 
of  this house. 

She  stumbled  deeper  into  the  darkness.  The  darkness  seemed to  shimmer,  like 
ripples on a pond brushed with the fingertips. A sound came to her, a distressed 
whimper like a dog in a restless sleep. In any event the sound was not human. At 
least she prayed it was not. She held her breath the better to hear it but this only 
made her head roar with her own blood tides and panic.



There came another sound, then.  Like a chair being scraped across a hardwood 
floor. With her hands in front of  her in case she collided with anything she pressed 
forward, convinced that the sound had been Morrell  reviving. If  she were to be 
caught now there was no telling what Morrell  would do — something infinitely 
worse, Caroline was convinced, than had been planned originally.

Surfaces and objects  in  the  darkness  of  the corridor were delineated in  various 
shades of  charcoal, blurred at the edges. That dense rectangle floating on the near 
horizon, was it a window or a door? Was it, perhaps, a painting? That blocky shape 
to the right; a bureau? And the tall shape with the spherical top — a person? No, 
she remembered, it was the (   ) of  the banister. The banister of  the stairs that led 
nowhere. That were sealed at the top. She patted the wall to her left until she came 
to a dead end. There were no other doors here. And she turned around and started 
up the stairs, crouching low so as not to bang her head on the ceiling she knew to be 
there.

As she grouched there at the top of  the stairs, her mind strove to make sense from 
the chaos it was in. Where was this place that wasn’t a place. Did these stairs lead 
anywhere or nowhere? It was as though she were trapped inside the embodiment of 
an  insane  woman’s  brain.  Locked doors  to  memories  she  wanted to  keep  from 
herself;  blanked  out  windows  to  prevent  anyone  prying  on  her  secrets;  endless 
corridors that reconfigured themselves as you walked along them, always returning 
no matter which way you turned, to the place you started: to the eternal present 
moment.

But, she reason, it’s still only a building, after all. And since there was a way in, there 
had to be a way out.

She sat  at  to of  the stairs  and wrapped her arms around her knees  and folded 
herself  down so her chest flattened against her thighs. Her breath warmed the flesh 
there and she began to weep softly. She moaned, “Help me, daddy,” knowing it was 
to no avail and yet also knowing her father would be doing everything in his power 
to find her.

She had to do something. But the prospect of  going back down the stairs and past 
the door of  the room where Morrell  - she hoped - lay unconscious, terrified her. 
What if  the blow hadn’t been hard enough and Morrell had regained consciousness 
and was now stalking her? It was a staple trope of  so many horror films – the 
monster dies at the end, but we all know that is a false ending, that it is not quite 
dead yet, to give the audience that last, anticipated, but still frightening, thrill.

He heard a noise and tried to stand up too quickly and banged her head on the false 
ceiling, making it boom dully. She instinctively clamped her hand over her mouth so 
as not to cry out. The sound made by her head hitting the ceiling was hollow, like 
when one taps a cavity wall. She held her breath. Silence. Not a sound down there, 
unless Morrell was approaching silently, perhaps on bare feet.
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Pure, raw, instinctual fear devolved against her own ability to be completely quiet 
and her breathing was ragged and asthmatic. If  she tried to hold her breath it was 
like suffocating. She pushed her arms up and bent the palms back to flatten them 
against the ceiling. She pushed up – hard.

The ceiling bowed. There was a slight tearing sound.. Hardboard. She could visualise 
its fibre back cracking as she pressed. She pushed again but all that happened was 
that the ceiling bowed some more then refused to move any further. She half-stood, 
walked backwards up the next step and the next until her spine was pressed against 
the ceiling. To get leverage she spread her hands, thumbs out, across her thighs, 
down against her knees for leverage and pushed upward with all her might. Cracking 
sounds like a frozen puddle stamped beneath a boot, Burning pain in the muscles 
either side of  her spine. Skin stretched taught against her vertebrae. She relaxed, 
puffing  with  exhaustion.  Then  she  pushed  again,  much  harder  this  time.  More 
cracking. It was still hardly budging.

Caroline walked down a few steps and turned around. Then she banged the heels of 
her hands repeatedly against  what she  hoped was the  weakest  point.  She would 
strike once, as hard as she could, then stop. Listen. The thrill of  fear that Morrell 
might even now be at the foot of  the stairs, mere feet below, made her turn and 
look. But it was too dark. The darkness seemed to have risen like oil spill concealing 
the lowermost steps. She heard a sound like a single, barked laugh.

“Jesus!” she heard herself  groan. Then she started banging the ceiling some more, 
as violently as she could: with the heels of  her hands, with balled fists, again and 
again.

Finally, the bow in the surface gave way and a crack appeared above her head. With 
a cry of  relief  she lashed upwards several more times until the panel split raggedly 
in two. First the sundered board flipped upwards, then the two sides fell back down, 
the left edge scraping the side of  her face painfully, one hitting the wall, the other 
the banister. She bounded up the last few steps into more darkness.

The coldness of  the air took her by surprise. The darkness was freezing. But it was 
with some relief  that she realised a breeze was blowing against her body, and that 
the darkness was not complete after all. In a far corner – if  this space had corners – 
was a silver fingernail at eye level that could only be the moon.



Chapter Thirty Three

“What are we looking at, Carter?”

WPC Frances Carter was the department’s resident IT expert, though not a member 
of  the Information Technology division itself; as Kendrick had once put it, “If  the 
techie lot get their hands on any electronic evidence they’ll only end up wiping it or 
otherwise fucking it up because of  one of  their ‘glitches’.”

Carter, a brunette with short-cropped hair and a sour expression sat stiffly at her 
workstation while Detective Inspector Kendrick hovered behind her. She replied, 
“Well, it’s not Tomb Raider, though the graphics are about the same quality as the 
original version, which dates it a few years.”

“Carter here’s a Playstation addict,” Kendrick explained with a wink.

“But I prefer solving real-life problems,” Carter added without a hint of  irony.

Isla surreptitiously struck Ray’s ankle with the pointed to of  her shoe, to prevent the 
comment that was forming on his lips. And she had been right to do so – a sarcastic 
riposte would have been unwise at this point; Kendrick was still furious about their 
unauthorised trip.

When they’d appeared at the station with Morrell’s laptop, presenting it like a crown 
on a purple velvet cushion, Kendrick snapped, “Get a warrant for that, did you? 
You’re going to be in some serious shit for this, Isla, I can promise you.”

Isla cut back, “You missed this. What kind of  shit are you likely to be in?”

“It  wasn’t  there  before.”  Kendrick  looked  like  a  bull  about  to  charge.  “Which 
means…Fucksake, Isla, Morrell was there, and just before you arrived!”

“No,” Isla said. “It wasn’t in the house, Kendrick. It was in the studio.”

Kendrick groaned. He said, in a low, menacing voice, “What fucking studio?”

“The one you didn’t know about, therefore didn’t search.” Ray said.

Kendrick raised his eyes ceilingward and hissed, “Those incompetent fuckwits!”

Ray, realising that Kendrick had led the search and interview and the Purdue’s, was 
fascinated by how easily Kendrick could shift blame away from himself, as if  it were 
impossible he could be culpable in any way whatsoever.

“It’s a simple CAD walkthrough,” Carter was explaining.  “Architects tend to use 
them now instead of  making models, but the programmes are available freely. This 
is  a  cheapo amateur  one,  shareware.  The guy who made it  says he’s  had hardly 
anyone pay the shareware licence, though the FBI have extracted his database of 
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licensees off  him. Now we owe them a favour, boss,” she said, craning her head to 
look at Kendrick. “There are only two dozen licensed users in the UK.”

“But this is a licensed version?” Ray inquired.

“Yep,” Carter replied. “And we know to whom. But no idea how Morrell  got it. 
Could have been any number of  ways, through a peer to peer application like Kazaa 
or something similar.”

“Peer to peer?” Kendrick frowned. PCs were clearly not his thing.

“Basically  users  across  the  ’net  exchange  software  directly  from  computer  to 
computer. The biggest use is downloading music, most of  it illegally. But a certain 
amount of  software is exchanged the same way.”

Ray said, “So why didn’t she just buy a copy?”

“When Morrell wants something, she just takes it, or did you forget that?”

No one made a reply.

Carter moved the mouse rapidly and on the monitor a virtual hand moved through 
the rooms of  a house (which looked to Ray vaguely Georgian, like some which had 
been  converted  into  flats  in  the  posher  parts  of  the  city).  Whenever  the  hand 
encountered a door, Carter would click twice to open it. The house was completely 
white, except for the blurry suggestion of  a  landscape with green trees beyond the 
windows. While some of  the detailing was visible – the moulded window frames 
and  skirting  boards,  panelled  doors,  light  fixtures,  fireplaces  and  so  on  –   but 
essentially not much visual interest. It was more akin to a sketch.

“We found a  couple  of  dozen of  these  in  Zip disks.”  She  paused as  Kendrick 
touched her in what seemed a proprietary manner, on the shoulder. Daddy’s clever 
little  girl.  More  likely  he  was  shagging  her,  Ray  thought  uncharitably,  finding  it 
difficult to ascribe any paternalistic instincts to Kendrick.

She clicked on a blank wall and a panel appeared asking for a password.

Ray said, “Why hide your secrets in a real house when a virtual one’s more secure.”

