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Chapter 1

 


Hugh walked into the park and
made his way along the path, until he came to a bench. Unlike most
people, Hugh didn’t view nature as being particularly beautiful or
attractive, he just found it interesting to watch the squirrels
that scrabbled their way up trees, the sparrows that pecked at the
ground, the children squealing in delight as pigeons feasted on
mouldy bits of bread, the fox chasing a rabbit, the worms being
ripped out of the ground by foraging birds, the lion feasting on an
exhausted gazelle, the creaking, splitting sound of a felled tree,
and the whine of rusted hinges on an old dustbin lid.

It was all the same to him.

Boredom was the only thing that
had brought him here, something that happened on a fairly regular
basis, and the fact that the park was a public place afforded him
the unexpected bonus of anonymity. The presence of so many people
meant that it was easier for him to ignore them, and in that
respect it was similar to the Internet, except that the park had
more bird shit.

He turned his head slightly to
the right, and then shifted his eyes so he could get a good look at
the girl sitting about a foot away from him. An earphone was jammed
into the side of her head, whilst her hair was dyed a solid, bright
red colour, and fell down to her shoulders in a way that exuded an
aura of sex. Her nose had a small piercing in it, not much more
than a silver zit on the left nostril. Her fingers dabbled and
swept nimbly over the front of her smartphone, something that
piqued his interest. He couldn’t actually see what was on her
screen, but that wasn’t what he was looking at; her fingers had a
deftness to them that could be put to better use if they were
fondling and caressing him as they lay naked in bed.

She had a pretty face and
something on her phone caused her to smile, a fun smile that looked
as if it contained years of flirting and broken hearts. How many
one-night stands had it sprung into action? How many times had it
caused a man to suddenly become infatuated with her? How many hours
had she spent just sitting in the corner of a bar flashing that
smile at every man who looked her way? How many fights had it
caused? How many bets and wagers among friends? How many threesomes
and propositions and love letters and valentines cards and how much
unwelcome attention had it provided her with over the years?

Her eyes flicked up, suddenly
aware of his glaring stare, and she turned her head to look at
Hugh. His jaw was clenched in annoyance, although she took it to be
something else when she saw his eyes dart off in another direction.
She scrunched her face up, shifted away from him, and then went
back to her phone, her cheap and shitty phone that he wanted to
snatch up and smash on the ground.

Hugh turned his head back to the
left, utterly furious with the way he had been so unceremoniously
rejected. He let his fury run its course, aware that if he didn’t,
he might end up doing something stupid.

He stood up from the bench, and
straightened out his black coat. It settled just above his knees,
and he slipped his hands into the snug pockets. He glanced at the
girl again, not really caring if she noticed or not, and set off on
a walk. He had no particular destination in mind, and decided to
just follow the main path that ran diagonally across the park.

He went past two police
officers, a man and a woman. The woman threw her head back and
shrieked with laughter at something, but Hugh didn’t pay her much
attention. The uniform always made female officers look drab,
frumpy, and shitty so he had little incentive to look at her. Hugh
glanced at the male officer, but couldn’t make out if he was broad
shouldered, or just a bit of a fat twat. Ultimately, he didn’t
actually care.

A large crow landed on the
grass, and cawed loudly.

Hugh hated crows as they were
vile, disgusting birds that provided neither beauty nor anything of
interest. He saw them as nothing more than revolting ogres of the
sky, and he wanted to go crush it in his hands.

A squirrel suddenly appeared,
darting and bounding its way across the lawn. Hugh stopped to look
at it, and something approaching a smile appeared on his face. He
liked squirrels a great deal, as he found them to be fascinating
little creatures, and his phone was full of pictures of them.

Hugh watched as it cautiously
approached him, and then stopped about a foot away. He couldn’t
help, but grin as the squirrel’s entire body seemed to jerk and
twitch every time it moved.

Hugh slowly bent down and cupped
his hand, as if he had something to offer to the little creature.
He stretched his arm out to the squirrel, made a low, beckoning
whistling sound, and it approached him apprehensively, one hop at a
time. When it reached his hand, it peered over the top of it, and
saw nothing of interest. It looked right at Hugh, its pointed face
full of disappointment and betrayal.

Hugh managed to get a photo just
before the little red rodent turned and hopped away in search of
more helpful folk.

He looked at the photo and
nodded to himself; it was a good one. Then he slid the phone back
into his pocket and carried on walking.

He passed a young couple lying
on the grass. The girl had a hand on the man’s chest, and she
giggled as he whispered something in her ear. She was wearing a
loose skirt, and Hugh caught a flash of her underwear as she
shifted over onto her side.

A youth with his hands down the
front of his trousers approached him, and asked if he had a spare
cigarette. The boy’s voice was full of nervous, adolescent
aggression and Hugh just shook his head as he tried to ignore the
teenager completely.

“Oh come on man, you must’ve got
a spare one,” he shouted at Hugh’s rapidly retreating back.

I don’t smoke you obnoxious
little slug, and even if I did why would I want to give something
of mine to a shitbag like you?

The entrance of the park was
wide enough for two people, but Hugh had no intention of moving
aside for anyone else if he didn’t have to.

If there was an attractive woman
coming the other way he would smile pleasantly, and move aside for
her. He would make an exaggerated gesture with his arm to allow her
through first, and then wish her good morning. On at least one
occasion, such friendly politeness had led to a lunchtime date at a
nearby coffee shop.

If it was an infirm older person
he would also move aside, as barging past old people in public
places tended to attract unwarranted attention.

A teenage boy wearing a hooded
top was approaching from the other side of the gate. Hugh didn’t
bother to speed up or slow down, just carried on going and swept
past him as if he didn’t exist.

Hugh stopped just outside the
park, and realised he had no idea what to do next. He glanced up at
a sign that presented him with three options: the town centre, the
local train station, and the park he had just come from. The
station piqued his interest the most, and off he walked in that
direction.

When he arrived, he fished out
his travelcard and fed it into the ticket gate. Although he didn’t
always use the train, he would still buy a travelcard of some kind
if he remembered to do so. Hugh didn’t really know why he did it;
he just did, and when he had a travelcard he would use the train
frequently. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t.

He didn’t usually buy a
travelcard with the express purpose of using it for a specific
journey. Most of the time he would be in a newsagent for something
else, and the We sell travelcards and bus passes sign would
prompt him to buy one. He had never, to his knowledge, bought one
and then immediately used it.

If he had looked up at the
three-pronged sign outside the park, and hadn’t been in possession
of a valid travelcard, he wouldn’t have even considered getting on
the train. He had once had a job interview that was an easy, cheap
journey by train, but when he checked his wallet on the morning of
the interview, he saw that his pass had expired. Despite the
station only being a few minute’s walk from his apartment, he had
ended up paying fifty-five pounds for a taxi.

He hadn’t even considered the
cost difference. When he arrived at his destination, he just threw
sixty quid into the taxi driver’s lap without a second thought and
slammed the door shut. The journey was over, the taxi was no longer
needed, and the driver ceased to exist.

Hugh turned to face the train as
it pulled into the station, and spotted a slim blonde woman in
tight jeans further down the platform. He stared at her until the
train had stopped completely, and then instantly forgot about her
the moment he stepped onto the carriage.

He found himself a seat, and
looked out the window as he waited for the train to get going
again. A young child on the platform waved at him, whilst an obese
man shovelled crisps into his mouth as if it was his last, ever
meal. The train started to trundle out of the station, and Hugh saw
a woman with long hair brush blonde strands from her eyes.

Soon there was nothing but
houses and back gardens, and he felt utterly neutral about all the
bright plastic slides and washing lines that flashed past him.

As the train began to slow down
again, Hugh caught a glimpse of a girl in brown boots running
towards the station, a look of desperation etched on her face.

The train rumbled to a stop, and
Hugh noticed a poster that was covered in graffiti. He had no idea
what the strange scrawl said, and he wondered what was going
through the person’s mind when they did it. Why did they go out and
spend money on a permanent marker pen, just so they could scribble
incomprehensible nonsense on a poster? Did they choose the colour
black specifically, or was it because it was the cheapest they
could find? Did they take a photo of their work afterwards? Did
they tell their friends about it?

The train doors started to beep,
signalling that they were about to close, and Hugh turned his head
towards them. A girl with long, brown hair suddenly darted in
between the rapidly closing gap, and stomped her way down the
carriage. She sat down heavily just across from him, looking
flustered and out of breath. She leaned back against the headrest
and closed her eyes, her chest rising and falling in deep
breaths.

Hugh looked down and saw that
she was wearing brown boots, sitting with her feet tucked right
under the seat, the heels raised up off the floor. Her legs were
clasped tightly together and she was wearing dark-blue jodhpurs.
The boots almost reached her knees, and were laced up tight with
thick, yellow laces. The boots weren’t for vanity, but for
function, the soles splattered with dried mud.

She rides horses. That means
firm, strong thighs. She is probably fit from all the working in
the stables, as well. Good stamina.

She was wearing a dark-blue
fleece that was zipped up almost all the way to her chin, leaving
her extremely pretty face poking up out of the top of it. Her hair
was straight and wonderful, and she couldn’t have been any more
than nineteen years old.

Her breathing had now slowed
down, and she opened her eyes. She felt Hugh’s gaze and glanced at
him.

“Looks like you had a bit of
luck with the doors there,” he said, smiling pleasantly at her.

“Erm, yes I did. I only just
made it” she replied, and blew out a large breath.

He playfully narrowed his eyes,
and asked “Hmmm, late night last night? Overslept?”

The girl glanced sheepishly away
for a moment, and then nodded back at him, a tiny smile on her
face.

Hugh made small talk with her
for a while. Although they passed at least one station, he didn’t
really notice. He had no set destination of his own, and he felt
himself getting more and more attracted to this wonderful girl. He
studied her face intently and noted every smile, every flicker of
her eyes, and every time her cheeks flushed red as he flirted with
her.

The train began slowing down
again, and the girl started to get up.

“Ah, this is my stop,” she
announced.

“Oh, okay. My name is Hugh, by
the way,” and he held his hand out.

She shook his hand, smiled, and
said, “Abigail. My name is Abigail.”

As she withdrew her hand, she
felt something stiff in her grasp. It was a white, rectangular bit
of card.

“Abigail, you’re great company
and I would love to see you again some time,” he told her.

Her cheeks flushed red, and she
bit at her bottom lip. “Yes, of course, that would be great,” she
replied, and then disappeared through the open doors.

Hugh watched her through the
window. She walked to the exit, and just before she disappeared
round the corner, she glanced back and waved at Hugh.

He sat back in his seat, thought
about her for a few moments, and then realised that he wasn’t sure
where he was going. For a split second, he considered jumping off
the train so he could follow Abigail.

His thoughts were interrupted by
a large lady slumping down right next to him. She was wearing a
large, heavy coat, and her wide girth meant she spilled over into
his seat, cramming Hugh right up against the wall of the carriage.
The woman’s arm barged up against him as she pawed around in her
handbag for something, and pulled out a stick of lip balm. She
started smearing it around her mouth, her arm once again brushing
up against Hugh, and he felt a furious anger building up inside
him.

Is the stupid fat slug trying to
eat the entire thing?

He looked down, and saw that she
was wearing a short skirt and tall leather boots, her legs bulging
as if they were trying to escape. Hugh felt disgusted and repulsed
by this woman, and he clenched his fists as he felt a rage start to
build up inside him. He began flexing every upper-body muscle he
possessed, and his mouth curled up into a furious snarl.

The woman suddenly stopped what
she was doing, and glanced at him. The disgusting sight of her fat,
wobbling jowls pushed him over the edge, and he got up and growled
at her. The woman had placed a plastic shopping bag in the aisle,
and Hugh stumbled on it as he tried to get away from this wretched
fat bitch. An apoplectic rage flashed through him, and he booted
the bag as hard as he could with his foot. A jar of coffee shot
across the carriage, and smashed open against a metal pole.

He glared at the woman, his face
consumed with anger and fury. She looked up at him, her flabby face
drawn back in desperation and fear.

“Yeah, and then the stupid
dickhead rung me up, and said he ain’t got any left,” said a
voice.

Hugh spun around, and realised
that the train had stopped at another station. A man talking loudly
into his phone squeezed past Hugh, and trod on the coffee granules
that now littered the floor.

“Jesus Christ mate, these trains
are always dirty,” the man said to no-one in particular.

The doors began to beep loudly,
and Hugh darted through them just before they closed. He stood
there on the platform of a station he had never been to before,
desperately looking for some way to relieve his anger. Right in
front of him was the entrance to a public toilet, and the cloying
stench of bleach and stale piss filled his nose the moment he
opened the door. He quickly urinated, and then washed his hands and
his face. The steel mirror above the sink was scratched and utterly
useless.

He stormed out of the toilet and
followed the signs to the exit, not even bothering to look at the
name of the station he was at. He fumbled his ticket through the
barrier, and followed the concrete path without even thinking about
where he was going. Somehow he found himself in an alley, and he
slowed his pace as his rage began to die down.

He soon came to a car park for
what seemed to be a sports club of some kind. The building itself
looked empty, and there was just the one, solitary car parked
outside it. Behind the building, a large field spread off into the
distance, the ground disturbed only by the occasional set of goal
posts poking up from the grass. Some of them looked as if they
would fall over if someone so much as sneezed on them.

The exterior of the building was
covered in graffiti, and a large, elaborate penis had been spray
painted in the middle of one section of a wall. If the local
scribes were to believed, it seemed that someone called Simon was a
wanker, and someone else called Liz was a whore.

There was an abandoned sofa
lying discarded in a corner, old blankets and clothes dotting the
ground around it. The car park itself was uneven, stony, and
treacherous.

Hugh looked around and saw
no-one. He approached the car, a light-blue Volvo, and on the back
seat he could see a black coat. He peered in through the window,
and straight away recognised the coat as an expensive one that he
had been looking at recently in a shop. He could just about see the
label, and his heart pounded with excitement; it was the real
deal.

Glancing around to make sure
that he was still alone, he walked over to the old sofa, and
gingerly picked up one of the blankets. When he shook it, a dried
dog turd rolled off, causing his stomach to lurch slightly.

He hung it over the roof and the
window of the car, hoping it would muffle the sound of breaking
glass. He picked up a brick, used it to smash the back window of
the car, and eagerly reached in to grab his prize. The sinister
grin on his face was so wide, it threatened to split his head
open.

He hauled the coat out, and held
his trophy aloft in triumph. Moments later he was consumed with an
unholy rage of injustice when he saw that the coat was a pile of
shit, a cheap copy bought from a cheap, shitty shop that sold
nothing, but cheap shit for slugs who had no idea what good stuff
was.

Hugh hurled the coat to the
floor, and kicked it away from him as if it was a dead rat. He
booted the car door in anger and revenge, kicked off the wing
mirror, and then stamped on it until it was nothing but smashed
glass and plastic.

Leaning back against the car, he
let himself calm down again. There was a path leading away from the
car park, and he followed it without knowing where it led to.

He was hungry, and he wanted
something to eat.

***

 



Chapter 2

 


“I should’ve asked them to put a
sausage in with it as well. Just egg and bacon is never enough,”
rued Robert, as he patted his stomach.

Clare shook her head at him. She
had no idea how Robert managed to pack so much junk food inside him
all the time. He had a terrible diet, and it was nothing short of a
miracle that he wasn’t fat, although it explained why he spent so
much time on the toilet.

“Even if you’d asked for a
sausage, egg, and bacon sandwich, you’d be moaning that they didn’t
put a plate of chips in with it, as well,” she told him.

He pondered this for a moment,
and then nodded his head in agreement.

“It was a bloody good bit of
bacon and egg though, that cafe is fantastic. I hope the Queen
doesn’t pop in there any time soon. She would whisk that greasy
bastard chef off for herself I bet. Stow him away in her bedroom
with nothing, but a camping stove and a frying pan so he can just
churn out endless amounts of egg and bacon sandwiches for her.”

Clare snorted out a laugh, and
readjusted her hat.

“Constable Johnson, you’re
looking particularly nice in your uniform today,” Robert
complimented her.

“Why thank you mein fuhrer, I’m
more than happy to please you,” she replied, with a cheeky
smile.

Robert smiled back, and then
gazed off into the distance. Clare looked at him, frowned, and then
waved her hands in front of his face.

“Earth to Robert, earth to
Robert, are you there?”

“Sorry, I was just thinking of
steak and kidney pie,” he said with a grin.

Clare threw her head back, and
laughed loudly. A man with a black coat passed behind them, but
neither of them noticed him.

“No, seriously, I was. Why would
anyone want kidney in a pie? Why not double steak instead? It would
be much better.”

“It’s not really something I’ve
thought about to be honest.”

“I used to get force-fed it as a
kid. I dreaded going round my Nan’s house, as it was all she ever
seemed to bloody cook. In fact I think she even brought one round
to our house at Christmas one year,” he replied, scrunching his
nose up.

Clare let out a laugh again. She
tried to work out how much of what he had just said was true, and
how much of it was just some nonsense he had made up on the
spot.

Clare and Robert had known each
other for several years now. They were in the same enrolment year
at Hendon Police College, and had got on well with each other
pretty early on. In some respects it was a little bit too well; she
had had to tell him to back off on at least one occasion when he
started getting a bit too friendly.

“Ease up there cock. You’re
good, but not that good,” she had said to him, one late night in
the pub. “This band of gold isn’t just for show,” and she waggled
her engagement ring at him.

Part of their training involved
learning about the various restraining methods that were available
to them. One of them was a taser gun that could deliver a nasty
electric shock, and another was a canister of pepper spray. A few
nervous murmurs rippled around the classroom when they learned that
they were going to have to experience the tasering and spraying for
themselves.

The tasering had been pretty
nasty, but just about everyone agreed that the pepper spray was an
abomination, and Clare hoped that she was never, ever put into a
position where she had to use it on someone.

For Robert it triggered off a
flashback to his teenage years, when he and some friends had
grabbed hold of some the school fire extinguishers. Robert had
grabbed a bog standard one that sprayed water, and he gleefully
soaked his friends with it. One of the others had got hold of a CO2
extinguisher that belched out a thick fog of pure carbon dioxide
powder, and Robert soon found himself stuck right in the middle of
a white cloud that quickly began to suffocate him. Every time he
tried to breathe in, nothing seemed to happen; there was no oxygen
in the air, and he fell to the floor gasping and spluttering.

Of course, his friends thought
this was hilarious, and they carried on running around, barfing and
honking white clouds of poison at him. Eventually they realised he
wasn’t faking it and pulled him to safety.

He lay there on the ground, red
faced and tears running down his cheeks, desperately trying not to
cough his lungs up. When he eventually recovered, he had peered up
at his worried-looking friends and said, “You utter, fucking
bastards.”

There was silence for a few
seconds, and then they had all started laughing.

Robert had said those exact same
words at Hendon after being pepper sprayed, but this time around he
hadn’t done any laughing. It felt like his entire face had been set
on fire; he couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe, and couldn’t function.
All he was aware of, was the sensation of his skin bubbling and
rippling, as if he had been standing on the surface of the sun.

“Just breathe normally, and
you’ll be okay,” the rat-faced instructor had said to him over and
over again. Robert felt like smashing him in the face.

A sudden, loud cawing from an
absurdly large crow caused Robert to glance up. He saw it just as
it landed on the grass, and for a split second it looked like an
angel of death. He was reminded of the covers on some of the heavy
metal albums he used to own.

“Oh look, it’s Doctor
Doolittle,” Robert quipped, nodding towards a man who seemed to be
reaching out to something in the grass.

Clare had already been looking
at the man. The pair of them watched with mild interest until he
got up, and walked away. There was nothing particularly unusual
about what the man was doing; public parks were always full of
staunch urbanites who came to escape from the forest of red bricks
for a while.

“Well, everything seems pretty
safe and dandy here at the moment, and I don’t think Jack the
Ripper is likely to come back yet. Shall we pop off for a cuppa
somewhere?” Robert asked.

Clare rolled her eyes. When
Robert spoke about cups of tea, he was usually thinking about bacon
sandwiches.

“Okay then. How about the coffee
shop over there?” she pointed at a snazzy-looking place that was
just about visible in the distance.

Robert scrunched his face up.
“What, on a constable’s wage? I ain’t the superintendent just yet.
Let’s go to a greasy spoon, the rustic atmosphere is more my style
these days.”

They walked towards the edge of
the town centre, and found a cafe that was to his satisfaction. The
hiss and smell of fried food hit them the moment they entered, and
Robert felt right at home. Clare could feel herself putting on
weight already.

Although builders, scaffolders,
and plasterers made up most of the clientele, there was the
occasional pin-striped suit to break up the sea of labourers. A
small child waved at Clare, and she waved back with a cheery smile.
One or two men eyed Robert in particular with suspicion and
wariness.

Don’t worry lads, I aint gonna
nick you for being a smelly, scruffy bunch of twats.

Clare made do with a small
latte, whilst Robert ordered a large filter coffee and a bacon
sandwich. He watched eagerly as the chef peeled off two thick
rashers, and slapped them down onto the cooking plate.

When they were both sat down,
Clare watched Robert eat with fascination; he seemed to inhale food
rather than eat it.

“Have you got hollow legs, or
something?” she asked, louder than she had intended to.

The man on the next table looked
up from his newspaper. The paper was a sleazy tabloid that
contained headlines along the lines of My raunchy romp on the
number 65 bus and Lusty Lucy learns Lambada. It was
probably closer to soft porn than an actual newspaper, but who
really cares when it only costs thirty five pence?

Clare was the first female that
the man had seen in the cafe so far. He folded the paper up, and
fiddled with his phone instead.

“Do you remember John? John
Everett? From Hendon?” she asked Robert, speaking more quietly this
time.

Robert narrowed his eyes for a
moment and then nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. Wasn’t he that
silly wanker who tried to sneak his gear out one weekend?”

One thing that was drilled into
their heads early on during their training, was that they weren’t
police officers yet: not even close. They were still normal
civilians, with all the obligations and responsibilities that go
with it. They were also reminded that they had the same
restrictions as well. They were not, under any circumstances,
allowed to take any police-issue equipment off the college
premises.

“Take your dirty, smelly
trousers, and skirts wherever you want. But if you so much as even
think about taking any of this stuff home, then you’re going to
feel the long arm of the law smashing down on your pretty little
heads,” the instructor had told them.

The table next to him had been
full of pleasant toys like mace spray, a handheld taser, several
sets of handcuffs, and some nasty-looking sticks.

John Everett had been a
loud-mouthed buffoon that Robert had disliked right from the
beginning. Too cocky, too stupid, and nearly everything that came
out of his mouth was a complete lie. John had earned himself the
nickname ‘Johnny Twoshits’; if you told him that you had just had a
shit, he would tell you he had just had two shits.