“You might think,” Carter replied. “But Morrell isn’t a smart as she thinks she is.” 
And keyed in a word or phrase or a series of  numbers that displayed as a series of 
asterisks on the password panel. The screen briefly blanked out and a horizontal 
thermometer appeared with the word “loading…” below it as the white rectangle 
filled with a sliding bar of  green. 

Now they were before a pair of  elaborate gothic doors, fully rendered to resemble 
oak, with virtual carvings of  what appeared to be the martyrdom of  Saint Sebastian, 
his body full of  arrows in a posture of  homoerotic ecstasy/anguish.

The  doors  swung  back.  The  virtual  hand  entered  a  large  white  room  with  a 
chequered floor and a marble plinth in the centre of  it.



“Don’t think much of  her taste in lino,” Kendrick remarked dryly.

They all ignored this and concentrated on the screen as the hand drew close to a 
large bound book on the top of  the plinth. It had a deep crimson colour and in gold 
calligraphic lettering the words “Journals, Vol X”. Double click – the covers flipped 
open and the pages were presented full screen, with a scrollbar down the right hand 
side.  Plain  typography  on  a  pale  cream  background.  Standard  Times  Roman 
typeface, double spaced with indented paragraphs.

“Pretty standard stuff  – might be based on HyperCard or a PDF viewer.”

The title page read

“Journals Vol X, 2003 to ....”

“No month, time of  last entry?” Kendrick said.

Carter right-clicked and selected Preferences. The information card showed the last 
time of  use as two weeks previously.

She clicked again, opening at the first page.

The journal began, “The boy had the bad taste to die before I could kill him.”
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PART THREE

THE EXHIBITION



Chapter Thirty Four
From the artist’s journals

Billions of  cells. Cells beginning to decay from the moment we are born. Death on a cellular level.  
It is no accident that they are named cells, because that is no more or less than what they truly are.  
We are imprisoned by them. Cells that die and regenerate over and over until they take on new,  
unknowable forms post mortem.. Flesh, the skin that creates the surface tension containing all that  
wet, red mess that is us, is only the visible manifestation of  these cells. The metaphoric can only be  
contained by the mind with the imagination to do so.

The primary function of  art is to pass beyond boundaries – through the walls of  our cells.

But I do more than this. I create cells. I compete with God. My invisible exhibition. Rooms within  
rooms. Rooms without doors. Stairways that lead nowhere, windows that open only solid walls. I  
make manifest that sense of  hopelessness, of  frustration and despair that is the human condition.  
There is no way out, unless it is through transfiguration.

There is the transition of  flesh to spirit. The only way to unlock the cell door.

And what my captives fail to realise is that I hold the key. They do not realise until the time comes  
to slide the key into the lock and I release them. If  I am lucky I will hear their final sigh of  relief.  
The sigh of  escape from the pain that has been their lives.

What I create, my art, is a pale imitation of  the infinite, but at the same time more than the  
banality  which is  called art  today.  Too much art  now is pedestrian, even contemptuous  of  its  
audience. Art that comments upon art and society. Art that is anti- and not pro-. Art without a  
spiritual dimension. Non-aspirational. Unlike the Old Masters, who showed us representations  
of  transmigration: in their crucifixions, their torture scenes, and their battlefields.

My father was banal enough to have been a contemporary artist. His appetites, his interests, were  
banal. Even what he did to me was banal, as such exercises of  power always are. I know the  
phrase “the banality of  evil”. But evil itself  is a construct – blaming Satan, the devil in the  
mundane. Power is the father of  evil. And ultimately power is reductionist. Father, by exercising  
this power, was indulging a form of  gluttony. But, rather than feeding him, satisfying his appetite  
(which could never truly be satisfied, as is the way with gluttony), it reduced him, the way flame  
consumes oxygen. And oxygen consumed in an unventilated cell creates only a vacuum.
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Chapter Thirty Five

Inconceivable as it seemed, Sarah Morrell was now more than two people. She had 
multiplied. Both in the real world and the virtual world she existed in the form of 
avatars,  those  proxies  beloved  of  online  computer  gamers  and  denizens  of 
chatrooms.  Studies have shown that many people play with their sexual identity in 
their virtual worlds: in a chat room you may be talking to a “woman” who is really a 
man, or vice versa. It is how the new breed of  child stalkers operate, posing as 
teenagers or as a figure of  trust for vulnerable children and teenagers. But Sarah was 
playing a different game altogether. Questioning the very nature of  identity itself.

Ray could grasp much of  this. He knew that one mark of  the psychopath is the 
pathological inability for empathy or emotional engagement. That this lack can be 
replaced in some cases with a heightened intellectual capacity, and the ability to be 
seductive, manipulative, and charismatic even. 

But if  she was so clever, why did she leave her PC in plain sight? She was clearly not 
so naïve as to believe that her password couldn’t be hacked. One option, therefore, 
was that she believed herself  above the law, or had an infinite capacity to escape it, 
like the power of  a super villain from a comic book. Another, that she wanted to be 
caught,  however  unlikely  this  appeared.  There  was  a  third  option:  that  she  had 
engineered the whole thing.

When he debated these issues with Kendrick and Isla they got no further forward. 
But Isla expanded on the third notion.

“What if,” she began, rather hesitantly, “it’s another artwork?”

“The virtual house?” Ray said.

“No, no. I mean – well, I’m not quite sure what I mean. Like a…like one of  those 
contemporary art installations or actions or whatever they’re called. You know, like 
that guy – Crisco, was it? Who wrapped buildings and mountains in fabric. Art on a 
massive scale.”

Kendrick shook his  head and smirked slyly  at  this  suggestion.  Isla,  catching  his 
expression, grew heated: “If  you think it sounds stupid, why the Hell is she posing 
as  a  male  artist  and  blatantly  turning  the  bones  of  her  victims  into  public 
sculptures?”

Kendrick stopped smirking. He coughed into his fist before replying. “Sorry, Isla. 
Yeah, I suppose we need to consider even the wildest ideas.”

“Yes,” Ray said, warming to the theme. “Isla’s got a point. I mean, the whole thing, 
the killing itself  as well as the sculptures, the bone flute, the stuff  that led us to her 
computer, it makes sense. It’s an art installation. Everything. The most controversial, 



bold, terrifying and dramatic in the history of  art!”

Ray was out of  breath and had to quite suddenly  sit  down on the chair  in  the 
meeting  room.  Like  the  rest  of  the  police  station  the  room  was  austere  and 
functional. A black Formica table flanked either side by two rows of  six chrome 
chairs with plastic seats, a pair of  chairs at either end. Overhead strip lights were 
also giving him a headache.

Kendrick stood quite suddenly and announced that they were going to the incident 
room.

Several plain clothes detectives and a uniformed policeman – who looked barely out 
of  school – were huddled around a table shuffling papers and checking notes. Some 
of  the papers, Ray noted, were newspaper clippings about the most recent serial 
killings in the area, the gay murders. Looking in the wrong place, Ray thought.

Free-standing display panels at the top of  the room were covered with photographs, 
various pieces of  paper from letters to faxes and more news clippings, and a map 
with pins trailing red ribbons to some of  the photographs, which appeared to be 
locations rather than corpses. The large OS map was covered in coloured markings, 
lines and numbers and hieroglyphs with their  own esoteric  meanings;  Ray could 
make no sense of  them and he could only suppose that Kendrick and his crew 
could. Off  to the left  was a whiteboard scrawled with more notation:  the word 
‘bone flute’ leapt out at him from amid the jungle of  inky vines.

Kendrick stood by the map and pointed at the spots marked with coloured drawing 
pins.  “The  yellow ones  indicate  the  last  known location  of  our  list  of  missing 
persons. The green ones are evidence scenes – forensics traces, scraps of  clothing, 
that  sort  of  thing.  And the  red ones…they keep moving…an attempt to put  a 
pattern on things.”

“You mean like finding some kind of  shape?” Ray said.

“Sometimes it works,” Kendrick said almost apologetically. “It doesn’t just happen 
in movies – patterns have been known to emerge, even when the killers don’t realise 
they’re making one. Mostly what they do is narrow the focus of  the search. With the 
odd weirdo, they set out to give us a clue, having planned their route carefully.”

Catching Ray’s expression, Isla said, “Incredible, isn’t it, the lengths people will go to 
draw attention to themselves. And some of  them even want to be caught, however 
unlikely that seems.”

“And what about this one?” Ray enquired.

Kendrick  replied,  “Nothing  much,  apart  from  the  number  of  people  who 
disappeared from clubs in the city centre. Beyond that, everything turns to smoke. 
But the pattern might be something else, an invisible one. All those reference in the 
journals to religion, the crucifixions in the gallery, hang on…”
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With  that  Kendrick  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  board,  picked  up  a  red 
highlighter pen and leaned close, every so often making a circle.”

“Churches,” he explained. There are quite a few of  them.” Within minutes he had 
made what appeared to be dozens of  circles, some clustered around the city centre, 
some on the  outskirts,  fewer in number.  Then,  stepping back he  slipped into a 
reverie, gazing at the map like someone in a trance.

Ray started to step forward, but Isla shook her head warningly.

After a time, Kendrick’s shoulders relaxed and he swung round to face the room. 
The detectives and the policeman were looking at him, too, now, expectantly.

“Sod all,” Kendrick said.