“Well, it turns out that he has
applied to be a copper again,” Clare said, barely able to hide her
contempt.

Robert was chewing on the last
square of his bacon sandwich - he always asked for his sandwiches
to be cut into four squares - when he coughed it back up onto the
plate in surprise.

Clare was caught halfway between
laughing and grimacing in disgust, when her radio burst to life.
The surrounding tables fell silent.

The radio blurted out some
garbled police-speak for a few moments, putting Clare and Robert on
full alert. They got up and walked to the exit.

“Ciao senoritas,” he murmured as they went out through the
door.

Clare was talking into the
radio, and Robert managed to catch snippets of what was being
discussed. It sounded like there had been a car theft, or maybe a
disturbance in a car park somewhere. It was probably just kids
mucking around as usual, nothing particularly exciting, and
certainly nothing that would trouble Sherlock Holmes.

Ah, good old Sherlock Holmes,
Robert’s big weakness. He had read all the books, and seen all the
films, including the one that was released in the year 1903, and
was only about thirty seconds long. He got a fair bit of teasing
about it sometimes but, well, what did those uncultured swines back
at the station know?

“We’ve got a call to make,”
Clare told him. “Someone has reported a theft from their car, a
smash and grab job. It’s a few miles down the road, and this time
I’m going to drive ‘cos I took the call.”

Robert handed over the keys
without protesting. The lady wasn’t to be trifled with when she
decided to take charge.

They walked to the car and got
in. Clare started the ignition, and then thought of something.

“If I so much as hear anything
coming from your arse, you’re walking the rest of the way,” she
said to Robert.

He gave her a sarcastic salute,
and then opened his window as far as it would go, just in case.

About thirty minutes later, they
arrived at a shabby-looking sports club. Some of the walls were
covered in graffiti, and an old sofa lay by a wall. Robert wondered
if they had somehow driven to Beirut, and started to consider how
many romantic teenage evenings that dirty sofa had hosted.

Over to one side of the car park
was a blue Volvo car, one of the windows smashed and broken.

Clare and Robert parked the car,
and got out. They approached the Volvo, and a man who looked about
fifty years old stepped out.

“Are you the police?” he asked
them.

Robert blinked and suppressed a
grin.

Watson, what we have here is a
failure to communicate.

“Yes, sir. Are you the gentleman
who called about the car break-in?” Clare replied.

“Yes! Look, someone has smashed
my damn window and taken a bloody sledge hammer to the car door.
It’s going to cost a blasted fortune to get it fixed, and I want
the bastards who did it locked up!”

Robert looked at the floor, and
took out his notepad. An old blanket lay next to the car, one of
the corners looking as if it had a dog shit stain on it. Broken
glass surrounded the area, and there was a dirty coat lying a bit
further away.

“Has anything been taken, sir?”
he asked the man.

“No. But they took my coat out,
and stamped on it. Bloody louts that they are,” ranted the man.

He approached Robert, standing
right up close to him.

“I bet it was those bloody
Polish illegal immigrants, there are loads of them around here.
They come here, steal our jobs, and then fly back home on my bloody
taxes,” he said in a low voice.

The moment Robert had heard the
word ‘foreign’ come out of the man’s mouth, he knew that it was a
long, shitty day that lay ahead of him. He stopped writing
mid-sentence, and just stood there pressing the pen into the paper
as if his hand was frozen solid. The man had leant in close as he
rattled off his nonsense, and if the expression on his face was
anything to go by, he considered it to be top secret
information.

The man turned away, and looked
again at his broken window.

“Is it possible to get the
fingerprints from this blanket?” he asked.

He spun around quickly, looking
at them with accusing eyes.

“You’re here to take
fingerprints and DNA stuff, right?”

Why yes, of course we are. And
then we will get the flying squad down as well, just in case there
is a terrorist in your ash tray. In fact the whole of Scotland Yard
is on their way right now, queuing up at the bus stop and checking
that they all have the right money for the fare.

Clare had seen the look on
Robert’s face, and pulled out a sheet of pads from her pocket. She
took the man’s details, and handed a copy of the slip to him.

“There you go, sir. That’s your
incident number, and we’ll be in touch as soon as we know anything
more.”

The man looked at the bit of
paper as if he had been handed an invitation to an illegal
immigrant tea party. “Is that it?”

Robert walked back to their car,
happy to let Clare talk to the man as she was better at dealing
with people like that than he was. He opened the passenger door,
sat down, and rubbed his eyes, suddenly feeling tired.

He looked in the rear-view
mirror, and saw that Clare was bending down next to the blanket.
She was holding one corner up, and Robert hoped it wasn’t the
shitty end that she was touching. She stayed talking to the man for
a while longer, and then walked back to the car.

“Did you get the fingerprints
then?” Robert asked her.

Clare let out a small chuckle.
“No. I half-convinced him that whoever did it was wearing gloves
anyway. There are no witnesses that would have seen it happen, and
his insurance will cover the damage.”

Robert nodded. “Good work there
sis, we can do the paperwork later if you want. Fancy a cuppa?”

***

 



Chapter 3

 


Hugh stood outside the
supermarket, staring at a poster informing him that if he bought
two tins of pilchards, he would get extra loyalty points. He looked
at it curiously, struggling to understand what the point of it was.
He hated pilchards as they stank, and looked like silver fingers of
shit.

He walked inside, and saw that
there were two, small children standing near the pile of hand
baskets. One was a boy with his back to Hugh, looking on in
fascination at the tall National Lottery stand in front of him. A
pen was hanging down from the side of the stand, and the boy
struggled to grab hold of it as it swung slowly from side to
side.

The other child was a little
girl, and Hugh just so happened to glance at her as he bent down to
pick up a basket. His face was no more than a foot away from hers
and for a split second their eyes locked, her face looking right up
into his. Her expression was one of questioning, vulnerable
innocence, her eyes were wide, brown, and beautiful, and they made
Hugh feel as though he was gazing down into a huge chasm. In that
single moment, a dozen previously-dormant neurons fired off in his
brain, sending twangs of emotion running through him that he
couldn’t ever remember experiencing before. He had an overwhelming
urge to take the girl gently by the hand, and answer every question
that she had about the world. He would teach her everything: how to
live, how to survive, how to make sure that no-one ever took
advantage of her. Her mind was a blank slate that would accept,
unquestioningly, everything it was told. She had no existing
preconceptions of what people and society were like, and he
wouldn’t need to keep pretending any more.

And then the moment vanished, as
quickly as it had appeared. Hugh stood up and turned away, the girl
completely forgotten about.

He wandered around the
supermarket aisles, glancing at nothing and everything. He picked
up some toilet roll, the expensive, luxury branded type. If he was
going to clean his arse with something, then it had better be good.
Dishwasher tablets, the cheap, own brand make. It was just boring,
shitty chemicals, so what possible difference could it make?

He picked up a small jar of
green olives; he didn’t really like them, but the lid looked
interesting, so he threw it into his basket. He picked up a tub of
coleslaw; it looked crap and boring, so he lobbed it back onto the
shelf with a disinterested sneer.

He walked past the bakery
shelves, and his eyes gorged on the rows of doughnuts, cookies,
biscuits, and cakes that lay in front of him. After picking up a
box of caramel squares, Hugh realised that it was ages since he had
last had one of his Binge Weeks.

Most of the time, his diet was
pretty sensible and healthy. Every so often, however, he would just
launch himself into the world of junk food and feast on takeaway
pizza, curry, Chinese, anything. Cake, ice cream, chocolate,
whatever he desired.

He would also work his way
through an incredible amount of alcohol, and he was one of those
fortunate souls that didn’t suffer with hangovers. He would
sometimes wake up completely naked on his apartment floor, the TV
blaring at full volume, and discarded boxes of food all over the
place. His memory would be a complete blank, and he would just
feast again, purely for the sake of it.

Once the week was up that was
it, and he would be back to normal without a second thought.

Hugh lobbed the box of caramel
squares into the basket, along with some chocolate brownies. He
spied some doughnuts, and they went in too. Mini doughnuts with
sprinkles on the top. Flapjacks. A small box that had the word
‘caramel’ on it. A jar of peanut butter.

He sauntered around the aisles
again, picking up what looked interesting, and then throwing it
into the basket. A jar of mayonnaise. A clove of garlic because he
loved garlic. An onion. A tin of fancy-looking soup that contained
a vegetable he had never heard of. A small jar of chopped garlic
because, well, he bloody loved garlic. Some extra-large bin liners
because, well, why bother with the small, shitty ones?

He came to the frozen food
section. Above the freezer of vegetables was a cabinet of pizzas,
and they looked utterly delightful. He hefted up the bulging basket
with a grunt, and rested it on the edge of the freezer. He reached
out to open the cabinet, and then stopped.

When he looked down at the
basket, a wave of confusion ran through him. Why had it been so
heavy? He had only picked a few things up for lunch, and the fact
that he had strained to lift it up made him realise that he still
didn’t actually know where he was. How was he supposed to get all
this crap back home?

He slammed the cabinet door
shut, and emptied the entire basket down into the freezer. The tub
of mini cookies burst open, its contents spilling and crumbling all
over the bags of beans, carrots, and oven chips. He didn’t really
see anything wrong with doing this; what else was he supposed to
do, go around the whole store putting everything back where it was?
Sod that.

Hugh turned around, and saw that
a middle-aged man holding a carton of milk was staring
incredulously at him.

“Fuck are you looking at?” Hugh
demanded, feeling incredibly insulted that someone would have a
problem with the way he did his shopping, and then zipped past him
as if he didn’t exist.

As he walked through the dairy
section, he discarded his basket somewhere in between the milk and
the cheese.

Hugh made his way to the fresh
produce area, and picked up a couple of satsumas. Soon afterwards
he spotted a tasty-looking chicken sandwich, and a bottle of water
that had a cute little label on it. There was a garlic and herb
dip, and he eagerly grabbed it because he really, absolutely loved
garlic. Also some toothpaste, as he liked to brush after every
meal.

He made his way to the checkout,
and decided to use one the automated tills. It meant he could lie
about how many of his own carrier bags he was using, and claim all
those lovely extra loyalty points. He started scanning the items
in, and threw them into the bag without looking.

Some twat had set the volume on
the machine too high, so every beep and every robotic word quickly
began to grate. His head was thumping with annoyance, and he
gritted his teeth until he was almost snarling, and now he just
wanted to get out of here, just jump on a bus, or get a taxi, and
-

“Unexpected item in bagging
area!” the machine bellowed at him.

What the hell do you mean, you
useless slug? The only stuff in the bag is what I scanned, so how
the shitting hell is any of it unexpected you useless
shitpiece?

He took an item back out of the
bag, and the light went green. He threw it back into the bag,
starting to wish that he had used a normal till.

“Unexpected item in bagging
area!” the machine repeated.

The edges of his vision began to
blur as his rage built up. He clenched his fists, and growled at
the screen in front of him.

An assistant came scurrying over
to help, scanned her card in, and cleared the error. She was just
about to tell Hugh to carry on, but the look of hatred on his face
sent a chill down her spine. He looked almost psychotic, and she
just gestured with her hand instead.

He reached over to pick up the
next item, and discovered that his hand was now all wet and sticky
with something. He looked at it curiously, and realised that he had
squished one of the satsumas to a pulp in his fist without
realising. There was nothing he could use to clean his hand up
with, so he just wiped it across the screen in front of him.

“Please insert your payment
card!” the machine roared, at top volume.

Hugh’s head snapped as his final
remaining sliver of patience vaporised entirely. He slammed his
fist down hard onto the machine, twice, and an error popped up on
the screen.

“Assistance is on its way!” an
automated voice blared from somewhere around him.

Hugh threw the remaining satsuma
into the bag, and hurled the toothpaste across the shop. It
clattered into a display of batteries, knocking them noisily to the
floor, and people were now looking at him in alarm.

He strode towards the exit, and
as he went past the magazine rack, a publication with a dazzling,
white horse on the front caught his eye. He snatched it up without
stopping, and carried on towards the exit.

A security guard tried to step
in front of him.

“Get out of my way, you shitting
slug bastard,” Hugh snarled.

The guard looked at Hugh, and
saw that his eyes were wide and full of madness, that his teeth
were bared, and his lips were drawn right back in anger and
fury.

The guard yelped in fear, his
sphincter tightening involuntarily. He decided he wasn’t paid
enough for this sort of thing, and let Hugh go out through the
door.

Hugh turned right out of the
shop, if only because the carrier bag was in his right hand. He
walked for about a minute down the road, and then stopped to sit on
a bench. He put the bag down on the floor, and looked at it in
puzzlement when he heard the heavy thunk of glass.

He reached down into the bag,
pulled the jar out, and smiled gleefully at it. Garlic and herb
dip? He really, bloody loved garlic! He opened the jar, and sniffed
at the contents: yum!

Reaching into the bag again, he
pulled out the satsuma, and quickly ate it. He grimaced with
disgust when he realised that the water was carbonated, and threw
the bottle behind him without looking.

He took the chicken sandwich
out, and bit into it. It didn’t taste too bad, but he reckoned that
it would probably taste better with some garlic mayonnaise. He
picked up the magazine he had bought, and saw that it had a picture
of a mangy, pointless white horse on the front. Hugh hated horses,
he thought their owners were freaks, and he threw everything into
the bin. Someone had stupidly left behind some garlic dip, and he
left it where it was.

He stood up and decided to go
home, as this place was boring him. He looked both ways up and down
the street, and saw a bus with a familiar number on the front of
it. It went sort of near where he lived, which was good news as far
as he was concerned.

He jogged to the bus stop, and
stuck his hand out. The bus stopped for him, and Hugh went and sat
upstairs.

“No, I don’t care, why should
I?” a teenager shouted loudly into his phone.

Hugh walked further down the
aisle and sat near the back whilst the teenager continued his loud
conversation.

Hugh stared out of the window,
and watched the people outside go about their business. There was a
woman wearing a short skirt, and pushing a pram. Behind her was an
elderly gentleman bent almost double over his walking stick, moving
incredibly slowly. Hugh wondered how on earth he got anywhere
before starving to death.

Someone on a bike nearly ran
into a young child, and the mother shouted at the cyclist. The
cyclist flipped her the finger in reply.

A kid in school uniform dropped
his ice cream on the floor, and his friends stood there laughing at
him.

The whole town seemed to be full
of obnoxious slugs. Or maybe it was the whole world that was full
of slugs, every single person lying, and cheating their way through
life.

Hugh remembered his days as a
salesman. He had been a good salesperson, as he was very good at
reading people. He would notice every twitch of the mouth, every
nervous glance away, every anxious scratch of the nose. He could
poke and pry around a person’s armour, and then strike at just the
right time.

Of course, this would mean
having to work with other people, to team up with colleagues, to
talk amongst his fellow salesmen, and every, single one of them was
a charlatan and a sycophant. Some of them were unable to ever stop
using their sales patter, no matter who they spoke to, constantly
trying to cheat and backstab their way to the next sale.

Hugh could usually see right
through it all, as it didn’t take him long to learn when a
particular person was telling the truth or not, and with
salespeople there was never much in the way of truth.

Hugh was great at charming
people if he needed to, and when it came to dealing with customers
that he was never going to see again, it was easy. However, when it
came to dealing with people he had to see day after day, he would
struggle, and after a while his mask would start to slip.

Whenever he started a new job,
it was always the same story. He would join a team, learn the
ropes, and then quickly become something of a star. His boss would
soon come to love the extra commission he brought in, but his
colleagues would develop the early sinews of jealousy just as
fast.

At first the slips of his mask
would be trivial things, maybe something as silly as remaining
stony-faced as someone told a joke, or maybe he would have clenched
fists and an angry frown as he waited for someone to finish in the
toilet. He would get caught leering at the girls in their short
skirts, and the low-cut tops.

Then the whispering would start,
and so would the worried sideways glances from people. They would
begin laughing behind his back. He would start to care less and
less about maintaining the charade, as he found it tedious, and the
invitations to parties and social events would dry up.

He once overheard two girls
giggling about him. They had nicknamed him ‘Gollum’ from Lord of
the Rings, because of his mad, staring eyes. He had stepped out and
confronted them, the colour draining instantly from their faces. He
just stared and snarled at them, happy to watch as they tried to
squirm and bullshit their way out of trouble. Then he threatened to
cut off their breasts, and pin them to the wall if they didn’t shut
the fuck up talking about him like that.

A couple of days later, the
office braggart tried to get one up on him. He had been walking
behind Hugh, and used his foot to trip him up, sending Hugh
stumbling forward onto a desk. The entire place erupted with
laughter. Every, single, one of them had laughed at him. What had
he ever done to them, to deserve such humiliation? He had held
doors open for the ladies, and listened intently to their personal
problems. He had socialised with them, and then climbed into bed
with the pretty ones. He had bought countless rounds of drinks, and
even brought in cakes for everyone on his birthday, as was the
office custom.

He had slowly glanced around,
and seen the looks on their faces. It was all too much, and he no
longer cared about pretending to be one of them. They were slugs,
and they disgusted him. He stood back up, spun around, and slammed
his fist into the face of the man who had tripped him up.

It was a hard, well-thrown
punch, and the man’s nose wilted flat. His top lip was mashed and
squashed against his teeth, his head snapping back from the blow.
He staggered backwards, and tripped over the edge of a desk.

Hugh strode forward, fully
intending to give the man the beating of his life, when loud gasps
sounded out across the room. He once again looked around at all the
faces, and saw that they had all changed, that there was no
laughing now, only fear. Hands were being raised to mouths in shock
and worry.

Right there and then, he decided
it was time to leave. He kicked over a tall plant on the way to his
desk, and shoved his monitor over onto the floor. He stuffed a
stapler and some Post-It notes into his jacket pockets. On the way
out he kissed the fat old receptionist who had always made puppy
dog eyes at him, and then disappeared from that place forever.

Hugh felt the bus begin to pick
up some speed. The teenager was still yelling into his phone, which
quickly became annoying.

“Excuse me, would you mind
keeping your voice down?” he asked loudly.

The teenager didn’t seem to
hear, and carried on swearing into the phone.

“Will you shut up, you annoying
little slug!” Hugh bellowed down at him.

The entire bus went silent. The
teenager turned around, and looked as if he was about to argue
something, but then decided not to. He nodded back at Hugh, and
finished the conversation quickly.

A couple of minutes later the
teenager got up and went downstairs. Just before his head
disappeared down the stairwell, he looked up at Hugh.

“Mate, you’re a sad prick you
know that?”

Before Hugh could react the
teenager ran down the stairs, and out of the doors. When he got out
onto the street he shouted abuse up at the window where Hugh was
sitting.

Hugh just glared back down at
him.

After a while the bus came near
to where he lived, and he walked the rest of the way home.

As he came to the courtyard of
his apartment block, he saw that there were a number of teenage
kids standing around the main entrance. Hugh didn’t recognise any
of them as people who lived in the complex.

He saw someone come out of the
entrance. As they pressed the button on the inside to open the
door, the kid on the outside helpfully opened it for them. When
that person walked out through the door, one of the other kids then
sneaked into the building.

Hugh clenched his fists in
annoyance. He had no desire to see feral youths running around
where he lived.

One teenager saw that Hugh was
coming towards the building, and kept the door open for him.

“Alright, mate?” he said to
Hugh.

Hugh ignored him, and went
through the doorway. He grabbed the handle on the inside of the
door, and yanked it out of the kid’s hand. The kid yelled in
surprise and anger, and the door clicked shut.

There was a loud bang, and Hugh
turned around to see that the kid was shouting at him, and punching
the window. Hugh just glared at him for a few seconds, and then
turned away.

He took the stairs up to his
floor, as he didn’t really like using the lift. It was slow, and he
preferred not to get trapped making small talk with people if he
could avoid it.

He arrived at his own door,
unlocked it and went inside.

***

 



Chapter 4

 


Robert inhaled the first square
of his bacon sandwich. He chewed it slowly and deliberately,
savouring and analysing every morsel. He swallowed, nodded, and
then grinned with satisfaction.

“That’s a damn good bit of bacon
sandwiching they’ve got going on here. They should advertise it or
something, they would make a bloody killing, I swear to God,” he
said.

Clare took a sip of her coffee.
“Is there such a thing as a bad bacon sandwich? There isn’t much
that goes into them.”

Robert looked at her as if she
had just blasphemed. “Are you insane, woman? There’s a heck of a
lot of thought that goes into a good bacon sandwich. The bread has
to be good and fresh. The bacon has to be decent and thick. And no
butter either, or it just melts and goes all over your
fingers.”

“I’ve never seen you look so
serious before. Do you ever actually eat anything that takes more
than five minutes to cook?”

Robert thought for a short
moment. “Well, I had spaghetti bolognese last night.”

Clare put her coffee down on the
table, and raised her eyebrows in surprise. She put both hands down
on the table, and leaned forward, genuinely intrigued.

“Oooh, I’m impressed. Did you
get to use a spoon and fork, or did someone mash it all up for
you?”

Robert chuckled. “The girlfriend
cooked it. It was nice actually, made a change from having a bowl
of Weetabix for dinner.”

Clare shook her head at him and
asked, “So, how are things between you and Susan at the
moment?”

Robert shrugged. “Things are
okay I guess. She wants us to move in together. Her place is bigger
than mine, but...” he let the sentence trail off.

“But you don’t want to lose your
bachelor pad, right?”

“Kind of, but it’s not just
that. Moving in with someone is serious. I need time to think about
it,” Robert replied, his voice had taking on a defensive tone.

“Time to procrastinate more
like. Look, Susan is great and you -” she was cut off by the
crackle of her radio.

The people sitting at the
surrounding tables went silent as she spoke into it. Robert crammed
the last square of the sandwich into his mouth, and stood up. He
caught enough of the garbled chatter to know that they had another
call to attend. He glanced around, and saw the baffled looks on the
faces of people who were trying to make sense of what was being
said. During his training, Robert wondered how he would ever
understand what was being burped out of the damn things.

He remembered the very first
time he had taken a call from the control room dispatchers. He had
to keep asking them to repeat the details over and over again, and
he got more and more anxious as it went on. He had glanced at his
two colleagues desperately for help, but they just sat there,
picking their noses and grinning at his discomfort. At one point,
he had asked if it was possible for the details to be sent to him
by a text message to his mobile phone. There had been silence on
the other end, and then roars of laughter from the two constables
who were supposed to be minding him.

Clare stood up purposefully, and
made a gesture with her hands that suggested she was driving
again.

Once they were sat down in the
car, Clare said, “Someone has caused a ruckus at a supermarket.
Smashed a self-service till up, and walked off without paying.”

Robert nodded. “I hate those
damn self-service things. I only use them because I can get extra
loyalty points by lying about how many bags of my own I’m
using.”

Clare rolled her eyes, but said
nothing.