While this had been going on, Ray had been thinking about architecture. About the 
different types of  church  architecture  in particular. Gothic, Norman, Mediaeval, 
Greek. Morrell was clearly interested in structure, both stone and human, and just as 
stone can be remade into other forms. She had found a way to transform the nature 
of  human anatomy, in particular  making bone into new shapes. Reinventing what 
God had created.

“Morrell despises religion, would that be fair to say?”

Isla said, “Maybe not. She could be a religious fanatic with warped perceptions. Of 
she may see it as a political imperative that needs to be challenged.”

“The churches,” Ray said, “isn’t it true that a lot of  them are built on pagan sites – 
and  that  you  sometimes  find  pagan  symbols  like  the  green  man,  appearing  in 
carvings in the churches?”

Kendrick said, “Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. I kind of  see what you’re getting at. If  we 
narrow down which ones of  these churches are on pagan ground, there might be a 
pattern of  some sort. But…no…that’s a bit too wild. Daft, actually, I mean what 
would be the point?”

A voice cut in, a gravely bass toned Irish accent. “Boss? Sorry to interrupt, like, but 
one of  the boys –.” The detective,  a slim, blond man in his  early 30s,  indicated 
someone in the group at the table “Well, we were wondering if  maybe we should go 
back to the farmhouse. In case we missed something.”

Kendrick scowled like an incipient thunderstorm. “You already missed something.”

Pale but unswerving – Ray noted admiringly – the detective pressed his case. “Well, 
sir, with these imported articles  and so on, we wondered where they were..ah…
stored,  delivered  to,  an’  that.  And  we’ve  found  some  other  things,  too,  in  the 
possession of  Morrell’s sister. Builder’s receipts, materials and that, in the husband’s 
name. Going back three years. Our team took an inventory and we’ve just turned 
this up.”

Kendrick’s scowl started to clear, although it was never going to be a sunny outlook 



in the man’s face, and he turned and parked the edge of  his buttocks on a nearby 
desk and folded his arms to await the conclusion of  the story.

“What I mean is…”

“You don’t know what use the materials were put to, is that it?”

Ray was impressed. He was beginning to appreciate the Kendrick was more complex 
and intelligent that he’d given him credit for. It was clear where they were going with 
this. If  Sarah Morrell had built something, such as a prison for her victims, then it 
should not be difficult to trace.”

Ray said, “I know someone who’ll  have catalogues of  Morrell’s artworks. Maybe 
there’ll be something in them.”

“Worth a go,” said Kendrick, adding to the detective, “Connor, you have a chance to 
redeem yourself, boy. Contact all the firms involved, find out when and where they 
delivered the shipments…keep Morrell’s sister out of  it meantime, I have a notion 
about her. What sort of  stuff, by the way?”

“Oh,” Connor said, and strode to the desk filled with paperwork being pored over 
by the team, lifted a plastic folder and withdrew a sheaf  of  faxes, “let’s see. Plywood, 
breezeblock, aluminium  pipes, plastic cornicing, rivet gun…”

“Plastic  cornicing?” Morrell  held out a hand. “Give us that,  will  you?” And he 
riffled through the sheaf  of  papers, nodding occasionally or making an unconscious 
grunt. “She’s not building the house of  her dreams, I see. It’s all  crap materials. 
Flimsy. You couldn’t build a decent garden shed with this lot.”

“Maybe it’s just for effect,” Isla ventured. “She’s an artist, not a navvy.”

“And a killer,” Morrell put in needlessly.

“It’s an installation,” Ray said. “I know sod all about contemporary art, but what 
people like Morrell do is called installations…conceptual art, happens one way in 
one location, and it’s totally different elsewhere, or it’s conceived as a one-off. Site-
specific they call it. So what this could be for… some kind of  hidden installation. 
Not for public viewing.”

“Installation…sounds  like the military.” Kendrick could not hide the scorn from his 
voice.

“Invisible  art,”  Ray  went  on.  “Not  that  there’s  any  logic  to  that.  Morrell’s  an 
attention-seeker. She craves publicity. So hiding her work so thoroughly…well, there 
must be a reason for it.”

“Reason doesn’t come into it when you’re dealing with psychopaths,” Kendrick said. 
“She’s completely on another planet.”

Ray glanced over at  Isla,  who was frowning,  deep in thought.  Realising she was 
being watched she raised her head and said to Kendrick, “What about the profiler’s 
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report?”

“Nothing much that we don’t know already. Psychosexual killer, possibly an abused 
child or –.” And here he looked directly at Ray “ — someone who just wasn’t wired 
right at birth. Missing a conscience. Not that I believe that malarkey. Serial killers are 
their own creation — they’re no’ born that way.”

Ray paced in front of  the incident board with its map, notes, photographs and other 
pieces of  esoteric information  which a trained detective might understand but a 
layman would not. The snapshot of  Caroline he had provided was pinned there, too. 
It had been taken two years previously, at a birthday party for her dad. She was 
wearing a dark red dress and looking sidelong at the camera, reminding her dad how 
much she hated being photographed. On the board next to this was pinned a list of 
missing persons, which now included his daughter’s name: it was all now official. 
But it didn’t make it any more real for Ray. In spite of  bouts of  grief  and fear there 
was  also  a  pervasive  sense  of  unreality.  Something  inside  prevented  the  full 
implications of  what must have happened to Caroline from overwhelming him; it 
was as if, provided he didn’t fully believe that she had been kidnapped and murdered 
in the vilest way imaginable, he could continue to reason and at least try to help his 
daughter — if  she were still alive, as deep inside he believed she was.

A hand fell on his shoulder, startling him. It was Kendrick, who must have observed 
him studying Caroline’s photograph.

“For what it’s worth, I think we’re pretty close.”

Ray  shook  his  head.  “How can  you  say  that?  Nothing  about  this  investigation 
suggests we’re anywhere.”

Isla interjected, “Not true, Ray. Morrell’s been making mistakes — or at least setting 
out clues for us. For whatever reason. I think on one level she wants to be caught.”

Kendrick added, “We’ll find her location eventually. And if  she steps out in public 
she knows she’s caught in any case.”

“But if  you catch her that way,” Ray said, “she’ll never tell you where her prisoners 
— or victims — are.”

“Oh, I think you’re wrong, Bissett.” Kendrick sniffed and cleared his throat — he 
seemed to have a cold coming on — “The ones who think they are so unpredictable 
are usually the ones who’re most easy to read. Once you’ve got the first few pieces 
of  the jigsaw.”

All Ray could think about this was that Kendrick was trying to reassure himself. 
None of  them, after all, knew how big the jigsaw might be.



Chapter Thirty Six

Regaining  consciousness  was  not  painful.  Instead  it  was  a  gradual  parting  of 
curtains to reveal the stage set beyond. Which in a way it was. Imagine pulleys and 
ropes raising and lowering painted backdrops behind stage furniture that only gave 
the illusion of  solidity  and craftsmanship.  Then, quite suddenly like a tidal  wave 
from nowhere, the pain slammed into her. Her head felt soft and overfull  like a 
water  balloon  about  to  pop.  All  her  cranial  fluid  and  brain  matter  exploding 
outwards at the touch of  the merest pinprick.

Sarah tried to move. That was a mistake. A searing agony in her skull sent an instant 
message to her guts and she retched with it, bile dribbling down her chin. The pain 
and sickness didn’t stop her analytical faculties from kicking in and she realised that 
she could be in major trouble if  she didn’t get off  the floor.

And so, with a valiant effort, she managed to clamber to her feet and waited until 
the room stopped spinning and the pain and nausea lessened.

The bitch had more guts than she’d ascribed to her. Not enough to finish the job, 
though, and it was this fact that gave Sarah the edge.

A few shambling steps forward was all she could manage before her legs gave way 
and she slammed back against a wall, her hip banging against and shunting aside an 
oak display table. Slapping her hands against the wall was all that stopped her from 
sliding to the floor. And then she took a deep breath and pushed outwards to lever 
herself  upright once more.

“Fucking bitch,” Sarah hissed. Her neck was damp and running the palm of  her 
right hand across it, she realise the dampness was blood. Slowly, she moved her 
hand up the back of  her head to where the pain was most intense and was horrified 
to discover a long, ragged ridge, where the flesh had peeled back and bone had 
cracked. Through the mess of  blood and hair she felt the ridge quite distinctly: the 
edge of  bone that could only mean an actual split in her cranium. She imagine if  she 
were to move her head too much that the crack could open like the mouth of  a troll. 
Maybe  it  was  shock  but  this  notion  did  not  horrify  her.  It  was  as  though she 
considered  the  notion  with  the  detachment  of  a  surgeon  operating  on  a  brain 
tumour.

Earlier – perhaps she had dreamt it – she’d heard a cracking sound. Ice breaking, or 
a window. It may have been the sound made by the splitting of  bone in her skull. 
Blood and cranial fluid slopping over the jagged edges of  the split. No, not deep 
enough for cranial  fluid.  But she knew enough to realise that if  the break went 
deeper she wouldn’t feel anything because there is no nervous system in the brain.

Everything was melting before her eyes: walls and doorways turning liquid, smeared 
208



paint.  Daubs  of  grey  whiteness  that  were  the  surfaces  against  the  runny  ink 
rectangles delineating the open doorway and windows. She had to sit down. Close 
her eyes, just for a moment until everything stopped moving. The inside of  her head 
felt like raw egg, with her brain the yolk.

Breathe, she told herself. Breathe, be still, do not move. Just for a moment.

The murderess, multiple killer, sat cross-legged on the floor, palms placed on the 
floor at her side for support, as if  meditating. Waiting for the world to solidify. Half-
hoping, perhaps, that it would simply continue to melt away. And to melt her away, 
to become nothing. The nothing that she always knew she was deep inside. The 
vacuum of  her nothingness sucked at her like a black hole in space.

There was someone standing over her. She didn’t open her eyes, because she knew 
who it was. It was her father. Big, domineering, the way she experienced him when 
she was a child. And here he was again, looking down at her. Waiting. If  not for the 
beating, then for the other thing. Hot breath of  him on her neck.  Thick, rough 
fingers pushing at her, opening her up like a blunt knife. There was blood then, too. 
But worse than the blood and the pain was the shame. But he loved her. He always 
told her so. Not like mother, who told her Jesus would always protect her. That 
Jesus loved her. That should be enough, she said, unable to say the words herself, 
unable to put her arms around her daughter. And so her mother was a liar on top of 
everything else.

“Why did she protect you?” Sarah her herself  say, but not out loud.

“She loved me. And you. She wanted to spare you.” She could hear his voice in her 
head, and knew he hadn’t aged a day since she last saw him. The day her sister 
stabbed him to death. The day of  retribution.

She wondered if  he was still bleeding, all these years later. Like Christ. The wound 
that never heals. 

“I’m not afraid of  you, dad. Not anymore.”

“Good. That’s good, Sarah. I never wanted you to be afraid. Not then. Not now.”

“So, Dad, tell me, are you burning now? In the fiery lakes of  Hell?”

“There is no Hell, Sarah. You know that. But no Heaven, either. This is worse than 
Hell. Sarah. Much worse.” His voice was parched and made a sound like paper being 
crumpled.

When she opened her eyes the room was a room again. And her father was gone.

Sarah moved through the unnatural house gingerly, as if  each step she took might 
take her over the edge of  a precipice. Just like the small boy in the painting with 
Christ she remembered from her childhood home. Sooner or later she would have 
to have her wound attended to. But meantime there was Caroline to deal with. If 
she  had  escaped  –  however  unlikely  that  seemed   -  then  it  would  be  all  over. 



Dizziness  and  nausea  warred  with  one  another  inside  her.  She  took long,  deep 
breaths through her nose and exhaled through her mouth in an effort to restore her 
equilibrium. The oxygen helped somewhat and she ventured out into the hallway. It 
appeared that the power had gone, and she mentally cursed her decision to rely on a 
generator down her; even though it meant she had cut herself  off  from the main 
grid, as an additional security precaution – power being drawn to a disused building 
would  have  aroused  suspicion  –  a  petrol-driven  generator  was  always  a  dodgy 
proposition.

But she knew the layout of  this place blindfold. It was her creation after all. 

She headed back to her utility room, just off  the secure room. Inside was a metal 
cabinet containing all her tools for her transformational art. There were: an electric 
bone saw; surgical  instrument;  wires  and threads for  binding and stitching,  plus 
assorted  needles;  adhesives;  bags  of  plaster  of  Paris;  and  a  variety  of  gels  and 
varnishes and paints. There was also a basic toolbox with screwdrivers, pliers and 
general  maintenance  equipment,  including  a  wide-lens  black  rubber  torch.  She 
clicked on the torch and swept it around the room. The moving pool of  light found 
a wooden cabinet locked with a combination mechanism. She spun the numbers and 
the door clicked open. Inside was a rack holding two shotguns and a hunting rifle. 
She  took  down  the  rifle,  picked  up  a  box  of  shells  from  one  of  the  square 
compartments next to the guns, loaded the rifle, and let it dangle from her left hand 
while she relocked the cabinet.

There were sounds of  weeping coming from the secure room. She went to the door 
and lifted the flap on the spy hole: the girl was lying on the floor with her hands 
over her face, shaking with sobs. Over in the other cell the resin cast body of  the 
old woman stood in pose held in place with a complicated series of  metal armatures. 
The cast was like a two inch thick layer of  transparent skin and gleamed like a pupa 
that would never transform into a butterfly. Stitching the woman’s lips together and 
later  shoving  balls  of  cotton  wool  up  her  nostrils  had  caused her  to  suffocate. 
Caroline and the girl had only been able to watch helplessly as the woman’s body 
thrashed around on the bed while trying in vain to take in air. Sarah was glad she 
had strapped the woman down, otherwise she might have fallen and bruised or 
otherwise damaged her flesh. Because of  the resin’s transparency, any discolouration 
in the flesh would have spoiled the effect Sarah was looking for. The resin was her 
latest medium. But one that might never be seen in public. This was for her private 
exhibition only. 

She stepped away from the door and swung her torch around in an arc; it left a 
residual trail of  light in the intense darkness. The beam pooled on the corners of 
furniture, the edging between skirting board and floor, and then the black strip of 
floor marking the corridor to other rooms beyond. Caroline could be in any of 
them, waiting behind a doorway or crouching behind a piece of  furniture to pounce. 
Sarah  remained  stock  still.  The  downy  hair  on  her  arms  began  to  rise.  The 
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temperature had dropped, chill infecting the ambient temperature she had created 
for the space. Heating was provided by earth pipes: a copper circuit carrying water 
that  was  heated  by  the  temperature  of  the  soil.  Her  space  was  virtually  self 
sufficient. Was there a draft?

Then she remembered something: the stairs.

Cursing her carelessness, she staggered down the corridor, hooked right and trained 
the  beam on the  stairwell.  She could feel  the  cold air  blowing  down the  stairs, 
turning the air frigid. Flicking the torch upwards she saw the split boards at the top.

“Shit!” she muttered to herself. “Fucking. . .shitty bitch.”

With that she lurched towards the stairs, a wave of  dizziness almost throwing her to 
the  ground  until  she  stopped  herself  by  grabbing  a  banister  post.  After  a  few 
seconds the dizziness passed. And she walked up the stairs, taking them two at a 
time but slowly. At first Sarah hesitated at the split  in the ceiling, reasoning that 
Caroline still had the ability to kill her, having surprise and the darkness on her side. 
But it was much more likely that she would have tried to run off. Accepting that it 
was the latter course, Sarah continued upwards until was standing on the top step 
with the icy breeze slicing at her through the narrow rectangular windows that had 
once been gun emplacements.

The windows were too narrow to climb through, for most people, though there was 
a slim chance Caroline could have managed it. Or the girl Jane. But  the iron door 
leading to the steps which might have taken Caroline to freedom, was bolted and 
locked.  Sarah  swept  the  torch  around her  frantically.  At  first  the  beam did  not 
penetrate to the corners. Sounds softly echoing around the concrete bunker might 
have been rats, or a wounded cat. The mournful, stifled whimpers seemed to come 
from several places at once. Presently the seeking beam of  light snagged on what 
appeared to be a bundle of  rags in the far corner of  the raw concrete structure 
which smelled of  dust and damp. Half-smiling, Sarah took the final step until she 
was standing on the concrete floor,  and drew closer until  the torch brought the 
shape into focus: Caroline with her knees curled under her, her forearms shielding 
her face while her fingers clawed at her hair.

“Please.”

“What, Caroline,” Sarah said, crouching down and directing the beam straight at her 
captive’s  half-concealed  face.  “If  you’re  asking  me  not  to  kill  you,  you  needn’t 
bother. I’m not going to kill you, I promise. I’ve got a much better idea.”

Sarah reached out and pulled away one of  Caroline’s protecting arms, revealing a 
pale blue eye.

“You must know,” she went on, “you can’t leave here without my help. Everything’s 
locked tight. You must have known I would take precautions. So, no, I really don’t 
need to kill you. Or, I should say, I’ve decided not to. You deserve something better. 



You’re going to kill yourself.”

Chapter Thirty Seven

The old woman was still alive. Sarah Morrell was impressed. Even although she had 
injected the old dear with drugs to slow down her metabolism and suppress the 
shock, her heart should have given out by now. This woman was a fighter, a more 
ancient version of  Caroline. None of  the young men had proved to be so resilient. 
Sure, some of  them had fought valiantly, and all had died kicking and screaming 
against the inevitable. But with women there was something more at work: an inner 
steeliness,  or a form of  resignation perhaps,  that allowed them to consider their 
situation  or  multiple  levels  at  the  same time.  Sarah  herself  knew she  could  be 
engaged in one task while considering others at the same moment. Multi-tasking, 
like a human computer. There were benefits to being a woman, she realised, while 
nevertheless detesting the body she occupied.

She mentally noted a future entry for her journals: “When I was a child I wished 
more than anything to have the body and the mind of  a man. On reflection, I have 
matured enough to be content with just the body of  a man.”

But her  body was incomplete.  Frozen in  a flux state.  Attempted breast  removal 
caused mutilation; the work of  penile surgery not yet begun. Day after day she had 
visualised a manhood between her legs instead of  that too-vulnerable opening. Her 
ghost cock.  As real to her as the physical flesh itself  would be once the operation 
was done. She would have to leave the country, of  course. That had always been the 
plan. Never to return. Father’s inherited money, and the money that success as an 
artist had brought her, would be enough. Just. At least for a time.