Robert continued, “In fact, one
of my mates said that he sometimes gets steaks, and runs them
through as potatoes. He reckons that he has even cut out some
barcodes, and takes them in when he goes shopping. It means when he
gets wine, he can scan it in as a bottle of Coke. Saves a bloody
fortune, so he says.”

He paused for a few seconds. “I
reckon he’s bullshitting though.”

Clare smiled and said, “No shit,
Sherlock,” her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Robert made a face at her, and
stayed silent until they arrived at the supermarket. Clare parked
just round the corner, and they hopped out. Robert somehow managed
to stumble when he stepped onto the curb.

“I keep telling you, those bacon
sandwiches make you slow and sleepy,” she told him.

“I bet a vegetarian put that
curb there, it’s a conspiracy,” he grumbled.

They approached the supermarket
entrance, and Robert grimaced at a poster in the window.

“Who the bloody hell still buys
pilchards? They’re disgusting. My Nan used to make sandwiches with
them all the time when I was a kid. Baking hot summer’s day, and
she brings out a plate of those things. They made me retch. I
swear, she thinks that rationing’s still in effect.”

Clare chuckled and replied,
“Food culture wasn’t a big thing in your family, was it?”

“You got that right.”

A man in a cheap suit walked up
to them, and introduced himself.

“Hello, I’m Geoff, the manager
of the store here. It was me who called you, as we had a frightful
episode earlier when a psycho came in, and started smashing things
up.”

Robert disliked the man almost
immediately. He sounded self-important and pompous, the sort of
person who thought the place would fall apart if they ever took a
day off.

Robert also noticed that the
manager was developing a bald spot on top of his head. If he came
back here in five years time, the man would no doubt be sporting
the infamous comb-over.

“Do you want to show us what’s
been damaged then?” Clare asked him.

“Of course, it’s just this way,”
he beckoned them to follow him, as if he was trying to get the
attention of a waiter in a restaurant.

“This is what the psycho did. I
have instructed the staff not to touch it in case you need to look
at it, or something,” Geoff said. He gestured towards the machine,
and put his hands on his hips.

The two of them looked at it,
not entirely sure what they were supposed to seeing. There was a
strange error code on the screen, but other than that it looked
fine.

“Did the ferocious attack get
caught on CCTV?” Clare asked. Robert wasn’t sure if she was being
sarcastic or not.

“Sort of. Our CCTV system has
been on the blink for a while, and the quality isn’t very good.
Follow me, and I’ll show you,” Geoff replied.

The three of them traipsed to
the back of the store, and through a door marked Private.
They went down some stairs, and through another door labelled
Control Room. Inside, there were three monitors that Robert
guessed were probably older than he was, and an obese man was
sitting in a chair just in front of them. There was a bag of cheap
doughnuts on his desk that he appeared to be working his way
through, no doubt purchased from the shop upstairs.

Watson, we have all this
wonderful technology, and yet it is left in the hands of someone
who cannot wipe the jam away from his chin. Judging by the size of
him I deduce that he has trouble wiping other areas of his body as
well.

“The police are here, and they’d
like to see the psycho footage. Could you bring it up for them?”
Geoff asked the man in the chair.

The obese man remained silent as
he strained to reach forward to get the footage up. In amongst the
discarded chocolate bar wrappers was a disorderly pile of VHS
tapes, and the man sifted gingerly through the rubbish as if he
were handling eggshells. He somehow found the tape he was looking
for, and shoved it in the machine by repeatedly jabbing the
cassette at the slot as if he was trying to squash a fly.

The footage was brought up, and
a grainy, black and white series of images showed a man punching
the machine twice, before storming out. To say the footage was of a
poor quality was an understatement, you could barely make out the
features of anyone’s face at all. It was like watching a load of
burns victims do their weekly shopping.

“We found some other footage of
him emptying an entire basket of produce into one of the freezers.
Cakes and biscuits spilled all over the place,” Geoff said.

He turned his head, and looked
at both Clare and Robert in turn. “I had to clear the mess up
myself, you know,” he said, speaking as if he had been forced to
wade through a sewer in his bare feet.

For the second time that day,
Robert found himself staring into an abyss of pointlessness.
Sometimes he loved his job, and other times he hated it. He had
seen some horrendous things that he wouldn’t want even his worst
enemies to witness.

Discovering the body of someone
who has decided to hang themselves was always a sight for sore
eyes. Sometimes they might have been hanging there for a week or
more, their entire face bruised and discoloured like a Picasso
painting.

He once saw a photo where the
hanging victim’s fingers were jammed right under the noose; it was
as if the person had rediscovered the will to live right before
they finally died.

That sort of thing Robert had
learned to deal with. It was part of the job, all in a day’s work,
it was what he had signed up for.

If there was one thing that
really got him down, it was people making absurd calls for nothing.
So far today he had dealt with a spot of mild, typically
middle-class racism, and now he had a pompous buffoon labelling
someone a ‘psycho’ because they got frustrated with a self-service
till. Was there anyone in the developed world who hadn’t got
at least a teensy-weensy bit miffed with the bloody things?

Robert glanced at Clare, and saw
that she was taking notes and filling a form out.

“What’re you doing? Why aren’t
you out there gathering the evidence to catch this monster?” Geoff
asked her.

Clare carried on writing for a
couple of seconds, before she realised he was talking to her. “I
beg your pardon?”

“Look, I have CCTV footage of
this madman, and you’re standing here writing an essay. Aren’t you
going to dust down the area for prints or something?”

The obese man sat there saying
nothing. He leaned forward, and noisily fished another doughnut out
of the bag, and bit into it. A stream of jam wormed its way out,
and up into one of his nostrils. It made Clare feel mildly
sick.

“Sir, you said yourself that the
CCTV hasn’t been working properly. There is nothing on that tape
that helps us identify the suspect, and it certainly wouldn’t be
admissible in court. The self service till will be covered in the
fingerprints of every person who has recently touched it, including
yourself, and the staff in the store,” she replied, in a firm, but
polite tone.

Geoff frowned at her, and
pressed his lips together.

Clare braced herself for the
‘what do I pay my bloody taxes for’ lecture, but mercifully it
wasn’t forthcoming.

Geoff turned and faced his
chubby friend. “Well, he definitely isn’t welcome back in this
store ever again, and is now officially banned for life,” he
announced triumphantly.

The chair creaked loudly as he
responded with nothing other than a heavy nod.

Clare noticed sweat patches were
forming under the man’s armpits. She caught a brief whiff of body
odour, and began to feel claustrophobic.

“Okay, sir, here is your
incident report. If we find out anything more, we’ll be in touch.
In the meantime, I suggest you get the broken equipment fixed,” she
said.

Out the corner of her eye she
could see the smelly, fat ogre staring at her, and it made her feel
uncomfortable.

“You might also want to consider
getting your security system replaced entirely.”

Clare thought she saw the obese
man frown slightly, and did her level best not to look at him.

“Hmmph. I’ll show you out then,”
Geoff replied tersely.

As they were led back up the
stairs, Robert wondered how the resident doughnut eater got in and
out of the building each day.

They came to the main doors, and
Geoff turned round to them. He mumbled a quick goodbye without
really looking at either of them, and then disappeared amongst the
rows of shelves.

Clare and Robert looked at each
other, and just shrugged.

“Back to the station, I guess.
I’ve had enough of civilisation today already,” Clare said,
sounding weary.

Robert saw no reason to disagree
with her.

On the drive back, Robert
mentioned that he had noticed their friend in the control room
eyeing Clare up. She shuddered at the thought of it, and Robert
recognised an opportunity for teasing when he saw one.

“Just imagine. His heaving,
sweaty mass towering above you... clammy hands pawing pathetically
at your skin, grasping for your -“

“No, seriously, you’re making me
feel sick. You’re terrible sometimes,” she interrupted him.

After about another thirty
minutes or so of driving, they pulled into the station. They got
out of the car, and walked over to the security door. Robert smiled
for the camera, and a buzzing sound went off as the security door
was unlocked.

The duty sergeant nodded at them
from behind his desk. “You looked lovely on my screen there, mate.
You’re so photogenic,” he said to Robert.

“Yeah. I could’ve been a model
you know, but my Nan told me go into the police force instead. I
was fifteen years old, and it was my birthday. She was drunk out of
her mind and it was only lunchtime, God bless her,” Robert
replied.

Robert and Clare trotted off
down the hall, and into an open-plan office. There were a few other
officers meandering around, or sitting at their desks. One of them
looked up and smiled at Robert.

“Well, if isn’t Sherlock Shitty
Arse!” the man announced loudly.

Everyone else looked up, and
either smiled or nodded at Robert and Clare.

Robert laughed, and went over to
the man who had greeted him so pleasantly.

“Dave you old codger, where’ve
you been? Have a good holiday?” Robert asked him.

David leant back, and thought
for a couple of seconds. “Erm, yeah you could say that. Nice trip
to Spain with the lady wife. Lots of booze and sunshine.”

“Oh, you went with the lady wife
this time. Did the man wife dump you?” Robert grinned.

“Funny man. I will have you know
that we sampled the local culture on at least three occasions. That
paella stuff ain’t bad if you go to the right place,” David said,
grabbing part of his stomach.

“Yeah, there is bags of culture
on the continent.”

Clare joined in with the banter.
“Like you two know anything about other cultures. Your idea of
experimenting with foreign cuisine is cooking a full English
breakfast fry-up in a wok.”

The three of them laughed.

David looked at his watch.
“Talking of fry-ups, anyone fancy a cuppa?”

***

 



Chapter 5

 


Hugh was in his kitchen,
deciding what he should eat for dinner. His mind lurched from
chicken casserole, to beans on toast, to doing something with tuna.
He opened the fridge, and immediately spotted the large steak he
had bought the day before.

He settled on having steak.

He grabbed it, threw it on a
chopping board, and began pulverising it with his fist. Small spots
of blood materialised on the kitchen counter, but he didn’t seem to
notice.

He opened a cupboard, and looked
through the array of condiments he had to choose from. His eyes
spotted the words finest crushed garlic, and a joyous
thrill ran through him. He grabbed the jar, smeared the contents
over the now-slightly-flatter steak, and licked his lips in
anticipation. He decided to sprinkle a dash of rosemary on it as
well, and then washed his hands.

For a fleeting moment, he
considered rolling it up and eating it as if it was lump bit of
beef jerky, but decided against it.

He went back to the main area of
his apartment, and sat down on the sofa. His laptop was on the
table, and he spun it around to face him. When he turned it on, he
noticed that the desktop wallpaper background was a boring
light-blue. He grimaced and searched for something different,
something more interesting and eye catching. He had paid £900 or so
for the damn thing, so why let it sit there looking all plain and
boring?

The thought of money reminded
him to check his finances, and after logging onto to his banking
website he saw that he was doing alright for the moment. He
actually had several different sources of income these days, though
if someone ever asked him what he did for a living, he would
usually just respond with a single word: freelance.

It was a beautiful word that
covered just about everything, and he could be as vague as he liked
when talking about it. If he was talking to an attractive woman, he
would spruce it up and make it sound a bit more mysterious. If it
was a bloke he would just shrug, and say “This and that.”

More specifically, he wrote
articles and opinion pieces for anyone that wanted them. There were
a ridiculously large number of magazines and websites that were
willing to hand over money in exchange for a few words of one kind
or another, and Hugh didn’t really care what the subject was. If it
was something he didn’t know much about, he would spend twenty
minutes doing some light research, look for some existing work to
copy from, and then knock something up. Nothing was ever published
in his real name, so there was hardly any risk of being discovered.
Not that he actually cared about getting caught.

The last article he wrote was
about inner-city crime, and he had made the point that black people
should fear other black people more than they feared white people.
He had massaged some of the figures he had found, and practically
invented a few other facts, but it seemed that no-one bothered to
check them; the article was published, he got paid, and that was
all that mattered.

His favourite source of income
was from spam emails, mostly because he didn’t actually have to do
much. It was surprisingly easy and lucrative, though he had
actually stumbled upon the means of carrying it out almost entirely
by accident. Hidden in amongst all the piracy websites, there was a
cabal of technically gifted people who left little snippets of
useful information around. He had collated all the information, and
managed to pick up some of this knowledge for himself.

When you are only communicating
online, it can be quite easy to lie and manipulate your way into
the various communities that exist. Choosing a similar username as
someone who is already trusted will occasionally fool people, and
after a while all the different snippets of info add up to
something useful.

It was via this method that he
had learnt how to find various unsecured email servers in places
like Russia and China, and he managed to snag a little application
that did all the hard work for him. All he had to do was write the
initial email template out, and the application did the rest.
Millions of emails would be sent out in the same amount of time it
took him to walk to the fridge and back.

Early on in his email escapades
he had made a mistake, and his own email inbox started to fill up
with angry responses from unhappy recipients. He had pulled the
plug quickly enough afterwards, but it had been enough to give him
a panic.

Out of curiosity he had looked
through some of the responses, and most of them were just abusive
replies from people telling him to piss off. One, however, was from
a rather confused sounding woman, who couldn’t understand why she
was being sent offers for Viagra and penis enhancements. She stated
that she had only just got Internet access so maybe the emails were
a mistake? Were they intended for the person who lived at the house
previously?

Hugh had considered having a bit
of fun at her expense, but in the end he just deleted all the
responses.

Hugh minimised everything again,
and grimaced when he saw that his desktop background was some
garish, bright 3D wallpaper that made him feel sick. He had paid
over £1000 for this bloody laptop, so why would he want some
nonsense like that clogging it up? After a few clicks he changed it
to a plain green colour.

He stood up and walked over to
the window, but saw nothing other than empty parking spaces, and
the occasional scurrying pedestrian. He turned back around, and
caught sight of a photo frame over on a shelf. It was a photo of
him when he was younger, standing alongside his parents. In the
picture his parents were smiling, and he was smiling too. And why
wouldn’t they be? They were on holiday, having fun.

He was holding an ice-cream in
the photo, and shortly afterwards it had rolled off the cone, and
plopped onto his bare foot. He had initially cried out in
disappointment and surprise but, after some gentle teasing from his
mother, he soon saw the funny side. The three of them had laughed
about it, and so had the random stranger who had been asked to take
the photo.

The photo was the only remaining
souvenir he had kept since the accident. He had discarded
everything else, as it was easier that way.

The accident.

The smell of petrol.

The three of them had been in
the car, no more than a few miles from their home. Hugh had been in
the back seat, playing Mario Kart or some other game on his
portable console. He was using a pair of headphones so that the
bleeping music didn’t disturb his father’s driving. His mother was
in the front passenger seat, bored as usual, and she was playfully
throwing empty sweet wrappers at him to distract his attention.

His father had suddenly shouted
something, but Hugh hadn’t heard it as Mario’s triumphant victory
cry was being blasted into his ears. There had been a massive jolt,
and then a loud bang that seemed to fill his entire body, and threw
him against the straps of his seatbelt. His Mario Kart device was
thrown to the floor, and the headphones were yanked rudely from his
ears.

When he looked up, everything
seemed very different. The front seats were at a slightly different
angle, and the windscreen had somehow vanished. His father was
slumped to the side, his head turned at an impossible angle and
looking strangely misshapen, the eyes looking right at Hugh. They
were gaping, staring eyes that said nothing of the person behind
them, and they may as well have been marbles. Hugh thought that
maybe his father had fallen asleep, and his mother had decided to
paint a set of eyes on the exposed eyelids. It was just the sort of
practical joke she liked to play.

He couldn’t actually see his
mother, but he could hear some scrabbling around from the other
side of her seat. There was a strained wheezing sound, and a strong
smell of petrol.

He didn’t remember getting out
of the car, but he vaguely recalled a crunching, clunking noise to
his left. Daylight streamed in from somewhere, and there was a
strong smell of petrol. Arms, hands, and fingers were pulling at
him and yelling.

He was standing (or was it
sitting? He couldn’t remember) at the side of the road. He could
see two cars that had just had a nasty head-on collision. There was
a smell of petrol, and a flicker of flames.

He could see the headrest of the
driver’s seat in one of the cars, it was bright red and completely
different to the rest of the upholstery in the car. It had been a
joke Christmas present from his mother to his father, although she
hadn’t actually expected him to use it. She hadn’t even expected it
to fit, but it did, and so it had stayed there ever since.

Hugh suddenly realised what he
was looking at. The fire was spreading, and he could hear the
desperate screams of a trapped woman trying to get out. He had also
started screaming, and he wanted to do something, anything to stop
those flames from spreading and devouring his mother’s body. Arms,
hands, and fingers were pulling at him, holding him still. A face
told him that the fire brigade was on the way, told him that there
was nothing anyone could do. He fought them with all his strength,
but he was powerless. It was like being in a dream where a wolf is
chasing you, yet you can’t run fast enough.

The smell of petrol.

It turned out that the driver of
the other car also had a son. The son hadn’t been in the vehicle at
the time of the crash, he had been back at home playing Sonic the
Hedgehog. In a remarkable turn of events, this boy went to the same
school as Hugh, but was in the year below him.

Hugh hadn’t ever noticed him
before; he had no reason to. Kids usually stuck with their friends
in their own year, and viewed everyone else with suspicion. You
feared those above you, and looked down on anyone below you; those
were the unspoken rules.

A few weeks after the crash,
Hugh had been sitting on a wall at the edge of the playground. Ever
since the accident he had developed a fondness for this particular
wall. Usually he would have been playing football, hitting his
friends on the arse with a ruler, or sneaking up behind them with a
fire extinguisher, but not now. He found the wall comforting,
silent, and it never tried to judge him. He was eating a cheese and
onion sandwich, his favourite. Sure they made his breath stink, but
he bloody loved onions.

Halfway across the playground
Hugh spotted the other kid. His name was Jack, and he had lost his
own father in the accident. Hugh had actually been the only
survivor of that crash, and he sat there looking across at Jack,
wondering what to do. Go over and talk to him? Maybe they could be
friends, offer support to each other, and hang out after school.
They could swap phone numbers so that the next time one of them
woke up screaming in the middle of the night, they could talk to
someone who would understand.

Just then, a big, black crow
flew down and landed on the wall near Hugh. It was a big, ugly
thing that made Hugh feel a bit nervous. It cawed once and looked
right at Hugh. Hugh wondered if it was going to poke his eyes
out.

The crow then turned around,
stuck its arse in the air and defecated on the wall, right in front
of Hugh. His wall.

Hugh was repulsed, and clenched
his fists in anger. The crow then flew away. Hugh glanced down at
what the crow had just done, and at first thought that it was a
thin, slimy slug. It made him gag.

Hugh looked back across the
playground, and caught sight of Jack again. He was just standing
there not really doing anything, with an Adidas bag slung over one
shoulder. He looked like just another kid in the playground.

Hugh hopped down off the wall,
and approached him. He had no idea what he was going to do or say,
and when he was about six feet away from him the kid suddenly
turned around.

The smell of petrol.

Something flipped inside of
Hugh. He didn’t actually remember how he covered that last six feet
or so, but anyone watching would have noted that Hugh had travelled
at an almost supernatural speed.

Hugh grabbed Jack by the throat
with both hands, and squeezed as hard as he could. Jack didn’t even
get a chance to shout or scream, he just gasped and choked
ineffectually as his lungs were starved of oxygen.

Some of the other kids had
laughed at first. Their laughter had soon stopped when they saw the
angry fury on Hugh’s face, and the saliva running down his
chin.

It had taken four pupils plus a
teacher to pull Hugh off of the boy.

Jack lay there gasping for air,
and burst into tears shortly afterwards.

Hugh was dragged away, and said
nothing to anyone, not even his grandparents who he had moved in
with.

A car horn beeped loudly
somewhere outside Hugh’s apartment. It brought him back out of his
thoughts, and he threw the picture down on the floor in anger. The
glass and the frame smashed to bits.

He decided to have a shower,
walked into the bathroom, and dumped his clothes on the floor.
Although he had fairly short hair, he always bought decent shampoo.
The state of your hair says a lot about the sort of person you are,
so Hugh thought that it made perfect sense to spend a few extra
quid on top quality hair care products.

He finished his shower, and
looked at himself in the mirror. He was in excellent shape, and had
good definition in his chest, his biceps, and his shoulders. He
flexed his muscles and admired himself, proud of the fact that he
kept himself fit down a local gym.

The very first gym he had joined
was what was known as a ‘proper’ gym, one that was focused on
weights and workouts, rather than sunbeds and yoga. To his surprise
it turned out to be a bit ‘blokier’ than he imagined it would, but
the members really knew their stuff, and he picked up plenty of
useful info. Hugh may have been new, but once they saw he took
things seriously, and was willing to listen, they took him under
their wing.

And that was when the trouble
started. Not only were most of the members male, but a fair few of
them had what he regarded as extremely dubious sexual tastes. At
first he ignored the occasional excessive grunts he heard in the
shower cubicles, but after a while it became more and more obvious.
Eventually it started to make him feel sick.

Once, he had walked in to see
someone using the squat machine whilst wearing Speedo swimming
trunks, which had made his stomach churn. The third and fourth time
it happened, he wanted to burn the entire place to the ground.

The gym offered proper sports
massages to those who were willing to pay for them. Hugh had always
found the masseuse to be a bit pushy, but he had just put that down
to the man being hungry for commission. After a while he began to
suspect that it wasn’t just his wallet the man was after.

The final straw came when
someone playfully flicked his arse with a towel whilst in the
changing rooms. Hugh had spun round and stared at the man, utterly
furious. He had cancelled his membership there and then, and never
went back.

He found a new one easily
enough. It was located closer to him, and there was the added bonus
of it having plenty of female members as well. This time he decided
to keep himself to himself, but he always kept a keen eye out for
any new members.

The new people were easy to
spot, as they usually looked lost, confused, and struggled with the
equipment.

On one particular day, he had
spotted a nice-looking girl who stuck out like a sore thumb. She
got onto one of the bikes with the saddle too high, and then
fumbled her feet clumsily into the pedal straps. At one point it
looked like she was going to fall off. Hugh had jumped at the
chance, and calmly walked over to her, a friendly smile already
planted on his face.

She had flushed red, and acted
all embarrassed when he asked if she needed any help. Her hair was
tied back in a ponytail, and she was wearing an old, loose top but
up close Hugh could see that was she very attractive.

He got talking to her, and it
turned out that she was only in the area for a couple of weeks with
work. She actually hated exercise, but the hotel she was staying at
gave her free access to the gym, so she thought she would take a
look.

Hugh couldn’t believe his luck:
a pretty young woman who was alone, bored, and vulnerable.

He watched her reactions to the
things he said, and made mental notes about what she seemed
impressed or interested by. He threw in the freelance spiel, and
her eyes lit up when he gave her the impression that he was
wealthy.

After a while, he asked her what
the bar in her hotel was like. She replied saying that she hadn’t
tried it yet, and Hugh then asked if she fancied trying it out with
him. She smiled coyly and agreed.

They had gone to the hotel bar
and had a few drinks, and then they went somewhere else for a
couple of hours. Hugh suggested going back to the hotel again, and
the coy smile appeared on her face once more.

He spent several more nights at
her hotel until she had to go back home, and on the very last
night, she informed him that she was engaged and getting married in
a couple of months. She asked if he would stay in contact, and he
said he would.

However, he ignored all her text
messages and emails once she went. She was too far away for him to
bother with, and besides, there plenty of other new members for him
to keep himself entertained with.

Hugh walked out of his bathroom,
and was surprised by a strong smell of garlic. He walked into the
kitchen with a puzzled expression on his face, and saw the steak he
had been hammering away at earlier. His puzzlement turned into a
delighted grin.

He noticed the broken glass on
the floor, and swept it up. He opened a drawer, and there were five
more picture frames that were identical to the one he had broken
earlier. He fished one out, re-framed the picture, and put it back
to how it was earlier.

He cooked the steak just as he
always did; however he felt at that particular time. He bunged a
few slices of onion in with it, and a dash of Tabasco sauce as
well.

Once it was ready, he plopped it
onto a plate with some chips, and wolfed it down. It tasted bloody
marvellous.

Now he was bored again. He
stared around his walls looking for inspiration, found nothing, and
decided to turn his laptop on.

His phone buzzed on the table.
Someone from an unknown number had sent him a text message, and he
frowned in annoyance. Then he grinned.

It wasn’t a pleasant grin, and
if anyone had seen it they would have found it quite disturbing. It
was the sort of grin that a wolf might make if it had just stumbled
upon a gap in the fence of a sheep pen.

The text message was from
Abigail, the girl on the train.

***

 



Chapter 6

 


Clare, Robert, and David were in
the back of a police van. It sped along the road, the siren wailing
loudly above their heads. A call had come in about a disturbance in
a shopping centre. Of course the word ‘disturbance’ was used to
describe all kinds of situations, and it gave no indication of how
serious it was. Sometimes they took guesses about what was going
on, and the predictions ranged from the sensible to the absurd,
depending on who you spoke to. Robert tended to come out with
things like ‘Star Trek fan sneaks into Star Wars convention’ or
‘Man with leprosy walks into butcher’s shop’.

Clare’s predictions usually
involved two blokes getting into a fight over a woman. David
usually chose not to guess, but if pressed he would assume someone
had a knife.

This time both Clare and David
were right.

A man had been dumped by his
girlfriend, as she had started seeing someone else behind his back.
He had followed the pair of them to a shopping centre, and jumped
out on them while they were looking around a clothes shop. The
jilted man had stabbed his rival twice in the chest, and was now
holding the girl and two members of staff hostage.

The call had come in as the
three of them were sitting in the station cafeteria. David didn’t
socialise with them in the pub much these days, so he tended to buy
rounds of coffee instead of vodka and cider.

“Oooh, can I have a squirt of
cream on top if you’re buying?” Robert had asked, as they stood in
the queue.

Before David could respond, the
woman behind the counter had said, “Sorry, Pet, we don’t do fancy
stuff like that. This ain’t a Starbucks you know.”

Robert was speechless. Clare and
David stifled their laughter until they had found themselves a
table.

“Look, he’s gone all red. I
think it must be love,” Clare teased him, and pinched his
cheek.

A few minutes later, one of the
sergeants had walked in and said that the three of them had won a
prize.

“What prize?” Clare asked,
narrowing her eyes in suspicion.

“The overtime prize. There’s
been a ruckus down in my favourite shopping centre. Get your vests
on, and try not to make a mess.”

The van rumbled on towards the
town centre. Although the high street was closed to ordinary
traffic, emergency vehicles were able to drive right down the
middle of it. Even though the siren was blaring at top volume,
there were still people walking aimlessly in front of the speeding
vehicle, and the driver honked on his horn and shouted at them in
frustration.

They pulled up outside the
shopping centre and jumped out. Another officer approached them,
and tried to be heard above the din. After having to repeat himself
twice, he went and banged on the driver’s door, and made a
throat-slitting gesture.

The siren fell silent.

“Right, then. Got a male in a
shop down there holding a woman and some members of staff hostage.
We’re trying to calm him down, but he is agitated and swinging a
knife around like he’s conducting at the Sydney Opera House. He’s
stabbed another male, and things aren’t looking good. He’s probably
already dead, and our friend isn’t letting the paramedics in,” he
said, and nodded towards an ambulance that was parked on the other
side of the police van.

David had a lot of respect for
paramedics. Over the years, he had worked with people from across
all the emergency services. The firemen got all the glamour and
blow jobs, the police got all the shit and accusations of
brutality, but for some reason no-one really said much about the
ambulance crews.

Once, during some trouble with a
large group of football fans, he had been all dressed up in riot
gear, when he felt a light tap on his arm. He turned around to see
a small young woman standing there, holding a bulky green box in
one hand. She pointed over to someone lying on the ground, and
asked if she could go and treat them.

David looked at her as if she
was insane. There were bricks and missiles being thrown around, yet
she wanted to go and put a bandage on someone in the middle of a
riot.

“Okay chaps and ladies, let’s
get to work,” the officer said, and led them into the shopping
centre.

The place was deserted and gave
Robert the creeps. As they walked towards a large shop front, he
heard an angry shout sound out. They walked through the entrance,
and past numerous racks of clothes. A few part-time Special
Constable officers were there, and nodded as they walked past.

“Stay back! Nobody move!” an
angry voice snarled.

The four of them came upon a
scene of devastation.

There were clothes racks spilled
all over the floor, and a man was lying face down on the carpet.
The area around him was soaked with blood.

Right in the middle of it all,
there was an angry, twitchy man brandishing a knife at anything
that moved, or that he thought was going to move.

Behind him was a man and two
women sitting on the floor, leaning against a wall. They looked
frightened and weary, and shrank back every time the armed man went
near them. It was as if they were trying to squirm through the wall
to get away from him.

“Okay son, let’s talk. What’s
the matter? Why’re you scaring all these people?” David asked
him.

“Don’t you fucking patronise me,
you old bastard!” the man ranted. “That prick down there tried to
do that to me, and now look at him! Dead! He was my cousin, he was!
I thought I could trust him, but no, he was screwing my girl behind
my back!”

He looked at the four newcomers,
and then focused on Clare.

“Bloody women, they’re nothing
but trouble! Sluts and whores!”

He turned and pointed to one of
women behind him as he spoke. She flinched and whimpered.

“Stupid bitch, you said you
loved me!”

Whilst the man was distracted,
Robert inched over to the right of the man, and David moved
slightly to the left. Clare remained where she was.

“Don’t you bloody move! Any of
you!” the man yelled, sweeping the knife in an arc around him.

“Come on, easy now. We’re not
here to hurt you. Put the knife down. Let the paramedics come in,
and take a look at your cousin,” David said. He spoke soothingly,
and held his hands up slightly in front of him.

“No chance! He betrayed me, so
why should I give a shit?” the man shouted back.

Robert inched to the right
again.

Clare so far hadn’t moved a
muscle, she just stood there looking intently at the man. He
suddenly pointed the knife at her.

“Bitch! Stop looking at me like
that!”

Robert and David inched
themselves round again. The man spotted them move, shot the pair of
them a quick glance, and then charged at Clare, who was still
rooted to the spot.

As the man came towards her, she
turned her hips, leaned forward, and bent her knees in one quick,
smooth movement. Then she straightened her knees up again, and
lifted the man up off the floor with her back. She dropped her
shoulder quickly to the side, and the man fell heavily to the
ground.

Robert and David were on top of
him as quick as a flash, and flipped him over onto his stomach.
Robert knelt on his legs, and David placed a heavy shin across the
back of the man’s neck.

Clare fished the man’s arms out
from underneath him, and slapped the cuffs on his wrists.

“You’re fucking nicked, son,”
she declared, and tapped him twice on the cheek.

The man was too stunned and
surprised to offer much more resistance. Two other officers
appeared beside them, and the man was hoisted upright. The man
turned his head and spat in Clare’s face.

“I’ve already had the ‘flu once
this year, you better not have given it to me again,” she said, and
wiped her face with a tissue.

The man was led away and out of
the shop.

“Well, that was tense,” Robert
said.

“You’re telling me,” she
replied. “Good work there lads. Everyone did their job, and no-one
got hurt.”

Robert wasn’t surprised that
Clare had been able to take the man down so quickly. She wasn’t
particularly strong, but she was quick and had good technique. The
man had been agitated and off-balance when he ran at her, which
made things easy.

During their time at Hendon
College, Clare had frequently surprised Robert and even some of the
trainers with her skill. She had already been well versed in judo
and ju-jitsu, so she picked up all the restraining techniques very
quickly. On several occasions she had flipped Robert onto his back
without much effort at all.

Three paramedics rushed by them
and attended to the hostages. One of them crouched down next to the
man lying on the floor, and picked up one his arms, feeling for a
pulse. He looked up at the officers, and just shook his head.

“Is he okay? Is he going to be
okay?” one of the women sitting on the floor asked.

“I’m sorry. There was nothing we
could do,” the paramedic told her.

The woman let out a wail, and
burst into tears.

Robert was glad that he hadn’t
had to deliver that news. In fact, David and Clare both thought the
same thing as well.

The three of them walked back
out of the shop, and went outside. Word had obviously spread fast,
as a crowd of people had gathered that included reporters,
journalists, and TV crews.

“Bloody hell, where did this
flock of vultures come from?” Clare asked.

Robert looked at her and
shrugged. “It’s not a flock, it’s a gaggle. A gaggle of cunts.”

David snorted with laughter.

A few moments later a journalist
swaggered up to David, and fired a series of questions at him.

“What happened in there? Any
names of the suspects? I heard there was a hostage situation.”

“Dunno mate, I only just got
here,” David lied.

“Yeah, right. I saw the three of
you walk out of there, looking like you’d all grown an extra dick,”
the journo said, glancing at Clare and Robert at the same time.

“So, who’s the main suspect? Did
he kill anyone? Is anyone injured?” he persisted.

“It was Jesus Christ Superstar,
and he healed everyone who was injured,” Robert said
sarcastically.

“Very funny. Look, I’ll give you
£50 each if -”

“You’ve got a right nerve you
have. Go and stick the money up your arse,” David growled.

The journo looked at the three
of them again, and saw he wasn’t going to get any information from
them. He shrugged and walked off.

“See, I told you. It’s just one,
giant gaggle out here,” Robert reminded them.

David turned around, and looked
at the shopping centre they had just come out of. He had been here
once or twice himself with his wife to do some weekend shopping,
and it had been full of other shoppers happily going about their
business. It was a pleasant place, and he remembered holding the
door open for a little girl who had yelled “Thank you, mister!” at
him. He had smiled down at her, and she had grinned cheerfully
right back at him. He couldn’t imagine anything like that happening
here again.

One of the doors to the shopping
centre opened, and two paramedics wheeled out a stretcher. There
was a body bag on it, and it was loaded up onto the ambulance.

David walked over to them.

“Any idea if it took long for
him to die? The bloke with the knife was stopping you guys from
treating him,” he asked.

“Hard to say at the moment, but
judging by the amount of blood that was on the floor, he wasn’t
likely to live no matter what anybody did. The knife did a lot of
damage. Even if we had been there when he got stabbed, I don’t
think we could’ve saved him,” one of them said.

“What about the others? The ones
he had as hostages?”

“Physically, they’re fine. A bit
shaken up, and maybe in shock, but that will pass. We will give
them a proper going over at the hospital if they need it.”

“Fair enough. Cheers, lads,”
David said them.

They both nodded in return.

David turned back around, and
saw that Robert and Clare were getting into the van. He followed
their lead and sat down.

The driver turned around and
looked at them. “We all done here then? Any coppers get hurt, or
was it a clean operation?”

“No, only one casualty and it
was a civilian. It turns out he was related to the person who
stabbed and killed him,” Robert said.

The driver raised his eyebrows
in surprise. “Really? No shit?”

“Really. No shit,” Robert
confirmed.

The driver cocked his head
slightly. “I saw the geezer get put into one of the cars earlier,
no surprise to see he was black. My sister lives around here you
know, and she says there are hundreds of them knocking about,
always causing trouble.”

Robert listened to the man speak
and felt like he been teleported to another dimension. “I don’t
think it was his skin colour that made him do it, it was just a
crime of passion.”

“No mate, I’m telling you. I
read an article in a magazine a while back, black-on-black crime is
an epidemic. They just can’t help themselves sometimes. There was
all graphs and stuff proving it.”

Robert sat there not really
knowing what to say, and he felt disgusted that people still
thought that way. The fact that some of those people managed to
worm their way into the police force was even worse.

Robert was aware that the police
have a stained record when it comes to racial relations, and
sitting here in the van he could see just why that was. No matter
how much time and money the government put into so-called diversity
training programs, years of progress could be undone the instant
one loudmouth started shouting his gob off at the wrong moment.

Robert was about to say
something, when he felt a light tap on his foot. He glanced to his
left, and saw David shaking his head at him. The message was clear:
keep schtum.

Robert breathed in and out in
frustration, but didn’t say anything. Instead he just turned and
looked out of the window.

The van engine roared into
life.

“It’s home time boys and girls,”
the driver announced, as he slowly eased the van round.

He swore at the crowd of people
who failed to move out of the way, and the siren made a shrill
wup-wup sound as he flicked it quickly on and off.

“Ha ha, I love that sound. Beats
using the horn any day of the week.”

Robert had to agree on that one
point at least.

With the way now clear, the van
roared off down the high street. There were still a few people
milling about, but the driver preferred to use the siren and the
horn to get them running out of the way, rather than slow down to a
more sensible speed.

A few minutes later, they
stopped at a set of traffic lights.

“Jesus... look at the tits on
her!” the driver shouted. He pointed to a woman walking past the
vehicle.

“Gimme dem tits, gimme dem tits,
gimme dem tits!” he sang in a comical voice, and the wup-wup
sound of the siren filled their ears.

Robert couldn’t help but smirk
at this. He looked across at David who rolled his eyes, and shook
his head.

Clare just looked out of the
window with a bored expression on her face.

Back at the station, the three
of them finished off some paperwork. David looked at Robert for a
few seconds. Robert felt the stare and looked up at him.

“What?” he asked.

“That guy back in the van.
There’s no point arguing with the ones like that, just ignore
them,” David said.

Robert considered this for a few
seconds, tapping a pen against his chin.

“If no-one challenges them,
nothing changes. They go on and repeat that nonsense, and make us
all look bad. It’s idiots like him who end up being filmed acting
like a twat, and the footage ends up all over the Internet. Next
thing you know, people are shouting at us from their cars, and
giving us funny looks in the street.”

“Look, I completely agree with
you,” David began. “But that prat back in the van, do you think
he’s going to listen to anything you say? Do you think he has the
brains to actually debate it sensibly with you? He said his sister
lives there, so he clearly doesn’t even know the area himself. The
‘graphs and stuff’ that he saw in whatever bullshit magazine he
read, do you think he actually even understood them? He probably
didn’t even read past the headline.”

Clare had been listening with
interest. “Look Rob, David’s right. You aren’t going to beat pricks
like that with rational discussion.”

Robert was getting frustrated
now. “What, so we just ignore it and hope it goes away?”

“I never said that. But you
can’t win this on your own. If he’s shooting his gob off to us,
then he’s shooting it off to others as well. He’ll either grow out
of it, which does happen sometimes, or he gets kicked out of the
force and has an example made of him.”

“Or, he becomes an Internet star
after getting caught smacking someone round the back of the head,”
Robert said sarcastically.

“Do you honestly think you can
prevent him from doing something like that, by trying to reason
with him?” she asked, leaning forward.

“Unless you’re his sergeant and
he is reporting directly to you, he can just tell you to piss off.
And judging by the way he carried on in that van, that’s precisely
what he will do.”

Robert sat there in a bit of a
huff. He couldn’t argue with the logic of what Clare and David were
saying, but he wasn’t particularly happy about it.

“Rob, you’re a good copper. You
know when to crack jokes, and when to crack heads. We should
concentrate on the battles we can win, rather than drive ourselves
mad trying to do everything at once,” Clare told him.

Robert calmed down slightly. It
was hard to resist a bit of flattery from colleagues he liked and
respected.

David decided to break the
tension. “We did good today. Nobody got hurt, and the bloke with
the knife got cuffed.”

“Yeah, no thanks to you two
clumsy oafs,” Clare teased.

“Ha! I have to admit that I
panicked a bit when he suddenly went for you. You were rooted to
the spot,” Robert said.

She shrugged. “He was going off
on one about women. I just let him rant, and made sure I kept a
firm eye on him. Taking down someone who rushes at you like that,
it’s fairly easy.”

Robert nodded sagely at her.

“You got it sister.”

***

 



Chapter 7

 


Hugh woke up the next morning,
and lay there looking at the ceiling for a while. He had no
pressing reason to get up yet, but eventually the pressure on his
bladder forced him to. As he stood there in front of the toilet,
his morning erection caused him to splash urine on the floor and
onto his foot. He gnashed his teeth in frustration, and he gagged
as he mopped the mess up.

He spent longer in the shower
than he normally would, just to make sure he got rid of the
stench.

Satisfied that he was clean, he
stepped out of the shower, and dried himself. He didn’t bother
getting dressed, as it was his bloody apartment, and he didn’t
really care if anyone happened to see him walking around naked. He
went into the kitchen for breakfast, but without any idea of what
he was going to have. After glancing at the microwave, he decided
to have some porridge. He didn’t put any syrup or sugar on it, and
just had it plain.

Once he had finished, he threw
the bowl in the sink, and went and sat on his sofa for a while. He
made a decision to go to the gym, and set about packing his bag up.
A year or so ago, he would have loaded his bag up with various
fitness supplements as well; protein shakes and creatine were once
a regular part of his diet.

After a while, he had got fed up
with the hassle and cost of the different powders he was having to
purchase all the time. The nasty, gritty taste of creatine powder
was something he began to despise. The main problem was that
creatine doesn’t dissolve in water, so it was a case of swirling it
around and then downing it quickly. It was like swallowing sand,
and it made him retch nearly every single time.

The final straw had been when he
threw up one morning just watching the grains spinning around in
the glass. It had gone all over his hand, and he was horrified at
the sight and smell of his own vomit. He had hurled the half-empty
creatine tub across his apartment in a rage, and cursed as it
spilled all over the floor. He cleared the mess up through a veil
of anger, and came very close to picking the hoover up and smashing
it against the wall.

After that he binned all the
supplements, and instead stuck to eating high-protein foods like
beef, chicken, and tuna.

His gym bag now packed, he left
his apartment and took the stairs down to the main entrance. As he
approached the door, he saw that there were some kids ambling
around outside again. One of them saw Hugh coming, and shouted
something to one of his friends.

Hugh clenched his fists, and
stared at one of them. The kid gave him a friendly nod, but Hugh
just glared back at him. He pressed the button to release the lock,
and it made a loud buzzing noise. The kid started to pull the door
open, and Hugh shoved it with a solid push, causing it to smack the
kid hard in the forehead.

“Oy mate, what’s your problem,
yeah? I was opening the door for you,” the teenager shouted.

“I don’t want you holding the
door open, you slug of shit,” Hugh snarled back at him.

“Take it easy bruv, we ain’t
doing nothing,” a voice said behind Hugh.

A hand touched Hugh’s
shoulder.

Even though Hugh was wearing a
coat, the hand felt hot, clammy, and dirty. Hugh spun round and
threw a punch at the hand-owner’s head.

The kid was lucky; he had been
moving his head to the side, and so dodged the worst of the punch.
His hood was up, which made his head look wider than it was,
putting Hugh’s aim off. Hugh’s bag had also swung awkwardly as it
dangled from his shoulder, and put him slightly off balance.

It wasn’t much more than a
glancing blow, but Hugh’s snarling face made the kid recoil in fear
and take a step backwards.

Hugh turned back around to face
the first teenager who had tried to hold the door open. The kid had
one fist clenched, but his face was full of doubt.

After a couple of seconds of
staring the boy down, Hugh walked off.

The journey to the gym was about
a fifteen minute walk, assuming that he didn’t get distracted by
something.

He once got stopped by a girl
carrying out a survey of some kind. She had been an attractive girl
who had waved at him from the other side of the road, in a
friendly, almost flirty manner. Her breasts had jiggled
tantalisingly as she bounded over to him, and he decided to see
what she wanted.

After about a minute or so, Hugh
realised that she was just some daft idiot on commission. After a
couple of questions, she fluttered her eyelashes at him again and
said “Well, you’re clearly a homeboy, aren’t you?”

Hugh’s face darkened, and his
smile quickly turned into a snarl. Anger and fury filled his
eyes.

The girl became scared. She
tried to say something, but produced nothing more than a
stutter.

Hugh had grabbed the clipboard
she had been holding, and, without turning to see where it went,
hurled it behind him as hard as he could. His eyes remained locked
onto her gaze the entire time.

He took a step towards her, and
she screamed in terror.

“Get out of my sight, you
slugging bitch,” he growled.

She had turned around, and
sprinted off.

Hugh walked into the entrance of
the gym, and approached the counter. There was a lone girl behind
the desk, and she looked up as he came through the doors. She
smiled at him.

“Hello, mystery man,” she
said.

Hugh frowned. He recognised her,
but was unhappy about what she had called him.

The girl saw the look on his
face. “Sorry, that probably sounds a bit weird. Most people who
come here have a regular routine, but you seem to come at
completely random days and times.”

Hugh relaxed and smiled back at
her.

“Oh, right. Sorry if I startled
you, I haven’t completely woken up yet. You caught me off guard,”
he said.

“Oh, I know the feeling, don’t
worry. Erm, do you have your membership card?” she asked.

Hugh handed his card over and
she scanned it in.

“You can change my name on there
to Mr Mystery Man, if you like. I quite like the sound of it
actually,” he joked.

She giggled, and handed his card
back.

The girl was slim, maybe a bit
too slim, and was wearing tight fitting dark-blue jeans. She had a
loose red polo top, which had the gym logo on the left breast, and
her dark hair came down to her shoulders. She had no visible
jewellery, but was wearing a rubber cancer research bracelet on her
right wrist. Her skin looked impeccably smooth. Hugh couldn’t see
what shoes she was wearing, but he imagined she had outrageously
cute and dainty feet, the toenails well-manicured and painted a
bright red.

She blushed slightly under his
gaze. “So, um, what do you do then?” she asked.

“Oh, I tend to do freelance,
contract work. Sometimes, I can go days without anything and then
suddenly I’m buried under work. It keeps things interesting for me,
that’s for sure.”

“It also keeps stalkers like you
on your toes, as well,” he added with a cheeky smile.

The girl laughed.