As a reward for strength of  will, Sarah had decided to removed the old woman’s 
stitches. As she worked with the surgical scissors she was aware of  Caroline Bissett’s 
eyes  in  her  back.  Since  being  re-incarcerated  Caroline  had  fallen  silent  but  had 
become more watchful. Studying everything from behind a glass wall shielding her 
from her emotions. A remarkable young woman. If  she had not been destined to 
become a Morrell artwork she might have become anything: an explorer, an extreme 
sports champion, or even a criminal of  some sort — a woman who would settle for 
nothing less than living her life on the edge. Morrell admired Caroline more than 
any other one of  her victims. It was a shame that she had to die, really.

The old woman was unconscious. Morrell rolled her onto her back, on the cot bed 
she still occupied in her cell. She glanced quickly at the cell containing the young 
girl. Still asleep. She had been bound in scarlet ribbon, from her throat to her feet, 
like a cocoon or a mummy, hands folded across her chest. A dose of  morphine had 
quietened  her  but  left  her  mumbling  and  moaning  in  whatever  nightmare  she 
inhabited in her sleep.
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While she snipped the old woman’s stitches Sarah Morrell talked to Caroline. Dried 
blood crusted the old woman’s lips, and the holes through which the fishing line had 
been fed were sealed with it. As she withdrew the first few inches of  line the lip 
started to bleed again. Fresh blood spilled and dribbled between the lips, adding to 
the dried scab that helped glue the mouth shut.

“The  Ancient  Egyptians  knew  about  death,  this  side  and  the  other  side.  The 
application of  science and magic. They knew the scientific methods for preserving 
bodies  and they knew what  they  bodies  would need in  the  afterlife.  Charms to 
protect them from evil spirits. Wealth. Even food and drink. But only for the rich 
and powerful, of  course.

“You’re young friend there —” turning and nodding to the bound young woman 
“— I’m thinking of  embalming her. I’m just experimenting with the bindings at the 
moment. My Three Graces will make reference to different religious systems.”

Sarah gave her attention back to the close work. She felt sure that Caroline was 
listening intently. “The Old Woman is the crone. From  Celtic myth. I’ll be binding 
her  to  a  tree.  There’s  always  been  a  hidden  link  between  Celtic  religion  and 
Christianity. The Green Christ. The Green Man carved into the ornamentation of 
mediaeval churches.”

She stopped what she was doing, laid down the surgical scissors next to the old 
woman’s head and turned to face Caroline.

“Jane over there will be the Maiden. And you will be the Mother…not that you’ve 
had a child yet, I imagine. Although…have you had one, Caroline.”

Caroline remained still and silent.

“No answer, came the stern reply.” Morrell quoted.



Chapter Thirty Eight

Why had Sarah Morrell switched from abducting men to abducting women? The 
profiler’s report said the deaths were in the service of  Morrell’s art but linked to her 
worldview, particularly in relation to sexuality. Morrell posed as a man, but inhabited 
the body of  a woman. The nature of  her sexuality was unclear other than that it was 
clearly transgressive. She used seduction as a technique to capture her victims, but it 
was unlikely that sexual intercourse interested her. The report stated: “It is likely that 
Morrell  is both hyper-sexual — obsessed with sexuality, but as representing power 
and transcendence — but is physically asexual.  Sex as power is the weapon and 
domain of  the rapist. Morrell’s abduction, torture and public display of  her victims 
is  a  form of  rape,  but  without penile  penetration.  Instead,  burning,  flaying and 
dismemberment become the sex act in a most extreme form.”

Ray at once wished he hadn’t read the report and was glad that he had. The more he 
knew about Morrell the better. He needed to know what made her tick, as if  by 
knowing the enemy it might improve their chances of  finding Caroline.

“There’s this, too,” Isla said, handing over a manilla folder. They were still in the 
police station, and Kendrick had given Ray access to the files — hoping, no doubt, 
that this would give him a higher profile once the full story of  the case was written 
by Ray and appeared on the front page of  The Metropolitan. Kendrick may have 
had other motives, too, naturally, but if  this were the case he was keeping them well 
concealed.

It was a  letter from Professor James Kendrick on — Ray knew of  the eminent 
surgeon,  who  had  worked  on  transsexuals,  performing  sex  change  operations, 
mostly with a high degree of  success. The letter stated that he had to politely decline 
to perform a sex change on Sarah Morrell, since he was not entirely satisfied with 
the findings in the psychiatric report.

“Do we know what findings he’s talking about?”

Isla replied, “Nope. We’re legally prevented access to them. Even Morrell’s sister 
can’t authorise the release of  that report.  The psychiatrist’s been interviewed but 
claims that without the certainty that a crime has been committed by Morrell his 
profession prevents the release of  the report.”

“What about a court injunction?”

Kendrick said, “It’s in train, but we’re not hopeful. And not even sure that it will tell 
us much more than we have already.”

The only element that linked everything together, Ray realized, was Morrell’s art. He 
had  changed  his  modus  operandi  from  abducting  homosexual  men  to  women, 
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apparently, though no one could be completely sure that this was the case. However, 
Ray  had  read  enough  to  know  that  serial  killers  sometimes  changed  tack  quite 
suddenly and for no clear reason. Morrell was obsessed with images, and it was clear 
he  wanted  to  be  noticed.  Ray’s  eye  kept  being  drawn back to  the  map on  the 
incident  board.  He  moved closer  to  the  array  of  criss-crossed  ribbons.  At  first 
glance it was a mess of  different coloured lines, linking documents and photographs 
to crime scenes or areas where the precious few clues had been discovered. Ray 
looked for, and found, Club 11, then the Syntax Gallery, where Katya had last seen 
her. Then he found the club from which young Jane Midlemiss had been abducted. 
He could see that a red thread linked the two. The thread continued to the location 
of  the bone flute, and continued two three other areas from which people had been 
reported missing. One of  them was a middle-aged woman, the other two a gay man 
in his twenties and a businesswoman in her thirties. These latter two formed a spike 
in the line before it  reached the older woman — last  seen in the car park of  a 
Safeway. Her car, an Austin Rover, had been found, the boot filled with shopping 
bags  containing  the  week’s  groceries,  toiletries  and sundries  for  herself  and  her 
husband, Malcolm (identified by a notelet attached to the woman’s photograph, as a 
retired Mathematics teacher).

Ray shook his head. “Does this look right to you?”

Kendrick and Isla drew closer and followed the line in which Ray’s finger pointed.

“I already know something’s not right with it. The gay man seems wrong at this 
point.” Kendrick sighed. “For a start, we know the guy was beaten up before he 
went missing. This is where he was found by a couple of  passers-by. A pedestrian 
precinct sometime after one a.m. on the morning of  the 10th November. St James 
hospital admitted him” — here he pointed at the snapshot of  a gaunt-looking man 
with a mop of  blond hair —“and treated him for multiple bruises, and cuts on his 
upper arms and cheek — not deep, perhaps a flick with a razor or a scalpel, fast, 
swinging cuts which only this guy’s ducking and weaving prevented being deeper. 
The hospital took a call three hours after he had left the hospital from the man’s 
partner, saying he hadn’t returned home. I thought it odd that the partner hadn’t 
visited his lover in hospital, so now I’m thinking that might be connected to the 
disappearance.”

“And this woman?” Isla indicated the businesswoman.

“We don’t know. Her husband has been cracking up since her disappearance. She’s 
been gone for less than three days. But we found one of  her shoes and fabric torn 
from her skirt behind some houses where local people reported screaming. She’s 
gone, though, no further signs and the ground’s muddy there so footprints are an 
impossibility.”

“And the older woman?” Ray prompted.

“Just — disappeared.” Morrell said this slowly, as if  considering something. “Like 



the others Morrell took. No signs of  struggle or any physical evidence.”

“So,” Ray said, “What would the shape make if  you took away the other two pins.”

Morrell shrugged. “No harm in trying, I suppose. And, gingerly, Morrell unhooked 
the  thread  from  around  the  pins  indicating  the  last  whereabouts  of  the 
businesswoman and the gay man, and tightened the thread around the pin indicating 
the Safeway car park. The shape formed three sides of  a distorted rectangle, the 
lower, longest side, and the upper, slightly shorter side, splaying outwards from the 
baseline.

Ray said, “These two open points — where Jane went missing, and this woman, 
what if  you joined them?”

 Kendrick took the end of  the thread and led it back to the pin representing Jane. A 
four-sided geometric shape was formed, like a Tangram tile.

“Something mathematical?” Sarah asked.

Morrell said, “Doubt it means bugger all. I’ll get my people working on it, though.”

Frustration knotted Ray’s stomach. He wanted to vomit, or to punch something, or 
someone. None of  which would do the least bit of  good.

Isla suggested, “Maybe we’re looking at it  the wrong way round, or it’s a mirror 
image of  something. A symbol of  some kind, something from an obscure alphabet 
— Morrell’s modus operandi may not go so far as to give us clues on a map. Even 
though  he  somehow  wants  us  to  know  what  he’s  doing.  That  exhibition,  for 
example…”

“What’s along this line, Kendrick?” Ray ran his finger along the twine linking the 
first and final pins.

“Disused railway line, beach, a small village, nothing much.”