He stayed there chatting to her
for another few minutes, until another member came in. Then he went
to get changed.

The gym was largely empty, as it
always was during the day. This suited him, as it meant he could go
about his routine without having to listen to people blabbering
into their phones.

He thought back to the first
text message he had received from Abigail the night before, along
with the dozen or more messages that had eventually followed. She
seemed keen, and had agreed to go out one night for a drink. No
date had been set yet, but that was something that could easily be
arranged.

He was very much looking forward
to it.

About two hours later he
finished his workout. He had a shower, and made his way out of the
gym. The girl at the reception desk had been replaced with some
greying woman in her fifties, and Hugh paid her no attention at
all.

On the way home, he popped into
a clothes shop without really knowing why. He wasn’t in need of
anything in particular, but he suddenly spotted a selection of
dressing gowns. He decided that walking around naked like a
chimpanzee was disgusting, so he bought a nice, luxurious
light-blue one.

Outside the shop he spotted a
single, red glove sitting on a wall. He picked it up out of
curiosity, and held it to his nose. There was a faint smell of
perfume, and he decided to keep it.

A few minutes later, Hugh went
to the local butcher. He was a regular customer and sometimes got a
discount, so he tolerated the usual boring small talk from the man
who worked there. It was possible that the man actually owned the
place, but Hugh didn’t particularly care. He bought a couple of
chicken breasts, a steak and, for whatever reason, some diced
rabbit.

The butcher informed Hugh that
the sausages were on offer. Hugh thought for a second.

Fuck it.

He bought some sausages, a few
rashers of bacon, and a dozen eggs.

“You got people coming round for
dinner, then?” the butcher asked, with a friendly smile.

Hugh just replied with a flat
and emotionless “No.”

As he exited the shop, he went
to scratch his head, and was surprised to feel something soft in
his hand; it was the glove he had picked up. He looked at it with a
frown, and tossed it over his shoulder. What bloody use was a
single glove to him?

He trudged off back to his
apartment block, and this time there were no youths hanging around
outside. Hugh entered his security code, and went through the door.
He ignored the lift, and walked over to take the stairs as he
usually did. He pushed open the door to the stairwell, took a
couple of steps... and stopped.

The stench of piss, shit, and
marijuana hit him like a brick. He choked and gagged, and felt as
if he was going to pass out. His vision swam wildly, and he
staggered backwards, hand clawing for the door behind him. He
yanked it open again, and lurched back into the lobby area.

He leant against the wall, and
struggled with the urge to be sick.

The ding of the lift
brought him back to his senses, and a man talking angrily into his
mobile phone walked quickly out.

“Yeah, someone has crapped and
pissed on the stairs here. It bloody stinks, and I bet it was those
sodding kids who’ve been hanging around outside who did it,” he
ranted into the phone.

He stormed past Hugh without
looking at him, and went out the main entrance.

Hugh walked into the lift, and
pressed the button for his floor. He clenched his fists in anger,
feeling utterly furious that the disgusting smell seemed to be
following him. He felt as if he was wearing it, and he wanted to
smash the face in of whoever did it.

Ding.

The sound of the lift brought
him back to reality again, and he walked to his door, unlocked it,
and went in. He slammed the door shut behind him, and dropped his
bags.

He shoved the meat into the
fridge, walked back to his gym bag, and saw an extra carrier bag
right next to it. He frowned, opened it up and wondered when he had
bought a towel. He pulled the towel out, and realised that it was
the dressing gown. He had no idea why he bought it, and shoved it
back in the bag.

He somehow got a whiff of the
horrendous smell again. He didn’t know if it was just his
imagination or not, but he tore his clothes off and threw them on
the floor. He practically ran into his bathroom, and had a long
shower.

After showering and drying
himself off, he felt much better. He sat there naked on his couch
staring up at the ceiling, revelling in his cleanliness. He glanced
over to the pile of clothes he had discarded not long ago, and
considered burning them.

Hugh leant back, closed his
eyes, and dozed off.

A while later his eyes flew open
when a noise in the hallway woke him up. He crept over to his door,
peered through the peephole, and what he saw caused his entire body
to pulse with rage.

He could see that a youth, one
that definitely didn’t belong here, was slowly and quietly walking
up and down the hall, trying all the door handles to see if any of
them were unlocked.

Hugh thought back to the smell
in the stairwell, and realised that it was probably this little
slug that had done it. He clenched his teeth, and thought for a
second. He went over to a drawer, opened it and fished around for a
black balaclava. He put it on and walked back to his door.

Through the peep hole he could
see that the youth was now almost outside his own door. Hugh was
outraged and utterly furious at this invasion of his personal
space. He yanked open the door, and lunged at the intruder.

The youth barely even had time
to panic. He heard the sound of a door open, and a paralysing chill
struck him as a man wearing nothing other than a balaclava snatched
at him.

Hugh pulled the kid inside and
lifted him up by the neck.

The smell of petrol.

He clamped both hands hard
around the boy’s throat, and pulled his face right up against his.
Hugh’s own breath was hot inside the balaclava, and he felt it
burning his face. His eyes were wide, bulging, and furious.

“What the fuck are you doing
here, you slug? You infectious little shit-rat, why’re you here?
I’ll snap your neck, and throw you down the stairs, I’ll smash your
face open against the walls, and then do the same to your entire,
slug family,” he growled in a low, hoarse voice.

The kid was utterly terrified
and struggled to breathe. He was lifted slightly up off the ground
and couldn’t support himself properly, his feet flailing for
purchase on the polished, wooden floor. His hands grasped
ineffectively at Hugh’s muscular arms, and he could feel himself
getting weaker and weaker, his lungs burning with starvation and
emptiness, his vision rapidly clouding over.

The smell of petrol.

Hugh gripped even tighter,
consumed entirely with hate, rage, and revenge. He began to shake
the kid like a doll, snorting and snarling like a rabid dog.

“You little slug, you’re
nothing.”

The kid slowly stopped
struggling and went limp. Hugh stopped shaking him, and watched as
the head flopped back, mouth wide open. Hugh was suddenly disgusted
and finally released his grip.

The boy fell to the floor like a
limp fish.

He was dead.

Hugh stood there staring down at
the corpse. He was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling as
adrenaline and rage ran through him. He was sweating profusely, and
his head felt as if it was boiling inside the balaclava.

He felt no remorse or pity for
the boy, only anger, disgust, and hatred. He kicked him in the
stomach with his barefoot, and bellowed with pain as his toes were
bent back.

Hugh looked around and saw that
his door was still open. He slammed it shut.

It would have been practically
impossible for anyone to have seen anything through the window, but
he closed the curtain anyway.

He looked at the body again,
anger still raging through him. He wanted to pulverise the boy’s
face in. He sat down on his couch, his head feeling like it was
going to melt. He tore the balaclava off, and threw it across the
room. He sat there with his eyes closed, and let his fury slowly
fade away.

A sudden vibrating noise on his
coffee table startled him, and he almost hurled it across the room
before realising it was just his phone going off. He picked it up
to see what the alert was for.

It was a text message, from
Abigail. An unpleasant, hedonistic grin spread all the way across
his face as he read that she wanted to meet up for a drink tomorrow
night. She asked if he knew of anywhere nice they could go.

As far as Hugh was concerned,
his bed was the only place he wanted to take her. Unfortunately
that wasn’t the sort of thing she was talking about, but he knew of
plenty of bars they could go to.

He felt himself getting aroused
as he recalled the memory of her on the train. The tightly laced-up
boots. The sparkle in her eyes when she giggled. The soft, smooth
skin of the receptionist at the gym.

He looked down at his naked
body, and saw just how aroused he was. He was also drenched in
sweat.

He got up and walked towards the
bathroom, stepping over the corpse as if was just a rolled-up
rug.

He got into the shower and
turned on the water, the rage now almost entirely gone. Lust had
taken its place and he masturbated quickly, cleaned up and then
dried himself off. He put on his new dressing gown, and decided
that he rather liked the colour and the large pockets. He felt
ravenous, and decided to make himself a sausage sandwich. Partway
through cooking he decided to have some bacon as well.

Fuck it.

He also did himself a couple of
fried eggs, and put it all between two thick slices of bread.

It tasted bloody marvellous.

Once he had finished eating Hugh
looked over at the dead body. Once again, he didn’t feel any
remorse or regret. He felt annoyed, and it was nothing more than
irritation, an obstacle in the way of his life, a slug on his floor
that needed to be cleaned up.

The apartment complex belonged
to a leasing company, but they never came round. No-one ever came
in unannounced, but the body would start to stink the place out
after a while.

Bags, he was going to need lots
of bags. Plastic, and plenty of it.. Maybe some anti-odour stuff
that people use for their bins. All fine and dandy for the short
term, but what about a week from now? A fortnight? A month...?

None of that mattered. If he was
going to bring Abigail back here he needed a quick-fix, and
anything else would just have to wait.

He got dressed, looked through
the peephole to make sure no-one was outside in the hallway, and
went out. He almost used the stairs again, and felt another flush
of anger at the thought of the stench that was lurking there.

He used the lift instead and
when he stepped out on the ground floor, he could see that there
was no-one hanging around outside.

No more slugs. Good.

He popped into a hardware store,
and got a large groundsheet. He also bought some heavy-duty black
sacks, some thick tape, and a small can of odour spray. The person
who served him was new, slightly nervous, and struggled to operate
the credit card machine. Hugh’s head thumped with impatience, and
he utterly ignored the man’s apologies and attempts at making
small-talk.

Hugh trudged back to his
apartment block, and he once again almost took the stairs back up
to his floor, causing him to punch the door in frustration. He
stepped into the lift, and when he got out at his floor, he saw
someone coming towards him.

If he tries to stop and chat
whilst I am opening my door...

The man nodded and smiled as he
went by, but Hugh made no attempt to start a conversation. Just as
he was closing the door to his apartment, he heard the
unmistakeable sound of someone coughing and swearing echoing from
down the corridor; Hugh realised for the first time that he wasn’t
the only one who preferred to take the stairs.

He dumped the stuff on the
floor, and made himself a coffee. Then he went to the toilet, and
played Angry Birds on his phone for ten minutes or so.

He checked the kid’s pockets,
and found a wallet and a mobile phone. The wallet had some money in
it, which he promptly pocketed for himself. There was also a photo
of a chubby girl. Girlfriend? Sister? Cousin? He didn’t care and
slung it over his shoulder.

The phone was nothing special,
but he decided to keep it anyway.

He unravelled a plastic sheet,
rolled the body onto it, and made liberal use of the odour-eating
spray. He considered using bleach, or maybe some disinfectant?
Shove it down the kid’s throat? Nah, too much hassle and mess.

He taped the head, the legs, and
the arms up with the black sacks. Then he rolled the body up in the
rest of the big sheet, and taped it up.

He stood up, admired his
handiwork and gave himself a self-congratulatory nod.

He really does look like a slug
now.

Hugh debated what to do with the
package. He didn’t really have any convenient secret passages to
put it in. Throw it out the window perhaps? Leave it on the roof?
That was something to consider in the future.

He dragged it behind the sofa,
and stood back to make sure it couldn’t be seen. The only
difference to the room was that the sofa now didn’t sit completely
up against the wall, but that didn’t really matter too much.

He spotted the discarded
photograph again and picked it up. The chubby girl was smiling, and
she reminded Hugh of an overweight girl he went out with for a
short while.

On a whim, he had popped into a
bar during the day. There weren’t that many people in there, and
this girl had been sat over in the corner on her own. Hugh had
barely even given her a second glance, but he caught her looking at
him out of the corner of his eye. When he looked up, she smiled at
him. He chose to ignore her.

A few minutes later she walked
past his table, and smiled at him again. He wasn’t attracted to her
at all, in fact he found her rather repulsive, but there had been
something about her that interested him: something about the way
she walked and kept looking at him suggested that she was lonely
and insecure, that she was vulnerable and easily exploited.

So he got chatting to her. It
turned out he was right, she really was lonely. She laughed a bit
too hard at his jokes, and was a bit too eager to pay for the
drinks. They had a few goes on the quiz machine and every time he
got a question right, she would clap and tell him how clever he
was. He found it quite cute the first time she did it, but after
that he found it annoying, and wanted to tell her to shut the fuck
up.

After a while, he enticed her
back to his apartment and into his bed. She had been nervous, but
keen. She wasn’t particularly good but, what the hell, she was
eager and didn’t complain. At least not at first.

The relationship, such as it
was, lasted about a month. He always made her come to his place, as
he had no desire to make any effort. If he got bored or fed up with
her, it meant he could just make an excuse and boot her out.

Towards the end she started
moaning. Why did he tease her so much? Why did he keep grabbing her
so hard round the throat when he climaxed? Why did he never go
anywhere with her?

“You don’t love me any more,”
she had said.

He had turned to face her, his
expression one of cruel amusement.

“I never loved you in the first
place. Get out, and don’t ever come back you pathetic slug,” his
tone was firm and cold.

He didn’t say another word to
her, and no matter how many times she tried to plead with him, he
just stared at her in silence until she left.

Hugh scrunched the photo up, and
tossed it into the bin.

***

 



Chapter 8

 


Clare grabbed her phone, and
looked at it with eyes that could not see. For a split second, she
felt sick and bewildered until realisation dawned on her: it was
her alarm going off.

She swept her thumb across the
screen of the phone, and its angry vibrating ceased. After lying
there with her eyes closed for a few seconds, she forced herself to
sit up before she fell asleep again.

She looked at the slumbering
lump in the duvet beside her with a pang of jealousy; Mr Husband
didn’t have to get up for another half-hour or so.

She swung her legs out of bed
and turned on the bedside lamp. Her eyes recoiled in the sudden
brightness, and she looked down at her feet. She wiggled her toes
and wondered what they were thinking.

You think you have it bad? We’ve
just spent the entire night right next to your husband’s smelly
man-feet. Take us into the shower immediately.

She stood up and walked softly
to the bedroom door. It squeaked slightly as she slipped out, and
into the bathroom.

She leant on the sink, and
looked at herself in the mirror. A tired, world-weary face looked
back at her, a face that had seen some of the darkest sides of
humanity ever since she had signed up; greed; violence;
jealousy.

And that was just from some of
the people she worked with.

Clare stepped into the shower,
and yelped as the cold water hit her. She moved the shower head
away from her, and flinched until the water warmed up. It became
warm and cosy in the shower, and Clare hummed to herself as she
washed and shampooed.

She stepped out of the shower,
dried herself, and put on her dressing gown. It was a new one,
light-blue and luxurious. She liked the colour, and the fact that
the large pockets kept her hands warm.

She looked at the mirror again.
This time, it was a more confident and world-wise face that looked
back at her; devoted trouser-wearing wife; committed copper;
woman.

She wondered when she would be
able to add ‘mother’ to that list, a subject that Clare and her
husband had often talked about. He said that he wanted kids, but
was willing to wait for her. She was grateful, but if she was
honest she would say that he was just following the typical male
approach to having children: happy to go along as things are, until
bullied into parenthood by their broody partner.

Clare wanted kids, but she also
wanted a career. She hadn’t joined for the police force for fun or
for the pension. Once she had handed her application in, there had
been an agonisingly long eighteen month wait as they performed a
number of background checks on her.

God only knows what they were
looking for, as her background was pretty clean. Well, for the most
part anyway. There had been the occasional dabble with certain
recreational drugs, and she had also lost her virginity about a
week before her sixteenth birthday. Nothing that the police would
be interested in, so she hoped.

Although the wait sometimes left
her feeling understandably tense and paranoid, it seemed to have a
baffling effect on certain members of her family. One night,
Clare’s mother had rung Clare up saying that she had heard a noise
outside her house; she wanted to know if it was likely to be the
police snooping around as part of the background checks.

It had been a huge relief when
she found out that her application had been accepted. She had been
standing outside in the garden when she read the letter, letting
out a loud shriek that startled one of the local cats so much, that
it ran into a tree as it scampered away in fright.

Of course that had only been the
start of it all, and she was subjected to numerous gruelling
interviews in the weeks afterwards. Any answers she gave were
diligently noted down, and then referenced later if she ever
contradicted herself about something. On more than one occasion it
left her desperately clawing at the recesses of her memory, trying
to remember what she had said and why.

Some of the interviewers were
positively sadistic, but her perseverance saw her through, and she
was proud of herself.

Soon after that, her training
started in earnest at Hendon College, and it had been hard work
both physically and mentally. There were hours of lectures and
studying, with chunks of the law to be learnt and memorised. There
were so many sentences that began with “A civilian has a legal
right to...” that it started to drive her mad.

There was also the fitness
training, some of which was rough and very physical. Clare had
always been a bit of a fitness enthusiast, and this had served her
well. Whilst everyone else was huffing and puffing their guts up
onto the floor, Clare was just getting warmed up, and once they got
started on the grappling and restraining side of things, she was
once again well ahead of almost everyone else.

She had quickly earned the
respect of some of the trainers, and she became something of a
mini-celebrity within her class once she had demonstrated her
martial art skills. It was usually the men who excelled in these
classes, but Clare had been able to hold her own against just about
all of them.

Of course, not everyone was able
to deal with the fact that they had been beaten by a woman. They
say that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, but Clare found
out that a man’s bruised ego isn’t something that heals easily.
Some of them avoided her completely, or ‘accidentally’
shoulder-barged her if they passed in the corridor.

She found it rather
disheartening, but it served as a small warning about what things
can be like for a woman in the police force: sexism and prejudice
were rife in some quarters.

Most of the time it was just
small things she experienced, but the frequency of them sometimes
chipped away at her morale.

She remembered reading a report
in a newspaper, about a female police chief constable who was put
in charge of hunting down a man who had suddenly gone on a killing
spree. Throughout the entire investigation, the media were
frequently commenting on her appearance which served to do nothing,
but undermine her authority.

The chief constable was holding
press conferences and making public appeals for information, yet
the reporters present were more interested in thinking up barbed
comments about her hairstyle and makeup.

Clare found the entire episode
demoralising. If a high-ranking female officer suffers attacks like
that, what chance did she have as a mere constable? Was putting in
twice the effort, for only half the recognition, actually worth
it?

This was one reason why she was
putting off having a child. What effect would having a year or so
off for maternity leave have on her career? She would be starting
at the bottom again.

Of course, if she did have a
child, would she even want to go back to work? Her line of work
meant she could get seriously wounded, or even killed. What sort of
parent wanted to have that on their conscience? Every time she
kissed her sleeping baby goodbye in the morning, it might be for
the last time.

Clare poked her tongue out at
herself in the mirror. Unsurprisingly, her reflection poked its
tongue out as well, and Clare pulled a face that suggested she was
offended at such rudeness.

A knock on the door put an end
to her early morning japes.

“You almost done in there? I
really need the toilet,” her husband’s sleepy voice asked.

“Sorry Stu, just need to brush
my teeth and then it’s all yours,” she replied.

She brushed her teeth, and then
unlocked the bathroom door. Stuart yawned just as she walked past
him, and Clare grimaced as she caught a whiff of his morning
breath.

She went back into the bedroom
to get dressed, and glanced at Stuart’s suit that was hanging up on
the door of his wardrobe. That particular suit had once represented
wealth and social status.

However, with the economic
downturn came redundancies and unemployment. It had taken him quite
a while to get another job, and even then it was one that paid
significantly less than his previous job.

Clare was now the main earner of
the household, something she hadn’t ever really expected to happen.
The two of them were far from poor, but it had meant making several
changes to their lifestyle over the past year or so.

Clare got dressed and ready.
Just as she was going out the bedroom, Stuart came back in.

“You off now honey? Take care
and have a good day,” he said, and kissed her goodbye. Thankfully
his breath now smelt minty and fresh.

“You too. See you later,” she
replied.

During the drive to work, she
became lost in her thoughts again. She liked working with Robert a
great deal. She trusted him, and being partnered up with him
usually meant the days were more bearable, and he was funny and
fairly charming in his own, unique way.

However, she didn’t know how
much longer they were likely to remain such close work colleagues.
For a while now, she had been giving some serious thought about
taking the sergeant’s exam, and she hoped to be above the rank of
constable by the time she was thirty years old. Mind you, the exams
were only part of it: all the funding cutbacks and merging of teams
meant that there were less spots available even for those who had
already passed them.

Although Robert was a dedicated
copper who took the job seriously, he wasn’t the most ambitious
person in the world. She couldn’t let that bother her though, there
were enough obstacles in the way of her career without having
someone she considered a friend holding her back as well. After
all, time waits for no man.

Clare arrived at the station and
parked her car. She walked to the main entrance, got buzzed in, and
the duty sergeant grunted at her as she walked past.

She made her way through the
corridors, and caught snippets of conversations as she went by open
doors and clumps of officers talking to each other.

“...silly cow was driving too
fast...”

“...when I got home I told her
that I was too tired...”

“...she never forgets anything,
it drives me mad...”

She saw one other female officer
leaning against a wall, arms folded, listening to two male officers
talking. She looked bored, but her face lit up when she saw Clare
and smiled.

Clare finally arrived at her
desk, and took off her coat. Robert and David were sat there
slouched in their chairs, laughing about something.

“Morning guys,” she said
quietly.

“Morning!” they both replied,
with a loud cheeriness.

“We’ve been waiting for you.
Come on, I’m buying a round of coffee,” David said to her.

Robert handed her a Post-It note
that had a short, amusing limerick about her written on it.

Clare smiled properly for the
first time that morning.

Okay, they aren’t all bad.

***

 



Chapter 9

 


Hugh got up at around midday. He
showered, put on his new dressing gown, and went to the kitchen to
make himself some breakfast. He opened the fridge, and spotted the
bag of meat he bought from the butchers. He peered into it, and
picked up one of the smaller bags from inside. It was the diced
rabbit, and he wasn’t sure why he had bought it. He looked at it
with a puzzled expression, and put it back in the fridge.

He took out one of the chicken
breasts, and shoved it under the grill. As it sizzled away he
wondered what he was going to have with it. After a quick glance
around the kitchen, he decided on a sandwich. He served it up with
a nice dollop of extra-light garlic mayonnaise, and took it over to
his sofa.

When he sat down there was a
crinkling sound of plastic from behind him, but Hugh barely noticed
it.

Once he had finished eating, his
eyes drifted over to his Xbox console, and Hugh realised that he
hadn’t played on it for a while. At one point he had become quite
addicted to playing online, but he had got bored of it after a few
months. The fact that most games ended up being populated with
hormonal teenagers shouting random abuse in his ear didn’t
help.

“Nigger nigger faggot!” was the
sort of chant he would be subjected to. He didn’t find things like
that offensive in any way at all, just incredibly annoying when
shouted over and over again in his ear. Unfortunately, telling
people to shut up during these online games was usually futile; the
anonymity allowed them to ignore him, and just shout even
louder.

He looked through his games,
picked out an old favourite, and slapped it into the console. After
a couple of hours of playing, he got up and started thinking about
his date that evening with Abigail. He didn’t really feel nervous
or anxious about these things, and if anything he found the ritual
of dating a chore, just a means to an end.

He changed the sheets on his
bed, and did a load of washing. Although he usually kept the place
neat and tidy, he decided to do a bit of hoovering and cleaning
anyway. He didn’t see any point in leaving anything to chance.

He polished his shoes up, ironed
a light blue short-sleeved shirt, and some dark blue jeans, hanging
them up on a hanger on the outside of his wardrobe door.

He ambled around his apartment
for a while, and started to get frustrated with the boredom. He
decided to pop out for a bit, this time remembering to take the
lift instead of the stairs. When he stepped out on the ground
floor, he once again saw that there was no-one loitering around
outside.

It seemed that the scumbags had
finally learnt their lesson.

He walked into town and, on a
whim, popped into McDonalds, queuing up behind some noisy school
kids. When he eventually got to the front, he found he had trouble
understanding what the woman who was serving him was saying, so he
just asked for a Big Mac.

“Would you like a Coke with
that?” she asked.

Hugh looked at her with a
puzzled frown. “No, I wouldn’t.”

“Would you like a meal deal
special?”

Hugh’s head thumped with
annoyance. Why was she asking him these stupid, bloody
questions?

“No,” he said through gritted
teeth.

“Would you mind waiting a few
minutes, as there isn’t -” she began.

Hugh slammed his fist on the
counter, and yelled loudly at her. “Just give me my fucking chips,
you slug!”

The woman flinched, and stepped
back. The school kids around him fell silent, and stared at him.
Most of the staff were now looking in his direction as well.

A man materialised from
somewhere at the back of the restaurant, and walked up to the
counter.

“Excuse me, sir, I’m the
manager, is there a problem?” he asked Hugh.

Hugh closed his eyes and
clenched his fists. “I just want a Big Mac, or whatever is ready,
and some chips,” he hissed.

One or two of the school kids
were now filming and photographing him with their phones.

“Coming right up, sir,” the
manager said, and then turned around.

He hurried about, threw some
things into a paper bag, and then placed it onto the counter.

Hugh fished around in his
pocket, and threw a note at the man, not knowing and not caring
what value it was. He picked up the bag and as he turned around to
leave, he stopped and looked at the group of school kids. The two
closest to him each took a nervous step back. Hugh frowned at them,
grabbed a handful of straws from the nearby dispenser, and walked
out.

He turned right, and headed back
in the direction of his apartment. He took the burger out of the
bag, and bit into it. He chewed, swallowed, and then threw the rest
of what he had bought into a bin.

As he approached his apartment
block again, he saw a figure standing outside the entrance. He felt
a pang of annoyance until he recognised it was someone who actually
lived there. Hugh went inside and took the lift back up to his
floor.

Once back in his own apartment,
he started getting ready. He did some press-ups and arm exercises
to firm his muscles up a bit. He managed to lose himself in the
workout, and ended up doing some leg stretches and a few other
simple exercises as well. Hugh looked at himself in the mirror, and
saw he had worked up a bit of a sweat. He flexed his arms and his
chest, and nodded in satisfaction at what he saw.

He jumped in the shower to clean
himself up, brushed his teeth for that nice, minty freshness, and
then shaved slowly and carefully, to make sure he didn’t cut
himself. He searched out his favourite anti-perspirant, and doused
his armpits with it. He didn’t bother with aftershave, he never
had. As far as he was concerned it was an utterly pointless bit of
vanity that always smelt too artificial, too manufactured, and too
chemically. As far as his opinion went, it served no useful
purpose.

He leisurely dressed himself,
and hummed tunelessly. He scanned his eyes around the apartment,
making sure that nothing was still dirty or amiss in some way. He
put on his coat, and did the usual wallet-keys-phone-bollocks
check.

All fine and accounted for.

He opened his door, walked down
the corridor towards the lift, and felt something strange in his
coat pocket. He pulled out the clump of straws he had picked up
from McDonalds earlier, and looked at them with a curious glance.
He shrugged and tossed them over his shoulder.

Hugh came to the lift, pressed
the button, and waited. After pressing the button a couple more
times, he waited a bit more. Still nothing. He looked longingly at
the door to the stairs and considered taking them. He closed his
eyes and recalled the stench of shit from the day before.

His head started to thump with
impatience, and he punched the lift button with the soft underside
of his fist.

He pulled his arm back, and was
about to shout something, when at last the lift announced its
arrival with a low ding. The doors opened with an agonising
slowness, and revealed another man standing there. Hugh didn’t
recognise who it was, and just ignored him as he stepped
inside.

The doors closed, and the lift
slowly moved towards the ground floor. The other man coughed, and
Hugh groaned inwardly at the prospect of being trapped into making
small talk.

“Did you hear about what
happened on the stairs? Some kids got in, and crapped all over the
place,” the man said without turning to face Hugh.

Hugh closed his eyes, and
clenched his fists. Hear about it? He had practically experienced
it.

“Yeah,” Hugh replied
gruffly.

“Dirty little sods they are.
They’ve cleaned it up now, but the smell will linger for a while
longer.”

Well that was good news of a
sort. Hugh remained silent, and then the doors to the lift opened.
He brushed quickly past the man, and then went out the main door
without bothering to see if he should hold it open for his lift
companion.

He walked down into the town
centre, and stopped at a cash point. He stared aimlessly at the
display, not knowing how much to take out. He stabbed one of the
buttons without really looking, and stuffed the wedge of notes into
his wallet.

The bar he was meeting Abigail
in was fairly close, about a ten minute walk. He chose it as it
wasn’t too dingy, and it wasn’t too expensive either; it was just
right. Besides, she was only young so it wouldn’t take much to
impress her anyway.

He arrived at the bar ahead of
time. It was still relatively early in the evening, so it wouldn’t
start getting busy for a while yet, and there were plenty of seats
and tables for him to choose from. He walked casually up to the
bar, and ordered himself a light beer. He had no desire and no need
to use alcohol to loosen himself up. He preferred to stay in
control whilst others lost their inhibitions and self-control, a
tactic that had served him well many times before.

He chose a seat where he could
keep an eye on who came in the front door. The wall nearest to him
had numerous shelves that were half-filled with old books, and the
occasional vintage-looking urn or goblet. Paintings by local
artists were dotted about the walls, giving the decor a nice bit of
variety. Hugh found most of them to be atrocious, but there were
one or two that were okay to look at.

His phone vibrated in his
pocket, and saw it was a message from Abigail; she was running a
bit late.

Hugh felt a pang of annoyance
run through him, but then he grinned in that unpleasant way again.
If anyone had been looking at him at that moment they would have
found it slightly disturbing. However, everyone else was absorbed
with either their mobile phone, or whoever they were conversing
with.

Hugh relaxed in his seat. As far
as he was concerned the fact that she was running late was a good
thing. It meant she would be apologetic and anxious to make it up
to him when she arrived. It would give him an initial advantage as
he told her not to worry, and reassured her that he hadn’t been
waiting long himself.

He used his smartphone to keep
himself entertained for a while, and kept half an eye on the door.
After close to thirty minutes had gone by, he spotted her walk in
through the entrance. He watched as she came in and glanced around,
unsure of her new surroundings. She veered towards the bar, and
then started looking around all the tables.

Hugh watched her with mild
curiosity for a few seconds, and then raised his hand and waved at
her. She looked over in his direction, and a relieved smile
appeared on her face when she saw him.

He stood up as she approached,
and got a good look at her. She was wearing a black skirt that
stopped at the top of her knees, and a dark blue blouse. She
fiddled absently with her necklace as she came over.

Hugh smiled at her, and couldn’t
stop his eyes from scanning her up and down. She looked
fantastic.

“Hi, sorry I’m late. It took me
a bit longer than I thought to get ready,” she said, shyly.

“No, that’s fine. You look
amazing, so the wait was well worth it,” he replied, and touched
her on the elbow.

He pulled a chair out for
her.

“Oh, thank you,” she said, and
sat down. Her cheeks flushed a light shade of red.

“Would you like a drink? They
have everything from water to paraffin in this place,” he
joked.

Abigail chuckled, and asked for
a glass of red wine. Hugh walked to the bar, bought her some wine,
and also got himself another light beer. As he walked back, he
noticed that she was sitting the same way as she had sat on the
train the other day: knees clamped together, and her feet tucked
right underneath her, so only her toes were touching the floor. It
made her look adorable.

As he sat back down, she smiled
at him again and asked, “So, erm, what’ve you done today?”

“Nothing much to be honest. Just
sitting around and looking forward to seeing you again,” he
replied, and raised his glass to her.

The evening went well. As it
turned out Hugh had been right: Abigail did ride horses, and
she was quite surprised when he guessed as much. He said that it
was her muddy boots on the train that had given her away.

“Wow, you must read Sherlock
Holmes to know detective skills like that,” she laughed.

Abigail didn’t actually own her
own horse: they were far too expensive, and required far too much
time and effort to look after, so she just went riding with a
friend every so often. Hugh asked her if it was true that some
horse-owners were rather obsessive about their favoured pet.

Abigail tried to hold back a
smirk, but couldn’t stop herself from grinning.

“Erm, yes, definitely. Some of
them go way, way overboard. One woman actually invited her horse to
her wedding as a guest. Another one just stands there, and talks to
the horse for hours at a time. He can spend almost an entire day in
the stable fussing over the poor animal, we wonder what on earth he
gets up to in there,” she said, cackling with laughter.

Hugh was almost impressed when
he learnt that she was studying French language, and French history
at college. Abigail confessed that she was actually a bit of a
Francophile, as she admired the elegance of French culture, and in
a way she even admired the French arrogance as well. She had never
actually been to France herself, but talked about how much she
would love to go and stay there one summer. This news confirmed
something that Hugh had noticed about her earlier: she wasn’t
wearing a bra.

“Actually, in France, they call
it a brassiere, and it feels liberating not wearing one,” she said
with a teasing smile.

She pronounced the word
‘brassiere’ in an almost perfect French accent, which Hugh found
outrageously sexy. Abigail spotted the gleam in his eyes, and a
pleasant warmth spread through her.

Abigail found herself very
attracted to Hugh. He was confident and intelligent, and she got
the impression that financially, he was quite well off. Certainly
the fact that he had his own apartment was something that no-one
else her age could afford, and although she liked some of the boys
in her college, compared to Hugh they were just that: boys.

There was also the fact that
Hugh had a very good physique. The close-fitting shirt that he was
wearing showed off his muscular arms, and she couldn’t stop
glancing at the hard bulges beneath the fabric. Hugh had, of
course, noticed her doing this and Abigail knew that he knew
that.

For most of the night he was
friendly, charming, and flirty. A couple of times, however, she
thought she saw something unsettling and sinister about him. It was
something she would never be able to actually explain, but it was
as if she had seen another person somewhere underneath his pleasant
exterior, someone who was snarling at her, ready to pounce and
smash her face, again and again, against the table if she didn’t
give him what he wanted. Or worse.

However it was nothing more than
a glimpse that she saw out the corner of her eye, and when she
looked back it was gone. It was just Hugh sitting there, smiling
and laughing as he always did. She put it down to nerves, and the
fact that she was in an unfamiliar place with a man she had only
met the other day; the wine was also clouding her judgement.

After a while, she felt
completely at ease in his company.

Later on, they went to another
venue that had a dance floor. He whispered in her ear that he also
found the absence of her brassiere very liberating. She laughed,
and playfully slapped his hands away.

They walked back to his
apartment, sliding across one or two car bonnets on the way. It was
late and dark when they got to the complex, so there was no-one
hanging around outside, but Hugh didn’t even notice. He was too
busy giving Abigail a piggy back to care about anything else. As
they took the lift up to his floor, Abigail thought she saw that
sinister look on Hugh’s face once more in the mirror’s reflection.
Yet when she looked back, it was gone.

The lift doors opened and when
they stepped out, Abigail saw some straws lying on the floor of the
corridor. She yelped in delight, and kicked at two that were lying
right next to each other. One of them shot off across the floor,
whilst the other one looped up into the air and hit her on the
forehead. She screamed with laughter, and Hugh couldn’t help but
smile as well.

“Where the bloody hell did they
come from?” she asked.

“Je ne sais pas,” Hugh said in a
mock French accent.

Abigail once more squealed with
laughter.

As he unlocked his apartment
door, she looked him right in the eye and said, “Je veux votre
penis.”

Hugh had no idea what it meant,
but the look on her face said it all. Lust coursed through him, and
he gripped her arm hard.

“Get inside,” he said in a low,
husky voice, and slowly released her.

She went in and sat down on the
sofa. A faint crinkling, rustling sound came from somewhere behind
her, but she didn’t notice it. Hugh sat down next to her, pulled
her close and kissed her on the lips. Soon their hands were all
over each other, and after a few minutes they moved to the bedroom.
Abigail wasn’t sure how they got there, but it felt as if they had
floated.

Later, as they drifted off to
sleep, Hugh realised there was something else that he had been
right about. She really did have good thighs and stamina.

***

 



Chapter 10

 


Jane Meadows stood there,
looking into the bedroom with her hands on her hips. The bed was
unmade, and for a moment her heart leapt with relief. Then she
realised it had been like that the night before.

Where the hell was her son?

She stepped into the room,
straightened out the duvet, and the whiff of smelly teenager filled
her nostrils. She wrinkled her nose in disgust, and decided that
the bed linen needed a wash. She took off the sheets and pillow
covers, tucked them under her arm in a bundle, and carried it
downstairs, holding her breath against the stench.

Jane dumped the smelly rags on
the kitchen floor, and began stuffing them into the washing
machine. So, where was he then? Yes, he was seventeen years old.
Yes, he often stayed out late. Yes, he often stayed round a
friend’s house. Yes, he often came home with drooping, bloodshot
eyes and smelling of illegal substances. However, there was usually
at least a badly-worded text message informing either her or his
father that he wasn’t coming home. Not always, of course, but
usually.

She busied herself with the
usual, daily highlights that a housewife has: empty and fill the
dishwasher; make a cup of tea; dust the mantelpiece above the
fireplace; straighten up the pictures again on the mantelpiece;
boil the kettle for that cup of tea she will want in about twenty
minutes; put a fresh teabag in the teapot; check the mail that the
whistling postman just shoved through the letterbox; get mad when
she sees said postman stepping over the fence instead of going
round it; boil the kettle; resist the urge to scream her head off
in frustration.

Where the bloody hell was her
son?

She picked up her mobile phone,
and juggled with some of the worries that were whirling around in
her head. If she called him, and he answered, it would be a huge
relief. She would tell him that she wasn’t angry, just worried, but
then when her worry subsided she would get angry with him,
and she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from interrogating him and
demanding that he come home right away.

If she sent him a text message,
it would be less intrusive upon his hormonal sensitivities, but the
agonising wait for a reply - if one was even forthcoming - would
have her climbing the walls.

She decided to ring him. Right
now, she didn’t care if he was snorting drugs in a Swedish massage
parlour, as long as she knew that he was alive, and not impaled on
a fence spike somewhere, then that was fine. Screw his teenage
tardiness; she was his mother, and she had a right to know what he
was doing. And if he sarcastically asked if she wanted him to get a
microchip embedded in his head, so she could track him, then her
answer would be a firm ‘Yes’.

Yes, you ungrateful little
swine. It was my womb that you gestated in for nine months or so.
It is in my house that you eat the meals I prepare for you. It is
me who washes your clothes, and your skidmarked underwear each day.
So you bet your life I want to know if you are still alive or
not.

She scrolled down her list of
phone numbers and found ‘George’. She pressed it and held the phone
to her ear. There was nothing but silence, and she closed her eyes.
Did it always take this long to connect? She couldn’t remember. The
wait for someone to pick up the phone always seems longer if you
are in a hurry. Or worried. Or paranoid. Or -

“The mobile phone you are
calling may be switched off. Please try again later,” a robotic
female voice told her.

Jane nearly screamed. She sent
George a hasty text message, asking him to call her right this
fucking minute. Her hands were shaking now, and a small feeling
of sickness had setup camp in the middle of her stomach. She felt
as if the world was conspiring against her.

She went through the phone
numbers again, and stopped at her husband’s number. He was at work,
and might be in an important meeting, but that was just tough for
him. Unless he was trying to stop Mount Vesuvius from erupting, she
was going to speak to him no matter what.

She called his number. Once
again, there was an agonisingly long wait for the call to work its
merry way from her phone, over to the nearest mobile phone mast,
then up to a satellite orbiting the earth at a million miles an
hour, and back down into her husband’s grimy little trouser pocket.
She closed her eyes, and used every ounce of her mental strength to
remain calm. Her eyes flew open the moment she heard the call
connect and start to ring. It rang. And rang.

My dear, beloved husband. If you
don’t pick your phone up right this minute then tonight, as you
sleep, I am going to get a knife and pull down your trousers. Then
I am going to use the knife to chop off your -

“Hi honey, what’s up?” a voice
chirped in her ear.

A moment of relief swept over
her, and then her anguish returned with a vengeance.

“It’s George, he still isn’t
home yet, and his phone is switched off,” she blurted out at
him.

There was a moment of silence,
and Jane knew that her husband was rolling his eyes. He was always
telling her that she was too protective over their son. She gripped
the phone hard in her hand, and mentally dared him to say anything
sarcastic to her.

“I’m sure he’s fine. Probably
round his friend’s house smoking weed or something, he’s seventeen
years old now, and you know what teenagers are like these -,” he
began.

“Don’t patronise me, you stupid
bastard!” she hissed back at him.

A moment of silence again. The
feeling that the world was conspiring against her was getting
stronger now. She pictured her husband sitting there in a large
boardroom, with a dozen other people around a long table. They were
all wearing masks over their heads, and looking at a whiteboard
with the words Plan to smuggle George out of the country
written across it in large, red letters.

“Well, have you tried ringing
any of his friends? Or speaking to his girlfriend?” her husband
asked.

It took a few moments for Jane
to realise what he had just said. She hadn’t actually tried ringing
any of his friends because, well, they were his friends.

“What girlfriend?” she
asked in an accusatory tone.

As far as she was concerned her
son didn’t have a girlfriend. He had never spoken at length to her
about any particular girl, and the sudden unveiling of a mysterious
female was quite a shock to her.

Yet another moment of
infuriating silence. The conspiracy clearly went deeper than she
realised. She wondered if her phone was tapped. Was she being
recorded on camera right this minute? Was everyone else in the
world looking at her, watching and laughing? Was this all a
practical joke at her expense? Was her son about to knock on the
door, and present her with a bundle of flowers for being such a
good sport? She would tear his eyeballs out if he did.

She heard her husband sigh, and
then he spoke in an awkward, defensive tone.

“He’s been seeing a girl he
knows for a while now. He didn’t want to tell you, because he knew
you would ask him a hundred questions about her.”

“So all this time I’ve been here
at home worried sick about him, and the pair of you have been
swapping secrets with each other? Who is she? What’s her name? Is
there anything else that you two haven’t told me? Don’t I count in
this damn family anymore? This is just one big joke to you two,
isn’t it? Seedy little men, with their seedy little games,” Jane
ranted back at him. She was furious.

Her husband stammered, and
struggled to say anything that made sense.

“Look Francis, just tell me what
her name is and I’ll do the rest,” she demanded. “I’ll stalk the
little bitch on Facebook if I have to, and if I don’t get any joy
with anyone then I’m going to the police, whether you like it or
not.”

There was a bit of silence
again. He knew that Jane was pissed off, as she had used his full
name instead of the abbreviated ‘Frank’. He had a moment of panic
as he forgot what it was that she wanted, and beads of sweat
appeared on his forehead as he struggled to remember.

“Samantha, her name is Samantha.
Joyworth is her second name, I think. Look, I’m sorry, but I’m also
sure he’s fine,” he blurted out.

Jane hung up the phone without
saying anything back to him. She sat down on the sofa and put her
head in her hands. After taking a deep breath, she grabbed her
laptop, and popped onto Facebook. She didn’t have any of the phone
numbers for George’s friends, but most of them were on that
infernal website, and at least one of the feckless idiots would
have left their profiles open for the entire world to see. She
might see and read some things she wouldn’t normally want to, but
right now she didn’t care. All she needed was one or two numbers,
and she would browbeat each and every one of them until she got
what she wanted.

She started with Samantha.
Luckily, the surname was quite unique because it made things
easier, and... bingo! There she was, right on George’s friends list
and her profile was open. What did she look like? Hmmm, blonde and
pretty. She likes cats, dogs, bees, and some poxy music group Jane
had never heard of. She didn’t like spiders, wasps, or old people.
Blah, blah, blah. There were several photos of her posing and
showing off her ample cleavage, along with one or two shots of her
in her underwear. There were several more of her posing with
George, which was all very interesting to those just nosing around,
but it wasn’t what Jane was looking for. After a bit more scouting
around, she finally found a mobile number. She scribbled it down on
a bit of paper, and started to look for some more. The nut was
beginning to crack.

After a while she managed to
find two more phone numbers, along with some photos of George with
groups of people she had never seen before. There were one or two
pictures of penises scattered about as well, and she hoped none of
them belonged to George.

She cracked her knuckles, and
set about calling the people in the list. She got no answer from
the first two, but left voice messages that would leave the
listener in no doubt about how serious the matter was. When she
called the third number, the person answered within two rings. Jane
got a bit of a surly attitude and resistance from them at first,
but she smashed through it easily enough, and she even managed to
squeeze them for another couple of phone numbers.

Half an hour later, she had
spoken to several people who knew George; unfortunately none of
them knew where he was. A couple of them had said that the last
time they saw him, was when they were all hanging around an
apartment block. It gave her hope, but it also sounded rather
ominous.

She looked at her notepad again,
and it was full of scribbles and notes. She chucked it in her
handbag, grabbed her car keys, and walked towards the front door.
Just as she got there, Jane happened to glance at herself in the
hallway mirror; she was still wearing her pyjamas. She growled with
frustration, stomped upstairs, had a quick shower, and threw on
some clothes.

After a quick purse, keys,
phone, underwear-not-showing check, she opened the front door, and
walked to her car. One of her neighbours called to her, but Jane
didn’t hear them. She got in the car, and drove off towards the
nearest police station.

***

 



Chapter 11

 


“So, what’s your case load like
at the moment?” Robert asked David.

David took a gulp of his coffee,
and grimaced. “It’s pretty big actually. There’s the usual list of
burglaries and incidents of assault to get through, but the biggest
headache at the moment is the wait for the report on that warehouse
fire. We still don’t know for sure if it was arson.”

“Christ, that was months ago.
What’s taking so long?”