“Sorry, Bissett,” Kendrick said, “I think it’s just random, accidental. You can make a 
shape out of  any set of  pins like this. Now, I suggest you two get some sleep — 
that’s what I need right now.”

Ray was about to say more but was silenced by the touch of  Isla’s hand on his 
shoulder. Together they left the station, and together they went to Isla’s flat, where 
they climbed in to bed together without a word and, after a time, both feel asleep.
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Chapter Thirty Nine

Next morning, Ray was wakened by the smell of  coffee. Before he could fully open 
his eyes, Isla was standing by the side of  the bed, wearing a long t-shirt and a pair of 
shorts,  bearing  a  tray  containing  a  cafetiere  of  coffee,  and  a  plate  with  fresh 
croissants.

“The advantages of  living five minutes walk from the French deli,” she smiled.

“Thanks. ’time is it?”

“Late. Ten.”

“In the morning?” Ray was incredulous.

“You were exhausted. Here…” She laid the tray on his lap once he had sat upright 
and pushed the pillows behind his shoulders. He drank and ate greedily.

“I’ve been on the internet.” Isla waited until he was sipping his second coffee. “I 
think I may have found something.”

Ray put cup and tray aside, laying them on the bedside table. “Show me.” And he 
clambered out of  bed, pulled on his underpants and followed Isla over to her PC.

Onscreen was a set of  white lines against a black backdrop. It was the same shape as 
the one on the incident map.

Below the shape were the words “Apparatus Sculptoris. The Sculptor.”

“It’s a constellation,” Isla explained. “And look.” Here she bent forward and clicked 
the mouse, moving to another web page. It was a simple block of  text, headed with 
the name, Abbé Nicolas Louis de Lacaille, who discovered the constellation, as well 
as thirteen others in the southern celestial hemisphere in the 1750s. “Art and religion 
again, see?”

“Shit.” Ray said, “It’s an invitation, isn’t it? An invitation to Morrell’s next fucking 
exhibition, isn’t it?”

Isla made no reply. She didn’t need to.

“There’s…something else.” Isla seemed uncomfortable. “Your ex wife rang late last 
night. I…you were out of  it.”

Ray shook his head, wanting to be angry but realising Isla must have been trying to 
protect him in some way. But he had to tell her what he was feeling, so he said, 
sternly but without raising his voice. “You should have led me speak to her. She’s 
got a right to know what’s going on.”

Sarcastically, Isla replied, “So you’ve been giving her daily updates, have you?”



Ouch. Well, that’s fair, Ray thought, I’m being an arse. “Sorry, Isla. You’re right, I’m 
not keen to speak to her, but she is my…she is Caroline’s mother. But…how did she 
get your number?”

Isla shrugged. “I assumed you’d given it to her.”

“You don’t think I’d do that without asking you, do you?”

Isla quickly reached forward and kissed him softly on the mouth. “Under normal 
circumstances, of  course not. But you’re under a lot of  strain at the moment.”

Being told he was under strain was unhelpful. But her kiss had made him appreciate 
that however alone he felt he wasn’t truly alone, and a tiny shock of  gratitude made 
his throat tighten. He reached out and clasped her right hand between his.

“I better give her a ring. On the way back to the cop shop.”

“Sorry, Ray, you have to stay here.”

“What?”

“We’re getting into heavy procedural stuff  now. You won’t be allowed near until…”

Ray was horrified. A cold blankness filled him. Part of  him knew what Isla had just 
told him was true, as inevitable as death and taxes. Another part refused to believe it 
or was in any way willing to sit back and do nothing.

“Look,” Isla went on, “You’ve been a huge help so far, but if  you get any more 
involved at this stage you could be endangering your daughter and the others.”

“You’re assuming they’re still alive.” Ray said flatly.

“Aren’t you? Isn’t that why you’ve put all this work in? Okay, we can’t guarantee 
they’re  alive,  but  something  tells  me  there’s  a  fifty-fifty  chance they  are.  If  I’m 
wrong, then God help me, and you can condemn me to Hell afterwards. But there’s 
something about the way Morrell’s going about her business that suggests it’s in his 
interests to keep them alive.”

The obscure invitation from Morrell might be an invitation to a funeral scene. But it 
could equally be to an execution — and extreme form of  performance art. Either 
way, how in Christ’s name could Caroline survive? Morrell was a perfectionist. The 
only  way the  odds might  change would  be  if  she  were  to  make a  fundamental 
mistake.

Ray had an idea then. “Hang on, Isla, I’m just wondering something. What if…”

Isla had was just clambering into a pair of  slacks as he spoke. She finished buttoning 
them and picked her sweater that she’d draped last night across the back of  a chair.

“…what if  we declined the invitation?”

Isla’s eyes widened. “You’re joking, aren’t you?”
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Ray felt shaky at even imagining such an idea. Making the suggestion felt instinctive; 
the same instinct that had led him to crack many a difficult story. Caroline’s safety 
mattered to him above all else, but Morrell was just as likely to kill her on a whim as 
for any reason related to her overall  plan — whatever that plan might be.  Ray’s 
ability to step back from the emotional content of  extreme situations such as war 
zones had stood him in good stead in the past. But it had also been his enemy, and 
sometime  he  would  uncouple  the  carriage  of  a  relationship  when  he  felt  that 
particular train was moving too fast for him, or it threatened to jump the tracks. 
People  who  loved  him  were  the  ones  who  tended  to  take  the  impact  of  this 
disengagement, he learned, and it was only since his divorce from Ann that he had 
worked at keeping himself  better balanced. Not that he succeeded too often, but at 
least he was more okay more times than he’d been in the past.

But this was a situation that called for a clinical approach.

“Morrell wants the attention, we’re agreed on that, right?”

Isla  replied cautiously,  “I  guess so.  The psychiatric  evaluation suggests that’s  the 
case, and my own experience backs it up.”

“So…?” He raised an eyebrow, seeing if  she would fill in the gaps.

Which she did of  course. “She’s staging a — what? — exhibition of  some sort, 
involving  her  latest  victims.  And we’re  being  led  there,  apparently.  Unless  we’re 
being duped and she’s just playing with us.”

“Possible, yes, but I don’t think too probable. What would be the point of  doing 
whatever she’s going to do and no one seeing it. Her other work has always been 
seen by the public, in one-way or another. Why should this be different?”

Isla sat down on the couch thoughtfully. She frowned and drummed her fingers on 
the arm. She didn’t look at Ray but gazed into the middle distance.

“I don’t like it,” she said at last. “I understand what you’re getting at. But if  we stop 
looking, or following up this so-called invitation, it might make things worse for the 
captives.”

Ray’s heart constricted in his chest. He could barely breathe. But he went on, “And 
if  we do follow up the invitation it’s all over for them anyway. Caroline will be as 
dead as if  she’d fallen out the top floor of  a highrise.” He added, “And I’m not 
saying we stop looking. We still have to do that. I’m suggesting we send Morrell an 
alternative message.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, I’m a newspaper man, aren’t I?”



Chapter Forty
Strathclyce police today announced they were following up a new 
lead in the case of  three women who had gone missing in the past 
six weeks,  among them the daughter  of  Metropolitan journalist, 
Ray Bissett.

Suggestions that a serial killer was at work, with links to a series of  homosexual 
murders in the past ten years, were dismissed by Chief  Inspector….

 “I think what we have here is an opportunist,” he said. “We don’t know if  rape or 
murder is involved, we’re confident that our latest lead is highly reliable.”

The  Chief  Inspector  went  on  to  say  that  the  perpetrator  struck  randomly  and 
carelessly left evidence behind, therefore likely to be someone of  low intelligence. It 
is believed that the evidence points to a known perpetrator who struck recently in 
the Midlands area.

“It’s rare for this type of  crime to be carried out beyond the perpetrator’s known 
turf,” psychiatrist Andrew Ramage told the Metropolitan exclusively. “But we have a 
solid profile of  this person and the combined resources of  Lothian and Midlands 
police suggest that he is likely to be captured very soon.”

Asked about the victims, and whether they might still be alive, the Chief  Inspector 
said, “It would be inappropriate to comment at this stage.”

–  extract from The Metropolitan, 12 January 2004.

Everyone in the incident room had looked on skeptically as the same story was 
reported in a similar way by breakfast television news. A young reporter stood in 
front of  police headquarters repeated essential the content of  a press release that 
had been issued earlier that day. For the sake of  form, the Chief  Inspector allowed a 
brief  interview, but deviated not at  all  from the briefing notes he had been the 
previous  day  been  provided  with  by  Detective  Kendrick.  Morrell  had  carefully 
concealed the fact that the idea for this diversionary tactic had been Ray Bissett’s. 
Kendrick  had  frankly  been  amazed  that  the  boss  had  gone  for  it,  but  then 
remembered the background political forces at work. If  they cracked the case they 
could broadcast their methods and apologise for the need of  a diversionary tactic 
later (even though there would be hell to pay high up); but if  they failed it would be 
less embarrassing all round. Who paid any attention to an “alleged” serial killer who 
may or may not have abducted and killed more than a dozen people? The public 
wants to be in on the capture, and love to get the background dirt on captured 
criminals. But a ghost killer was just titillation without the orgasm.