“No idea,” David admitted. “I’ve
spoken to the fire chief, but there isn’t much he can do. As he
himself likes to say, he puts out fires and rescues cats; he
doesn’t get to sift around in the ashes or the cat shit afterwards.
He reckons there’s something funny about it though, and that it was
either kids or an insurance scam. It spread pretty quickly, and it
looks like there were multiple ignition points.”

“Well, if you’re still waiting
for the report, where’s the hassle coming from?”

“It’s that prick down at the
council. He’s badgering everyone about it, but I don’t know why, it
doesn’t have anything to do with him. He’s a right sneaky sod, and
I reckon he must be getting backhanders from somewhere. He used to
come in here sometimes, thinking if he shouted at us enough, he
would get his own way. I swear, it didn’t matter where in the room
you were standing, you could smell his aftershave the moment he
walked in. He is more like an estate agent or a car salesman, all
flash suits and gold chains,” David said.

“Hang on, I’ve heard about him
before. He got zapped by one of the detectives or something.”

“Almost. His daughter was
brought in after getting caught smoking weed, and other stuff in
the local park. He waltzed down here, and was huffing and puffing
at us like a rapist on the run. We’d found her in possession with
the stuff and her breath reeked of it. She could barely even open
her eyes, yet he was shouting at us saying that we were all bent
and had no evidence, and that we had set her up, blah, blah, blah.”
David stopped to sip his coffee again.

“Anyway, he turned around to DCI
Burnside, who wasn’t one take any shit from anyone, and said
‘What’re you doing standing there? I thought you were supposed to
be a detective. Get out here, and nick these dickheads who’re
holding my daughter hostage’. Burnside just stared at him, put his
hand in his pocket, took out his tazer, and fired it just past the
councilman’s head.”

Robert sat there with his mouth
hanging open in amazement. Clare smiled and shook her head.

“What happened then?”

“The guy from the council went
as white as a sheet, and the prongs from the tazer got stuck in the
door just behind him. The whole place went dead silent, and you
could hear the thing sparking as Burnside pressed the shock button
a few times. He said to him ‘Piss off you slag. You’re daughter got
nicked, and unless you want to get bunged in a cell for wasting
police time, and harassing half the coppers in here, I suggest you
run along home’.”

Clare couldn’t help but laugh
and said, “I bet Burnside got all his drinks paid for in the pub
that night.”

“Nah, he was an odd one. He only
really hung around with a select few. He was a legend though, he
really was. Haven’t seen him for years now actually, God knows what
he’s up to now,” David said wistfully.

Out of the corner of her eye,
Clare saw someone walk into the cafeteria and towards their table.
It was one of the duty sergeants.

“Hope I’m not interrupting your
mothers meeting,” the man said. “There’s a woman going absolutely
batshit mental out on the front desk at the moment. She reckons her
teenage son has gone missing, or been kidnapped, or something.”

Clare blinked and then frowned.
The duty sergeant was talking to her specifically, rather than
everyone on the table.

“What’s that got to do with me?”
she asked.

He shifted uneasily and
shrugged. “Well, she’s a... and you’re a... so you’re probably the
best one to speak to her.”

Clare’s face flushed red with
annoyance. Someone had come to them for help, yet this pillock had
crapped his pants the moment he is confronted with an emotionally
distressed woman. Every officer in the station was a fully-trained
copper, yet for some reason Clare was suddenly the only one
qualified to deal with ‘a woman going absolutely batshit
mental’.

“Okay, I’ll be out there in five
minutes,” she said and resumed drinking her coffee.

The duty sergeant looked
relieved, and disappeared out the cafeteria.

Robert and David glanced at each
other but didn’t say anything, and they could see that Clare was
pissed off. In fact the two of them were pretty annoyed as well;
what would have happened if Clare hadn’t been here? Would they have
scoured the station until they had found another woman?

Clare finished her coffee, and
looked up at the pair of them with a weary expression on her
face.

“Come on then Rob, duty
calls.”

The pair of them got up and
walked to the exit.

“Let’s deal with all the shit
that no-one else wants to do,” she said loudly.

As they walked to the front desk
Clare realised that she didn’t even know the woman’s name. She
hoped that there wasn’t a big queue of people, but when they got
there Clare spotted the woman in question immediately. She was
sitting there with an anxious expression on her face, eyes red and
full of worry. She was all by herself, with only a number of glossy
posters that asked things like Is your car locked? and
Have you tested your fire alarm this month? to keep her
company.

Clare felt immensely sorry for
the woman, and couldn’t even begin to imagine what it felt like to
have your own child go missing. Most of her own worries about
becoming a parent centred on something happening to herself whilst
she was on the job; she hadn’t really thought about the child
suddenly going missing.

“Hello, I’m Clare and this is
Robert. Are you the lady whose reporting her son going missing?”
Clare asked her.

The woman jerked her head
towards the sound of Clare’s voice. Up close, she looked tired and
stressed.

“Yes, yes I am, and so far
no-one’s taking me seriously. If you’re here to tell me that he’s
probably just at the park, drinking cider, then you can go away and
get me someone more helpful,” she snapped.

Robert and Clare glanced at each
other. Right there and then, Clare decided she would do everything
she could to help.

“No, don’t worry. We’re here to
help. Would you mind coming through to one of the side rooms with
us?”

A small look of relief settled
briefly on the woman’s face. “Okay, yes, thanks. My name’s Jane by
the way.”

Clare and Robert led Jane to a
small room. It wasn’t an interrogation room as such, but it
certainly wasn’t cosy, the white walls and stiff seats stinking of
oppression. Clare asked her to start from the beginning, and Jane
did so. She produced the notepad from her bag, and slid it across
the table towards them. Robert looked at it, and was actually quite
impressed. He thought that Jane would probably make a good copper,
but he kept quiet.

Clare had started to fill out a
missing persons form, but shoved it to one side after a few
minutes. Behaving like an insensitive bureaucrat wasn’t something
she had signed up for. Robert stepped out of the room to make a
photocopy of Jane’s notes and get her a cup of tea. When he came
back Jane looked relieved, and clutched the notepad
protectively.

After about forty five minutes
of talking and going over everything, Clare realised that Jane was
perfectly right to be worried. She also knew that turfing her out
of the station, and giving her nothing but an incident number,
wasn’t something she would accept. It wouldn’t be a fair thing to
do either.

“Is it okay if the two of us
come and take a look at your son’s room? We might see something, or
find some other clue,” Clare asked.

A look of hope appeared on
Jane’s face, and she agreed to it. Robert and Clare got into a
police car and followed Jane to back to her house. On the way,
Robert asked Clare if she was actually expecting to find anything
useful.

“To be honest, no, but I didn’t
really know what else to do,” she admitted. “There’s no way I could
have just handed her a slip of paper, and told her that someone may
or may not call her sometime in the next week.”

Robert just nodded in agreement.
They came to some traffic lights at a large junction, and Robert
glanced at a car over the other side of the road. Behind the wheel
was a woman with her head looking down at something. A smile slowly
spread across her face, and it was painfully obvious that she was
using her phone. A car horn suddenly beeped out and the woman
glanced up in a panic. When she saw Robert looking right at her,
her face went pale.

Robert didn’t say anything; just
shook his head and wagged a finger at her. The woman was now
flustered, and battled to get her car back into gear again. The car
stalled and jerked forward. As she revved the engine up again, she
looked back at Robert, and he smiled and waved at her. In return,
the woman stuck her finger up at him, and then zoomed off into the
traffic.

Robert was taken aback and
looked at Clare, but she hadn’t noticed it. It was only a small and
insignificant thing, but it was a small reminder of how easy it was
to get cynical about the general public.

They followed Jane all the way
back to her house. It was in a fairly nice area, and the road was
full of semi-detached houses that had driveways large enough to
hold two cars at a time. As Jane unlocked the door and invited them
in, she apologised for the mess. Both Robert and Clare looked
around and wondered what mess she was referring to, as the house
was spotless and immaculate. They politely declined the offer of
tea and coffee, and instead asked to see her son’s room.

The upstairs part of the house
was similar to the downstairs; neat, tidy, and nicely furnished,
although the son’s room was a different story. Clothes littered the
floor, empty cigarette packets where everywhere, chocolate bar
wrappers, CD cases, the lot. It was a typical teenager’s bedroom.
Over in the corner, in contrast to the rest of the room, sat a nice
HDTV and Xbox 360 console. The games, controllers, and other
accessories were neat and organised.

Robert looked at the boy’s
setup, and smiled to himself; he too was something of a gamer, who
had spent many late hours playing games online. He wondered if the
two of them had ever been in the same game together. One thing that
never ceased to amaze Robert was the sheer number of obnoxious and
rude people he encountered online. One of the strangest games he
played, was against a particularly angry and humourless man who did
nothing but rant and rave endlessly. The only insult this person
seemed to know was the word ‘slug’ that he just repeated over and
over again.

Robert felt something squash
under his foot. He had a moment of awkward panic, but when he
looked down he was relieved to see that it was just a cigarette
packet. He scooted it out of the way with a quick side-sweep of his
shoe.

“No matter how many times I ask
him, he never keeps this room clean,” Jane said.

She was leaning against the
doorframe with her arms folded. She wasn’t looking at either Robert
or Clare, just staring into the room. She had a sad smile on her
face, as if she was recalling happy memories of the family playing
and laughing together. She put her hand over her mouth, and looked
as if she was going to cry.

Clare had an overwhelming urge
to go and comfort her. She wanted to tell her that her son would be
found soon enough, and that no harm will have been done to him, but
in her gut Clare didn’t think that was likely. From what she could
see this was a happy, loving family in a nice neighbourhood, with
no financial worries. Her son had no reason to run away, as he had
everything he needed right here.

If Clare was unable to find
Jane’s son, then at the very least she wanted to find out the
truth.

“Jane, I’m going to do
everything in my power to find out what has happened to your boy.
You have my word on that,” Clare said.

Jane blinked rapidly a few
times, and tears appeared in her eyes. “Yes, thank you. I just hope
he is safe. I just want my boy back.”

Robert felt awkward, but he too
wanted to help as best he could. He knew that he didn’t have
Clare’s personal touch, but he also didn’t want to stand there like
an idiot.

“We’ll get him back,” he told
her.

Jane just nodded. “There isn’t
anything here, is there? Nothing that will help. How could there
be, it’s just his usual mess.”

“We have all your notes, and the
phone numbers you gave us. We’ll get on the case right away and
keep you updated,” Robert reassured her.

She just nodded again, and
showed them to the door.

When they were back in their
car, the two of them sat in silence for a few moments. They had
made some big promises that could potentially come back to bite
them in the arse.

“Back to the station to start
making some calls I guess,” Robert said to break the silence.

“You betcha. Time for you to get
your Sherlock Holmes cap on again.”

Robert turned to look at her.
For a moment he thought she was taking the piss, but then he saw
that there was no teasing, mocking smile on her face.

She was being deadly
serious.

***

 



Chapter 12

 


Abigail and Hugh got up around
lunchtime. Hugh had been quite happy to just lay there stroking and
caressing her all day, but Abigail said that she couldn’t stay for
too long. She still had coursework and a part time job to worry
about.

Hugh cooked them up a nice
brunch. He decided to make use of the diced rabbit, and made a
garlic sauce with some rice. Abigail casually asked what meat he
had used, and he said that it was pork. She too was a lover of
garlic, and showed her appreciation by finishing her meal off with
a small burp and a giggle.

Hugh playfully poked her in the
side and said with a wink, “None of that French rudeness in here,
please.”

At one point, Abigail had
spotted his Xbox console and her eyes lit up in delight. “Oooh,
have you got that music dancing game? It’s great fun after a glass
of wine,” she said, and stood there doing a little wiggle of her
hips right in front of Hugh.

A rush of lust ran through him,
and he looked at her hungrily. Abigail saw the look in his eyes,
and poked her tongue out at him. Hugh dragged her back into the
bedroom for an hour or so.

Later on she had a shower, and
said that she had to leave. Hugh felt a strange feeling run through
him, a feeling of losing someone or something, and it made him
uneasy. It wasn’t something he was used to.

Abigail was looking for
something in her purse, when she accidentally dropped it. It hit
the floor and half a dozen coins flew out in all directions, one of
them rolling towards the sofa. She laughed and chased after it.

Hugh’s face suddenly contorted
in rage, panic, and hatred. He screwed his hands up into fists, and
raised them above his head as if he was holding a sledgehammer. He
felt the world slow down to a crawl, and right at that moment he
hated her. He hated the soft touch of her skin, he hated her
beautiful face, and he wanted to bring the sledgehammer down on her
skull and smash it to smithereens.

The smell of petrol.

He lunged for her neck, but his
hands closed over thin air. She had caught her foot on the coffee
table and tripped up, sent herself flying and landed on the sofa.
Hugh was right behind her, and fell between her and the back of the
sofa. Abigail let out an embarrassed laugh.

“Oh, never mind, it was only a
few silly coins.”

She tried to get up, but felt
his arms close around her and pull her down. She fell back and her
head hit him hard on the bridge of his nose, causing him to roar
out in surprise. Hugh was stunned and couldn’t see properly for
several seconds. When he recovered he could see her standing there,
crouching over him, a look of concern in her eyes. He relaxed, let
his rage dissipate away, and stood up and blinked several
times.

Abigail gently rubbed his nose
and apologised. She reminded him that she had to go back home, and
Hugh said he would walk her to the train station.

On the way there, he kept
getting sudden rushes of lust, and he constantly fought back the
urge to throw her against a wall or a fence, and strip her naked in
the street. One or two people gave her admiring looks, and Hugh
wanted to smash their faces in.

They arrived at the station, and
Hugh waited with her on the platform. After a few minutes the train
rumbled up alongside them, and she kissed him goodbye. He stood
there watching the train disappear down the tracks and felt that
strange pang again. It was if something had been taken from him. He
wasn’t sure what it meant, it wasn’t an emotion he was used to
dealing with. In the past, when people had tried to take something
from him, he had made them regret it. This was different though;
very different. Abigail had taken herself from him. He was torn on
how to deal with it, and just stared after the train for a
while.

He clenched his fists, and had
an overwhelming urge to fight someone. He closed his eyes, and
thought about the boxing club that he used to be a member of: the
boxing club that had, at first, welcomed him with open arms. The
boxing club that had been impressed by how quickly he picked things
up.

The trainers saw considerable
potential in him, and after only a few weeks they encouraged him to
step into the ring to do some sparring. He did as they suggested,
and Hugh was pleased to discover that he rather enjoyed it. So he
carried on doing it some more, and it was when he got the hang of
it that the fun really began. Sometimes he would taunt his
opponent, or he would drop his guard, and let them hit him as he
wanted to see what it was like to get beaten and knocked out. Other
times he would drop his guard to lure them into a trap. He was
quick with his hands, and he often caught his fellow amateurs by
surprise, unleashing a flurry of unstoppable blows when they least
expected it.

For some time the trainers were
impressed with his flair. Then, after a while, they started to
think he was becoming reckless, and they began exchanging nervous
glances and frowns. As time wore on his mask began slip more and
more, especially when he was in the ring. He would leer and shout
and snarl like a deranged animal, and people stopped wanting to
spar with him. The trainers began dropping gentle hints that
perhaps this wasn’t the club for him, but he ignored them and
turned up anyway. Then they told him outright to go away and never
come back. He called them a bunch of worthless slugs, and then
finally disappeared forever.

Hugh looked up and down the
station platform, but could see no-one apart from an elderly woman,
sitting on a seat reading a book. He shrugged and walked back to
his apartment complex. As he went through the main entrance, he
realised that he had now got into the routine of taking the lift,
and wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to take the stairs again.

He walked into his apartment,
shut the door, and frowned as he spotted a couple of stray coins
lying around. He sat down on his sofa, and fired his laptop up to
checked on his finances; they were fine.

His apartment felt empty, and he
felt that emotional pang of losing something again. Suddenly he had
an idea. He went onto Google maps and looked up Abigail’s college,
using the street view function to zoom right into the car park and
the surrounding area. He roamed up and down the roads, and all
along the pavements. There were lots of students walking around,
not to mention plenty of short skirts on display that he could zoom
into as well. He scanned the crowds to see if he could find Abigail
in any of them, but he couldn’t see her in any of the images.

Frustrated, he decided to look
up the shop that she worked in. Once again, he used street view to
look along the roads to see if he could find her, but found
nothing. He drummed his fingers on the table. He was well aware of
how this Google street view worked; the images were taken by a
person driving along in an official Google car, and they could be
months - possibly even years - out of date. The odds of Abigail
actually being in any of the images were astronomically long, so he
shouldn’t actually have been surprised that he couldn’t find her.
Then an unpleasant thought seeped into his mind.

Perhaps she is lying to me.

Hugh slammed his fist down onto
the table, and bared his teeth at the laptop screen. He went back
to the college on Google maps and looked around again. There were
some alleys and pathways that he was unable to look down. Another
unpleasant thought entered his mind.

If I can see the college on
Google maps, then so can she, and so can her friends. They must
know which bits can’t be seen online.

He slammed his fist down on the
table again, and growled at the screen. How many blow jobs had she
given down those alleyways? How many times had she whispered those
sexy French phrases into some pimple-faced little shit’s ear?

Another thought came to him:
where was she now, and what was she doing? Was she laughing at him?
Was she sat down at home telling her friends all about him? He
stood up and glanced around at the ceiling. Perhaps she had planted
a spy camera somewhere, and was looking at him right now, recording
his movements, and uploading them onto the Internet.

He had broken out into a sweat,
so he stripped off and had a shower. He kept it nice and hot at
first, and then turned it right down to cold for a while. He got
out, dried himself, and put on his new dressing gown. He felt
better and began to think more clearly, realising his paranoia was
just that; paranoia.

He decided to go to the gym to
work off some of his frustration, and he packed his sports bag up
and set off. When he got there, the only person behind the counter
was some bloke he vaguely recognised, and Hugh gave a half-hearted
grunt in response to the man’s friendly greeting. He worked out for
about two hours, and afterwards he felt much better, more
relaxed.

He came back to his apartment,
and felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. It was a text message
from Abigail, wanting to know if she could pop round again sometime
soon, and it was signed off with a cute little ‘au revoir!’ Hugh
sent a quick reply back, saying she was welcome back any time she
wanted. Several more text messages went back and forth between
them, and the language became increasingly sexual. He asked her to
send some photos of herself in her underwear, to which she duly
obliged. He asked her to strip off and send some naked photos, but
this time she refused with a playful ‘sacrebleu!’

He lost interest in the
conversation soon afterwards.

On a whim, he turned on the TV
and saw that there was a documentary on about a subject that had
always fascinated him: the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the
Twin Towers. He had seen dozens of programmes about it, and had
done a fair bit of reading about it as well. It wasn’t the stories
of the individual people that he found interesting, but the sheer
scale of the event. In fact, when it came to listening to
teary-eyed survivors recounting what happened, he didn’t care in
the slightest.

However, the footage of the
planes smashing into the buildings was something that gave him a
strange feeling. The fact that a small handful of people had been
able to cause so much destruction troubled him to a small degree.
It reminded him of the quote attributed to Josef Stalin: the death
of one man is a tragedy, the death of millions is a statistic.

Only for Hugh, it was the other
way round. He could shrug his shoulders quite easily at the thought
of an individual dying, but the notion that a select few people
could get together and conspire to do something that he himself
could get caught up in made him uneasy.

As was usual for these
programmes the conspiracy theorists were given their say. Hugh
didn’t really have any feelings one way or the other for these
people, but he found their ideas entertaining, if somewhat
predictable.

Once the programme was finished,
he yawned and went to bed.

Over the course of the next few
days, Abigail popped round several more times. Within minutes of
her arrival, he would be coaxing her into the bedroom and spending
as much time there as possible. Abigail was flattered with the
attention that this charming, mysterious man showered her with. He
was very good at satisfying her, and everything about him put every
other male she was friends with to shame. He was a man, rather than
a boy.

Each time Abigail had to go
home, Hugh felt an empty pang in his stomach, and it seemed to get
stronger each time. Those moments when he stood on the platform,
watching her train pull out of the station, made him feel angrier
and angrier the more it went on. On one such occasion, during the
walk back to his apartment, a cat had taken him by surprise when it
jumped up next to him as he walked past a garden wall.

Hugh actually quite liked cats;
he found their sleek and graceful nature appealing, and this
particular one had beautiful green eyes that looked at him
seductively. He started stroking the cat, and it wasn’t long before
he had it purring beneath his touch. The cat lifted its head, and
he rubbed under its chin. As Hugh played with the cat he found
himself thinking of Abigail again. Its soft, dark fur reminded him
of her perfectly groomed hair. Its light, delicate movements
reminded him of the way she tip-toed in and out of his bedroom,
when she thought he was still asleep. He shut his eyes, and battled
to control his emotions and lust.

He felt a sudden, unexpected
wetness on his hand. His eyes flew open, and when he glanced down
he saw that the cat had dribbled on him. This dirty, disgusting
feral piece of shit had spat on him, and in a rage he grabbed the
cat by the scruff of the neck. It reared up and screeched loudly at
him, and he hurled it across the garden, not wanting it anywhere
near him. The cat let out a strangled cry as it flew through the
air, and bounced off the top of a hedge.

One particular night, as the
pair of them lay in bed together, Abigail began stroking his
face.

“There’s something different
about you,” she said softly.

A sinew of anxiety flashed
across his mind. “What do you mean?”

She narrowed her eyes at him.
“That’s what I am talking about. Your face tensed up for a moment
when I said that. It’s like you’re hiding something from me without
even knowing it.”

Hugh wasn’t sure what to say, so
he stayed silent. A small smile appeared on her face, and she
kissed him.

“Don’t worry, I like a
challenge. Men always try to hide their emotions, but with you it’s
like you’re wearing a kind of mask.”

“Oui madame.”

Abigail shook her head, and
smiled sadly at him. He had done just what she had expected him to
do: deflect an awkward situation with humour.

Hugh knew precisely what she
meant about wearing a mask. He had always done that, faked his
outward thoughts to fool and manipulate others, but for the most
part he hadn’t really acknowledged it until a few years ago.

One evening, during a
particularly heavy Binge Week, he had settled down with a whole
host of food and some films. One of those films was the director’s
cut of Terminator 2 with Arnold Schwarzenegger. He had always
enjoyed the Terminator films, as they were chock full of action,
explosions, and suspense which was just how he liked his
entertainment. However, there was also the added element of a
cyborg that was able to look and act like a human without being
detected. Unconsciously, he felt a kind of kinship with them.

The director’s cut was largely
the same as the normal version that was shown in the cinemas, but
with a few additional scenes. Although the cyborgs look and speak
human, they are unable to display emotion. However, if they spend
enough time among real people then it is possible for them to learn
how to.

There is one scene in particular
where John Connor is trying to teach a cyborg how to smile. When it
actually tries to produce a smile, the result is chilling and
disturbing, simply because the cyborg does not know how to use its
mouth muscles in that way; it looked completely unnatural, and it
didn’t look human.