Beneath  a  slate  grey  sky  Ray  sat  in  his  car  watching  the  restless  sea  from the 
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headland. Every so often he picked up his binoculars and peered at the black brick 
on the horizon: the silhouette of  the ex-military gun emplacement, encircled with 
high fencing and “Private: Sigma Developments” signs. It had been a low priority 
for the local authority that had taken ownership of  the World War two structure 
from the Ministry of  Defence in the 1960s. Plans to convert it into a museum had 
been shelved.  Kendrick had been shown papers that the building had eight years 
previously  been sold  to an Italian entrepreneur who had planned to extend the 
building and turn it into a contemporary restaurant.

Nothing had happened with the building and, no trace could be found of  Sigma 
Developments.  Other  than  the  fact  that  the  name  had  been  registered  with 
Companies House.

He had rented a car and driven to the coast at breakneck speed. Not as fast as the 
police  cars.  But  they  would  not  have  recognised  the  car  if  by  any  chance they 
spotted it. Ray had deliberately taken a circuitous back road, some of  it single track, 
just so as to avoid the police. Isla was working forensics on the sculptures they had 
been given access to, and on the bone flute and other crime scene evidence. Traces 
of  saline and concrete dust  had been found. Chromatography had confirmed the 
dust to be a residue of  building brick used in the construction of  gun emplacements 
that littered the coastlines of  Britain. And the chemical composition certainly dated 
it back over fifty years.

Ray felt guilty about lying to Isla. He told her he was working on a story to keep his 
mind off  things. Unconvinced that the police would have captured Morrell by that 
afternoon, and with every second weighing on him like the ocean on a scuppered 
ship, he had no choice but to make the journey to the beach. The shape on the map 
was a replica of  the constellation “The Sculptor” and the final points joined at the 
gun emplacement. If  Isla had not identified the constellation, the endpoints might 
have joined anywhere, or even created further locus points which would have led 
them on a wild goose chase.

“You knew,” Ray said to himself. “You knew we’d come here.”

Below him, across the bonnet of  the silver Ford Focus he had rented, Ray could see 
a few people on the beach. A father and son with a crazed terrier alternately running 
around their  feet  and crashing into the surf  in futile  attempts to rescue thrown 
stones. A young couple walking hand-in-hand. Too late in the year for tourists, few 
as they were in this part of  the world, and the freezing winds and skin-scouring sand 
would deter all but the most stalwart walkers.

He had to do something,  anything.  So her  yanked on the door  latch and flung 
himself  out of  the car. The whipping wind sucked his breath away.  Part of  him 
want to run to that bunker on the horizon and rip through it like a dervish. To save 
his daughter he would tear down those walls with his bear hands if  he had to. There 
wasn’t a sign of  the police. Surely they had got here long before him? Most likely 
they were laying low to see if  Morrell  would make an appearance.  But she was 



unlikely just to waltz out of  there. If  indeed she was in the building at all. He went 
to  the  boot  and  hauled  out  the  small  rucksack  he  had  brought  with  him.  The 
rucksack contained a few items that he might or might not need, and one he hoped 
he wouldn’t ever have to use. It was an army-issue revolved with a full cartridge.

Rather than making a direct approach, Ray clambered down the embankment of 
slippery rock, into hard-packed dunes bristling with marram grass whose stiff  leaves 
were like so many knives slashing at his ankles.

He jogged across the beach to the water’s edge and followed the shoreline, the sea 
on his left, and kept his eyes fixed on the old building standing like a blackened 
tooth on a rocky outcrop perhaps half  a mile ahead.  A burst of  laughter behind 
him and the couple he had seen earlier were now walking quickly, catching up with 
him, and then turning to yell at him in amused disgust something about the weather. 
He raised his chin in agreement but did not smile back.

Any moment  he  expected to hear  police  sirens  above the  hiss  of  the surf.  But 
nothing. They were holding back, hidden from view, waiting for Sarah Morrell to 
make her move. Ray couldn’t wait for that. Every passing second meant the greater 
the likelihood that Caroline would be murdered. He had to hold onto the idea that 
she was still alive. He just had to, or everything would fall apart. Himself  included.

The walk to the bunker was interminable. He kept looking up at the building on its 
promontory and it  never seemed to get  any  closer.  It  was  like  running towards 
something in a dream; no matter how much you ran, or how fast, your goal always 
appeared the same distance away as when you started. Walking into the wind was 
tiring, too, but Ray barely noticed.

At  last  he  reached  the  base  of  the  promontory,  found  some  likely  hand  and 
footholds and began climbing. By the time he was half  way up the wet black rocks 
which formed the foundation for the bunker, the sky was strobing the colours of 
electricity:  alternating sheets of  white, blue and green flashes.  Another migraine, 
probably brought on by stress. Much as he hated heights, though, they were not the 
cause.

What if  I’m putting Caroline in more danger? What if  I’m making her death a 
certainty? What if  I fail? These were the thoughts that raced through his mind. He 
struggled against them and tried to focus on the climb, on his breathing.

The rock face was not dreadfully high, but it was steep and treacherous. Risking a 
look over his shoulder the beach seemed to have shrunk to the width of  his hand. 
Almost directly below him were what he took to be the couple he had seen earlier, 
no larger that the length of  his index finger. He couldn’t be that high. It might be a 
trick of  perspective, with no landmark against which to gauge scale. There was only 
the vast horizon and the ghostly grey sea waiting to swallow him and all his hopes.

Once, a shard of  rock broke away under his toe. He had been leaning his weight on 
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this foot and the momentum threw him forward. Momentarily he lost his grip and 
he yelled involuntary as his scrambled for purchase. His fingers hooked an outcrop 
but his ankle raked against the splintery rock, tearing his flesh from his ankle to just 
below his knee, and ripping his jeans. At first there was no pain, just a deadness in 
his leg, which made him wonder if  he could still use it. Then quite without warning 
it was as though someone had set fire to the leg, as agonising pain seared through it 
and burned through to his head. He couldn’t move for a time as he tried to master 
it.  The rock must have dug deep,  hit  a  nerve or  something.  He hissed a cursed 
through clenched teeth. Then, taking several lungfuls of  air, he continued upwards.

He’d  dared  not  risk  approaching  the  building  from the  front.  Almost  certainly 
Morrell  would  have  some  early  warning  system,  maybe  even  a  CCTV camera. 
Professionals had erected the perimeter fence. And when Ray reached the grassy 
embankment marking the top, he could see the stalwart-looking fence not two feet 
in front of  him. He doubted it was electrified, but it was certainly high: looked to be 
about sixteen feet, with razor wire at the top.

Unshouldering his rucksack he opened the flap and withdrew a small pair of  bolt-
cutters, then the revolver, which he stuffed into the zip pocket of  his windcheater.

Cutting the fence was tougher than he imagined.  The heavy-duty mesh was not 
meant to be cut easily. Each time the bolt cutters went through there was a solid 
clunk that sounded too loud to his ears. Every so often he would look up at the 
dank wall of  the bunker and the narrow, lightless, rectangular windows high up the 
wall. Briefly he wondered if  they would be wide enough to climb through, but then 
decided they were: some of  these windows would have been for large-bore guns and 
other heavy ordnance. Large enough for a man to crawl through at any rate. There 
would be a door somewhere on the other side, but Ray knew it was pointless even 
to attempt that.

The pain in  his  leg  was growing  worse.  He looked down and saw that  he  was 
bleeding copiously. The blue jeans material had turned black with the blood on it. 
Ray lay back on the grass,  drew up his knee and gingerly  pulled aside a flap of 
material from his ripped jeans. Some of  the blood had turned gluey and some skin 
came away where it had adhered to the jeans. The blood obscured the wound and so 
it  was  difficult  to  tell  how much damage  had been done.  He had  never  tied  a 
tourniquet before — the Boy Scouts had never interested him at that age, and first 
aid  classes were for  sissies — but he remembered hearing something about  the 
danger of  cutting off  the circulation. Nevertheless, he took from the rucksack a 
fisherman’s knife and cut a couple of  feet from the climbing rope he’d brought with 
him. He tied the rope tightly around his thigh until it nipped his skin and the blood 
flow seemed to slow. He would have to untie it soon, or he might not be able to 
walk at all.

After an interminable period of  time he finished making a vertical cut on the fence 
high enough for him to bend it back to make an opening for him to crawl through. 



He  walked  around  the  bunker,  checking  both  the  left  and  right  walls.  On  the 
northern wall was a flight of  stone steps leading to the roof. The base of  the steps 
would be in line with the doorway to the bunker, so he would have to hope that he 
wouldn’t  be  spotted when he briefly  came around to the  front  of  the  building. 
Darting his head around the corner he briefly took stock of  his surroundings, in 
particular checking the tops of  the concrete fence posts for signs of  surveillance 
cameras. There were none. He decided to risk it and ran has best he could with his 
wounded leg  to  the  first  step  then  hobbled up them quickly.  A banging  sound 
stopped him dead. When he listened it went quiet. No, there it was again, a solid 
bang followed by several rattles like aftershocks. The wind. It must have caught the 
metal door to the bunker; it  would have been iron, old and maybe warped. The 
rattling must have been chains , which held it fast.

The roof  was pitted and cracked, decorated in places with clumps of  mosses and 
myriad  puddles.  It  looked  desperately  unsafe.  There  were  holes  revealing  the 
ironwork lining of  the concrete, and lumps of  jagged masonry, which must have 
once been an additional room here, perhaps a radio shack or a generator room.

Ray managed to cinch one end of  the rope around a jagged piece or iron sticking up 
through the roof  — there were several of  these, something structural but he knew 
not what. Then, gripping the rope tightly, he lowered himself  over the edge, and 
lowered himself  in an ungainly slide down the edge of  the roof  until his feet were 
dangling over the top of  one of  the windows. It occurred to Ray that the police 
must have seen him, unless they had simply formed roadblocks. If  they had seen 
him they might blow their cover, but with Kendrick in charge he thought it more 
likely they would wait and see. He doubted in any case if  they would be prepared to 
risk coming into the open at this stage.

When his feet were on the lower sill he let himself  drop down. He hooked his legs 
over the sill and found himself  lying back in mid air, held aloft only by his tight grip 
on the rope.  It  was all  he could do to shuffle  and change his  centre of  gravity 
sufficiently for him to lean forward and pull one-handed on the nearest edge of  the 
window opening. He also had to lean sideways, ducking his head to get himself  all 
the way inside.  It  was dark inside and he let  himself  drop to the floor without 
knowing how far away it was — or even if  there was a floor there. He hit with a jar 
that send a javelin of  pain right through his damaged leg. He stumbled and fell face 
down on the hard concrete floor.

When Ray looked up he saw thin line of  buttery light along the edges where the 
front wall of  the building met the floor. Almost as if  the floor had cracked along a 
single straight line, permitting the light to bleed into the upper floor. There was 
more light to, which caught the corner of  his eye. He turned. It was coming from 
what seemed a jagged crack in the floor. The yellow light was more intense here. He 
moved toward the light and found himself  looking down a tear in the floor to a 
flight of  descending stairs. The cracked surface looked like plywood, and seemed to 
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have burst open from beneath, the two ragged edges pushed upwards. 

To get down onto the stairs he had to pull back on the wood. It groaned as he 
slowly pulled. Then it suddenly gave way with an explosive crack.

Ray cursed under his breath then froze, waiting for something to happen. Nothing. 
Silence.

Morrell could be waiting for him. She was patient and cunning and she might well 
have chosen to stay in her lair while her enemies arrived. Ray wondered briefly if 
she would have booby-trapped the building. Then he reasoned that explosives would 
be too crude for her and wouldn’t suit her purposes.

Finally he willed himself  to move. As he lowered himself  down the hole and put his 
foot on the top step, he threw aside the rucksack. By the second step he was cocking 
the revolver and slapping off  the safety catch. He found himself  at the foot of  the 
stairs and saw that the light was coming from an open doorway at the other end of 
the stairwell. There was enough light to show him that the structure resembled the 
interior of  a Georgian townhouse. It must have taken Morrell a long time to build it, 
unless she’d had help: a secret project, and who knows what might have happened 
to any assistants she had.

Ray could see  small  puffs  of  cloud as  he  breathed into the  freezing air.  If  the 
building had been heated then the heating had been off  for quite some time.

Tiny sounds asserted themselves when, from time to time he held his breath to 
listen for movement: mice perhaps, or the ticking of  freezing water pipes, the hiss 
of  faulty electrical circuits, permeated his hearing.

He followed the light, which took him into a large, empty room with a dining table 
and chairs. There was a gold candelabra in the centre, and places set for dinner for 
three people. The twelve candles were little, though they were melted three quarters 
down. A thrill of  fear made the hair on the back of  his neck stand on end. The skin 
of  his back chilled. He needed to turn around, but found he couldn’t.

Imagination, he told himself, and pressed on.

The next doorway led him to a room with a tiled floor, just like the one in the 
computer image. And like the one in the computer a plinth, too, occupied this one. 
Fat, stubby candles, their wax melted in puddles on the polished floor, encircled the 
plinth,  throwing deep shadows over it  and revealing that it  was moving ever  so 
slightly. Ray stumbled towards it and he almost collapsed.

What  he  saw  was  three  upright  shapes  bound  together  around  a  pillar.  Three 
women. One was wrapped entirely red cloth, like an Egyptian mummy, only the eyes 
showing;  one was bound, arms raised in supplication,  with what appeared to be 
barbed wire, the wire cutting deeply into the naked flesh — her eyelids were pinned 
together with what appeared to be staples, and her gurgled moaning came from a 
mouth blackened from the blood of  the remaining stump of  her tongue; The third 



was clothed in a white robe, but bound in heavy chains, the arms tied together with 
wire, palms flat together in a gesture of  prayer. Wires led from the fingertips to a 
series of  hooks in the ceiling. A leather strap covered her eyes, and there was a ball 
gag with a breathing hole in her mouth.

Ray knew his daughter right away. Somehow, she was still alive.

“Caroline,” he said, “I’m here, baby.” 
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Chapter Forty One

The police surrounded the bunker when Ray’s yells brought them running. There 
were a number of  armed marksmen, who had clearly planned to shoot Morrell, 
given cause. Blinding halogen torches swept around Ray as the policemen rushed 
into the room. He heard one of  them say, “Jesus!”  and another one call out from 
elsewhere: “Bathroom, boss. Fucking mess in here.”

When they arrived he was cradling his daughter in his arms. He’d cut the wires from 
her fingers, which now bled here and there, and removed the leather mask around 
her  eyes  and  the  gag  from her  mouth.  The  eyes  fluttered,  opened  briefly  and 
widened in terror momentarily.  Then she recognised her father.  She opened her 
mouth to speak but wasn’t able to say anything. She passed out before he was able 
to cut her down.

He hadn’t been able to cut the barbed wire from the old woman — which was what 
impelled  him to  the  top  of  the  building  and  shout  for  the  police  through the 
windows at the side. He’d yelled until he was hoarse. Until the police sirens drowned 
him out. 

Kendrick was standing over him, shaking his head.

“You fucking arsehole, Bissett. You’ve made sure Morrell escaped: the way you came 
in probably.”

Ray looked scornfully back. “She was long gone before I arrived. We were meant to 
find this.”

Two policemen were cutting away the barbed wire from the naked woman, while 
two more were lowering the bandaged girl  to the ground. Ray had cut away the 
bandages from the girl’s mouth and throat, to allow her to breathe. But she was 
already dead. 

“She’s still alive,” one policeman said of  the old woman. “Just barely.”

Waiting for the ambulance to arrive was torment for Ray. Caroline’s eyelids fluttered 
and she seemed to waken once or twice. Then she fell unconscious. If  it’s a coma….
he thought.

It wasn’t until he was inside one of  the two ambulances that arrived that the rest of 
the story filtered through.

“There  was  another  room,”  Kendrick  told  him.  “Dead  young  guys,  mutilated, 
pinned  to  the  walls,  and  coated  in  some  kind  of  hard  resin.  Like  Morrell  was 
preserving them or something.”



Thirty six hours or so later Ray was sitting at Caroline’s bedside, in a private room. 
He had spent the previous evening being alternately harangued and held by Isla. She 
told him that she loved him, but that if  he ever tried something like that again she’d 
never see him again. Ray wasn’t sure if  she meant it, but was too tired to think too 
much about it.

Caroline’s recovery would be slow, but she was strong-willed. Ray had watched the 
ungratifying sight of  her reunion with her boyfriend, Derek – he actually did seem 
to care about her. 

“The girl, Jane,” Caroline said. “She’s dead, isn’t she? They doctors won’t tell me 
anything.”

“Yes, love.” Ray couldn’t help but feel relief  that it wasn’t his own daughter. “She’s 
dead. They say the other woman…well, she’s badly injured, but she’s going to make 
it. She must be a bit like you – too damn pig-headed to give in.”

He fought back tears and squeezed her hand.

“Did you see mum? She was here earlier.”

“We were both here last night,” Ray replied. You were still out of  it.

She clearly wanted to say something else. He waited.

Finally, she ventured, “And what about Morrell?”

Ray felt deeply uncomfortable. Didn’t know what to say.

Caroline went on, “That Kendrick guy told me she’s missing. I just wanted to know 
if  they’d caught her.”

“Nobody’s telling me anything now. Complete shut down. Apart from the official 
announcement. And Kendrick still wants my assistance on another case he’s working 
on  - a dodgy MP.”

The story had been all over  the news that morning. Official confirmation of  the 
identity of  a serial killer, responsible for the murder of  at least twenty gay men and 
potentially six women who had disappeared in the past nine months. Confirmation 
that the killer – known to the public as the artist, Stephen Morrell -  had as yet not 
been  caught.  Parliamentary  questions  police  handling  of  the  case.  The  Sun 
newspaper said it was helping Jane Middlemiss’s parents to sue the authorities.

The announcer on the BBC TV breakfast news did a piece to camera outside Police 
Headquarters. “Morrell is now known to be a woman, who took on the guise of  a 
man for most of  her  adult  life.  The police now believe  she  has  reassumed her 
female identity, which will may make it more difficult to track her down.”

“She left a message,” Caroline said.
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“A message?”

“Her…bandages.” Caroline seemed to fight for her next breath. The ones she…
wrapped around herself. Kendrick asked me if  I knew anything about them.”

Kendrick, she told her father, had shown her a plastic evidence wallet containing a 
bundle of  bloodied cloth, and a photograph. It had shown the length of  bandage 
across the doorway to the room containing the murdered men.

The bloody mark on the bandage appeared to be the imprint of  a face, like the face 
of  Christ in the Turin Shroud.