Hugh found this scene quite an
eye opener, as he was able to relate to it. It also made him
question the things he did and how he went about them. Just how
authentic was his own smile when he pretended to laugh with
someone? When he spent long periods of time with people, why did he
find it so hard to keep the pretence up? What was it that gave him
away? What were the first things that people started to notice
about him?

Ultimately though did he really
care? Did he even need to care? The answer to that turned
out to be ‘No’. Once he realised that he could make a fairly decent
amount of money from writing and sending spam emails out, there was
very little need for him to work around other people for extended
periods of time.

Until now that is. Here he was
with Abigail. Did he want the same thing to happen with her, as had
happened with all the other women he had slept with? Other than the
sudden absence of sex, he hadn’t cared about them when they
inevitably left him. Yet for some reason he actually seemed to miss
her when she wasn’t there, and he had no idea why. He had been with
plenty of sexy, attractive women in the past, and he had let them
go without any lingering feelings of regret at all.

When she wasn’t there he often
made an effort to learn bits of French, and he found himself
looking at her college on Google Maps.

He brooded over these unfamiliar
feelings he was experiencing, aware that one way or another he was
going to have to do something about it. He would have to fix it,
and he knew this, but he didn’t really know what the ‘fix’ was. He
could try to fix himself, or he could try to fix her,
permanently... whatever that meant. Generally speaking, he wasn’t
one for scheming or making plans; he had a tendency to act on
impulse.

One morning, Hugh woke up and
just lay there for a while. He had already been to the gym the
previous evening, and had no desire to go twice in a row as the
human body needed time to recover and repair itself.

If there was one thing that
annoyed him, it was having to listen to people who didn’t know what
they were doing hand out fitness advice. He had tried wearing
earphones to block it out, but when it came to deciding what music
to take with him he suddenly became aware that he didn’t know of
any songs that he liked.

Hugh never listened to the
radio. He had a decent stereo system, but as far as he was
concerned it was just a piece of furniture. He vaguely recalled
bits of songs that he had heard in various shops and other places.
Some of these songs he had liked, but he had no idea what the names
of them were, or who the artist might be. He owned several music
CDs, but he couldn’t recall what any of them were like. They were
just things he had bought on a whim, probably because he liked the
front cover, or maybe there had been an eye catching sticker on it.
Most of them remained unused, and some were still in the cellophane
wrapper.

Hugh got up out of bed and had a
shower. He made himself some breakfast, and sat on his sofa,
completely naked, as he ate a bowl of porridge. Once he had
finished he sat there for about a minute, drumming his finger on
the arm of the sofa. What was he going to do today?

Fuck it.

He decided to take a trip to
Abigail’s college, just to see what it was like. He started to get
dressed, when he suddenly couldn’t remember if he had had a shower
or not. He sniffed his armpit; it seemed clean. He went into the
bathroom and checked the shower. The floor was still a bit wet, but
did he actually have a shower? He sniffed his other armpit
this time. Well it seemed clean but he wasn’t entirely sure.
He stripped off and had another quick shower just to make sure. If
he was going to pop along to his girlfriend’s college, he should at
least be clean.

Hugh stopped mid-scrub, and
re-examined that last thought that had gone through his mind:
girlfriend. Girlfriend? Since when did he ever have a
girlfriend? Something resembling a relationship was required to
have a girlfriend. As far as Hugh was concerned he didn’t ‘do’
relationships, he had no need. He shoved the thought away and
finished his shower.

He grabbed a towel, and started
whistling to himself as he dried off, not even realising he was
doing it. He clicked his fingers as he leisurely walked to his
bedroom, and slowly got dressed. As he pulled his trousers up, he
caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror. For some reason
there was a smile on his face, a genuine smile that he didn’t
actually recognise. He frowned, and then everything was back to
normal again.

He stepped out of his apartment,
and walked to the train station. He got to the barrier and pulled
his travelcard out, but when he fed it through the slot it made a
buzzing noise. He snatched the ticket back, looked at it and
realised that his travelcard had expired. Hugh frowned in
annoyance, swore loudly, and kicked at the barrier.

“Excuse me, sir, the ticket
office is just over there if you need to renew your pass,” the
station attendant told him from the other side.

Hugh growled, and walked to the
ticket office to buy a new one. He fed the new ticket into the
machine and walked on through.

“Have a good journey, and a good
day, sir,” the attendant said to him.

Hugh shot him an angry look that
made the man turn away.

Five minutes later, he was on a
train and had most of the carriage to himself. He stared out the
window, and watched the houses, buildings, and gardens flash by. He
wondered what it would be like to live in one of the houses, and to
sit in the back garden during the summer. He would mow the lawn in
the morning, and then in the afternoon have a nice BBQ sizzling
away. As the man of the household he would of course be in charge
of the meat whilst his darling, beautiful wife would be busying
herself in the kitchen, with the salad and buttered rolls.

French mustard for you,
dear?

Why yes, Abigail, that would be
wonderful.

The journey took about twenty
minutes, and when the train pulled into the station Hugh hopped
eagerly down onto the platform. He breezed through the barriers,
and spotted a sign that pointed to Alban College. He tipped a wink
at the sign, and followed the direction that the arrow was pointing
in. After about a five minute walk, he came to a large building
with the college name blazoned all along one wall in large letters.
Hugh stood there and examined it, looking at the wide windows and
the expansive grounds around him. He was impressed, and smiled with
genuine happiness. This, right here, was where the future of the
world was being decided. All those students, in all those
classrooms, studying away like all good students like to do. He
wondered which room Abigail would be in, as he wanted to surprise
her just as she came out of class. He would hug her and make sure
she was okay, ask if she needed any help with her homework. Was
anyone bothering her? Did she want him to have a chat with any of
her tutors about anything? Did her feet hurt? Did she want him to
carry her down the stairs? Would she mind if he sat next to her in
class? If he got bored would she mind giving him a hand job under
the table?

Hugh walked slowly along the
road, still admiring the college building. He looked around the
area some more, and then spotted something that caused a dark
shadow to pass across his mind. Just opposite the college was an
alley, and a frown had now appeared on his face. He walked over to
the entrance of the alley and stared down it, recognising it from
his journeys on Google Maps. He started to walk down the alley,
apprehensively at first, but gradually getting faster, and soon he
was almost jogging.

He heard a noise that seemed to
come from just around the corner where the alley turned off, the
sound of someone being pushed up against a fence, and he began to
walk even more quickly. Now he could hear the rustling of clothes
being taken off, the sound of a zip being pulled down. A girlish
giggle, the grunt of a sexually aroused man, some heavy panting, a
moan that had a slight French tinge to it.

He reached the corner, and
balled his fists up as hard as he could, his face contorted into a
furious snarl. He took a deep breath, ready to bellow the words out
the moment he saw them.

I’ll fix you, you bitch!

He shot round the corner, hands
raised and ready to pulverise and smash anyone and anything that
was standing there.

The alley was completely empty,
and he stood there snarling and snorting at nothing, and at
himself. What trickery was being played on him? There had been a
goddamn orgy going on here, where had they all vanished off
to? On the ground around him was a few leaves, a Coke can, and some
small stones.

And a used condom.

He started breathing heavily
again, the fury building up inside him as he stared long and hard
at the discarded contraceptive. Yes, it was discarded, cast aside
like a piece of meaningless rubbish. That bitch had used it and
discarded it, just like she had used and discarded him. He could
smell her scent emanating from it, and it began to fill the entire
alleyway, choking him and disgusting him.

Hugh kicked the fence in a rage,
and a dog barked loudly at him from the other side, causing him to
stagger backwards in shock. He kicked the fence again, and now he
could hear the dog scrabbling furiously at the wood with its
paws.

He turned away, and stormed off
back towards the college. He reached the entrance of the alley, and
stormed across the road without even looking. A car braked hard and
beeped at him, but Hugh didn’t hear and he didn’t care. The grounds
were relatively empty, and he followed the path as it led him round
a corner. He spotted the main entrance off in the distance, and
stomped off towards it. His hands were clenched into tight fists,
and he stuffed them into the pockets of his coat. He shoved the
door open with his shoulder, and stopped briefly in the reception
area. There were stairs going up, and a corridor going off to his
left and also to his right. He decided to turn right.

The corridor was filled with
nothing but doors, doors guarding dozens of students, and he peered
into the windows as he went. Abigail was nowhere to be seen, the
bitch was probably hiding somewhere. Hiding in the toilets, hiding
from him, laughing at him and getting ready to leave yet more
evidence of her sexuality, filling the room with her choking scent.
She would pop her head out and laugh at him as he lay there
suffocating on it, just laugh and laugh and laugh.

To his left he saw a door with a
toilet sign on it. He kicked the door open, and it slammed hard
against the wall. The number of cubicles seemed endless, and he
raced in to see which one she was hiding in. The place was entirely
empty, and he lifted the lids of some of the toilet seats, just in
case she was crouching down inside one of the bowls.

He spun around, and stared at
the wall of sinks and mirrors. He rushed over to one, splashed cold
water on his face, and stared at his reflection, his face red with
rage. His gaze shifted to the rows of toilet cubicles behind him,
and a kernel of an idea popped into his head. He slowly turned
round and surveyed the room. The place was full of toilet paper,
and paper towels. He went from cubicle to cubicle, frantically
grabbing handfuls of the paper, and put it all in a pile underneath
one of the wooden cubicle partitions. An unsettling grin spread
across his face.

He fumbled around in his pockets
looking for his lighter, wanting to do nothing more than set this
whole damn slug-infested place on fire. He would barricade the
doors up, and block the roads so the fire engines couldn’t get
anywhere near. Then he would watch the entire building burn down,
and listen to the screams of every pathetic student slug that had
ever set foot in here. He would stand there hand-in-hand with
Abigail, and offer her one last chance to repent her sins. If she
confessed, then he would forgive her and they would go and live
their life of summer BBQs. If she refused, he would take her back
down the alley to fix her once and for all.

He searched through all of his
pockets, but he couldn’t find his lighter or his matches. Where the
hell were they? Had they fallen out when he was on the train? Had
he left them at home? Then he remembered that he didn’t smoke, as
it was a filthy, disgusting habit that he despised.

The sound of a loud bell
suddenly rang out and consumed him. Hugh looked up in a panic.

They’ve found me! Every single
last one of these slugs has found me!

He lifted his foot up, and
kicked at the toilet paper dispenser with the underside of his
shoe. On the third blow, it snapped off and fell noisily to the
floor. Hugh could hear the corridor outside filling up with the
noise of laughter and footsteps. He made his way to the door when
two students burst in. One of them was carrying a rucksack over his
shoulder, and it bumped up against Hugh.

Hugh grabbed the student, and
shoved him as hard as he could. The kid went flying and tripped
over his own feet, falling heavily to the floor. Hugh didn’t hang
around to wait to see what happened next, and he charged out into
the corridor. The place was now rammed with bodies, shoulder bags,
and loud poisonous slugs. Hugh frantically followed the signs to
the exit, desperate to escape and get away. After what seemed like
an eternity he came to the main entrance, and almost lunged for the
door.

Once outside he saw that the
entire area was now filled with people. He crossed over the road,
and felt calmer now that he could smell the fresh air again. He
took a few steps, and then up ahead of him he spotted a figure he
recognised. It was Abigail, he was sure of it. She had her back to
him, but he recognised her hair, her clothes, and her body
language. She was walking with someone, a male someone. A slug. At
last he had his proof of what she was doing.

He clenched his fists, and
walked quickly towards them. As he got closer he heard her laugh,
and now he could hear the sound of her heels clopping against the
pavement, those very same heels that made her look like a princess,
those very same heels that she had worn in bed, his bed, and
ripped his sheets with.

He came up behind her and
reached out to grab her shoulder. He yanked her round and shoved
her back at the same time, sending her stumbling against a bin,
both of them falling noisily to the floor. She cried out in
surprise and pain as she collapsed onto the hard concrete.

“I’ll fix you, you bitch!” he
roared.

She looked up at him, stunned
and utterly terrified.

It wasn’t Abigail.

“Mate, what’s your problem?”
yelled the student she had been walking with.

Hugh looked at him and felt
nothing but revulsion. His rancid face was dotted with adolescent
acne, his mouth full of nothing but metal dental braces. Everything
about this slug made Hugh feel sick, and he smashed his fist into
the teenager’s face as hard as he could, flattening his nose so it
became at one with his lip. Hugh felt his knuckles shred and tear
on the metallic teeth. The kid stumbled back and then fell to the
floor, his face covered in blood.

A few shocked and anguished
cries sounded out from the people around him, and Hugh suddenly
wanted nothing more than to be back in his apartment. He wanted to
jump into the shower and wash away his memories of this place, to
forget he ever came here. Why had he come here? He had no
idea.

Hugh turned and ran.

***

 



Chapter 13

 


“Bloody hell, things’ve changed
since I left that place. It used to be a right old dump,” said
Robert.

Clare looked up from her desk.
“Sorry, what?”

“Alban College. I went there
back in the day to do some media studies nonsense course. It was
great fun though, we got to piss about with camcorders, and make
our own films and stuff. I was quite the amateur photographer back
then.”

“Yeah, I can just imagine it. I
bet you were taking photos of your own poo, and posting them up all
over the notice boards.”

Robert sniggered, and didn’t
offer any kind of denial. “Sometimes I took photos of other
people’s poo as well.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Ha, look! That alley is still
there.” Robert swivelled his monitor round to show her.

Clare watched as he navigated
his way around Google Maps.

“Loads of shagging went on up
there. It was nicknamed Lover’s Alley, and the ground was nearly
always covered in used johnnies. There was this pervert dog in one
of the gardens that would start barking at you, if you were too
noisy.”

Clare made a face at him. “I’m
beginning to see where things started to go wrong for you. Have you
spoken to the head principal yet?”

Robert pulled a face of mock
puzzlement. “I never saw him go up the alley, it seems a bit
awkward to ask him about it now.”

“I’m being serious!” she tried
to sound stern, but the corners of her mouth twitched upwards
slightly.

“Yes, I did. It turns out George
hasn’t been to any of his lessons for several days now.”

Clare had expected that that
would be the case, but she was still disappointed. So far, the
investigation into finding this kid hadn’t turned up anything. They
had rung just about every phone number that Jane had given them,
but actually getting teenagers to speak to the police was always a
pain. They seemed to think that the longer they spoke to an
officer, the more chance there was that they were going to be
strip-searched by a man with a rubber glove.

Clare closed her eyes, and
recalled the promise she had given George’s mother. She began to
regret it. Clare hadn’t actually spoken to Jane since then as she
had nothing to tell her, and she wondered if they would ever have
any news to pass on.

Clare opened her eyes again.
Robert was looking at her, a serious expression on his face for
once, and he gave her a small nod as if to say that he knew what
she was thinking.

The two of them often seemed to
know what the other was thinking; it was a natural consequence of
them working together for so long. It was how she also knew what he
was going to say next.

“Fancy a cuppa?”

“You bet. I don’t know where
David is, so you can buy this round,” she replied, with a cheeky
smile.

“Yeah, yeah. I guess I can
stretch to buying you a small glass of water if you promise to
behave yourself.”

She stood up and put on a
haughty, posh voice. “I am a lady; you should feel honoured to have
me with you.”

“Alright Queen of Sheba,
whatever you say.”

They walked to the cafeteria,
and nodded at several other officers on the way. There was some
shouting and swearing coming from the direction of the cells, but
they barely cast it a glance. Scumbags will be scumbags.

“Oh, look who’s serving today,”
Clare said, smiling as they entered the cafeteria.

Robert looked up and groaned.
They stood in the queue for a minute or so, and then Robert asked
for two coffees.

“Sure thing, Pet. Want some
squirty cream, and a nice cuddle from your mother to go with it?”
the woman behind the counter said, and then turned away.

Robert fidgeted awkwardly whilst
Clare hid a grin behind her hand. The woman returned with two mugs
of coffee.

“There you go, poppet. Now, did
daddy give you enough pocket money to pay for them?”

Robert just handed the money
over to her without saying anything.

She tipped a wink at Clare and
said, “He’s a nice boy, but a bit soft in the head.”

Clare shrieked with laughter,
causing several heads to turn around and look at her.

They went and sat down at a
table.

Clare said, “I’ve never seen you
go so quiet and nervous before. Maybe you should ask her out on a
date.”

“Nah, she would probably invite
my mother along, and start asking what I was like as a
toddler.”

Clare laughed again. A few
minutes later, David walked in and joined them, and the three of
them chatted for a while. Clare looked at her watch, and pulled a
face.

“Back to the grindstone I guess.
I need to start calling those kids again, they never ring
back.”

Robert and Clare stood up. Out
the corner of his eye, Robert could see the woman waving at him. He
looked at her cautiously, and gave a small nod. Clare grinned
again.

When they got back to their
desks Clare saw that a note had been left next to her phone. She
picked it up, read it and then let out a small cheer.

“Well, it looks like not all of
George’s friends are useless after all. One of them wants to come
and show us where this apartment block is, where they last saw
him.”

“Nice one. The moody, British
teenager stands no chance when faced with the persistent fury of
Clare.”

“You got that right. Let me call
him back, and see if I can drag him out now.”

Robert nodded and felt a small
bit of excitement run through him. It was always nice to have a bit
of progress. As Clare began dialling the phone number, he noticed
her face had taken on an expression of steely determination.

Watson, the wheels of progress
have begun to turn once more.

***

 


 


Hugh stood there in his shower,
and gritted his teeth as the almost-scalding hot water raked
against his skin. He washed his hair, his armpits, and then his
entire body thoroughly. He relished the feeling of cleanliness, and
after he stepped out and dried himself, he felt far calmer.

The journey back to his
apartment had been a harrowing one, although he didn’t actually
remember very much of it. He struggled to even remember where he
had been, or why he had gone there, and the only thing that was
really clear in his mind, was the walk from the train station to
his apartment building.

He had been hot, and drenched in
sweat, his right hand was covered in dried blood and he had it
jammed into his coat pocket. He had sprinted up the stairs to his
floor, and once inside his own place again he had thrown his
clothes onto the floor, and got into the shower.

He was now sitting on the edge
of his bath, and he breathed in deeply. The air was still warm and
clammy, and the room smelt of soap and shampoo. They were
comforting and familiar smells, and he closed his eyes for a few
moments. He stood up and looked at himself in the mirror. He flexed
his biceps and his chest, and ran his fingers along the contours of
his toned muscles. In the reflection he noticed that his hand was
bleeding again. He got some TCP disinfectant, and winced at the
sharp pain as he doused the cuts with the stuff. He cleaned the
wound, and then liberally applied some antibiotic cream before
finally dressing it with a light bandage.

He went to his kitchen, and made
himself a large mug of coffee. He realised he was hungry, and cut
himself some thick slices of bread and smeared them with butter. He
sat down on his sofa, completely naked, and finished it all off. A
short while later he lay down, and fell asleep for about an
hour.

When he woke up he felt
refreshed again. He stood up and stretched, feeling good; so good
in fact that he decided to go the gym.

***

 



Chapter 14

 


Robert and Clare pulled up
outside the address that had been given to them over the phone.
Just as they were about to get out of the car, the front door to
the house opened, and someone stepped out. He walked over to the
car and waved nervously through the windscreen. Clare and Robert
both waved back, and wound down a window.

“You must be John. I believe you
spoke to my colleague here on the phone earlier about your friend
who’s gone missing,” Robert said to him.

Now that he was up close to the
car, John felt a bit anxious. He had been keeping an eye out for
them ever since he had got off the phone earlier with Clare. He
didn’t want his parents to know what was going on, just in case
they thought he had been doing something wrong.

“Yeah, that’s right. Um, how
long is this going to take?”

“Well, that really depends on
how good your directions are. Hop in the back, and we can get going
straight away.”

John got in the backseat, and
Robert and Clare introduced themselves properly. Then they set off
for what seemed to be George’s last known destination on planet
Earth.

The journey took about thirty
minutes. Robert tried to engage John in conversation, but was
largely unsuccessful. The three of them spent most of the time in
silence, and John just sat there fiddling around with his phone
until his directions were needed.

They turned a corner, and John
pointed out where the apartment block was. Clare drove in and
parked up.

Robert looked up at the
building, and from what he could see there were five separate
floors. The area around the complex was clean and well maintained,
with plenty of parking spaces.

“Not a bad looking gaff, this. I
bet some of those apartments are nice inside,” he said, sounding
impressed.

Clare agreed, although she
thought that the building also looked completely soulless. Every
single apartment probably looked exactly the same inside; IKEA
furniture, white walls, and bare, wooden floors.

Robert turned around and
addressed John.

“Fancy giving us a tour,
then?”

John shrugged and said, “Not
much to show really, but if you want.”

The three of them got out of the
car. Robert and Clare walked slowly around the place, but with no
real idea what they were looking for. Unfortunately, there were no
tell-tale footprints leading through the dirt, no torn and
discarded bits of clothing hanging off any branches, and certainly
no messages on the wall written in blood.

Robert studied the building and
wondered if it was possible to get onto the roof to have a BBQ
during the summer. Clare walked around on the grass, and thought it
would be a nice place for a young child to run around, away from
the main road.

They both turned around and
looked at each other. A realisation started to sink into the pair
of them at the same time, as the one question that hadn’t yet been
asked suddenly occurred to them.

“So, just what is it that you
and your friends do when you come here then?” Robert asked.

John looked up from his phone
and glanced away. He shifted awkwardly and did a half-shrug with
his shoulders.

“Erm, nothing much really. Just
kind of hang about and stuff.”

“But none of you and your
friends live all that close. The park is nearer and easier for all
of you to go to.”

John’s face flushed red, and he
avoided Robert’s gaze.

“Look, we sort of come here just
to muck around and that. The flat car park is good for
skateboarding on, and -”

Clare interrupted him. “John,
what aren’t you telling us? Your friend is missing, and you’re
standing there being very shifty with us. We don’t care if you and
your gang come here to play spin the bottle, we just want the
truth.”

John flushed an even deeper
shade of red. “Okay, okay! Look, you can only get into this
building if you have a swipe card. If you wait outside and hold the
door open for someone when they’re coming out, it means you can go
inside and stuff. We weren’t actually doing anything wrong, it was
just a game.”

Robert and Clare exchanged a
glance. John saw it, and then continued.

“Then this psycho guy came out,
and started fighting us, and I think that was the last time any of
us came here. That was the last time any of us saw George.”

John’s face was still red, but
it wasn’t from nervousness or shame this time; he looked angry and
defiant.

“So why did none of you tell
this to us, or George’s mother?” Clare demanded.

“I dunno, we just forgot I
guess.”

“Would you recognise this man
again if you saw him? If we waited here, would you be able to point
him out to us?”

“Yeah, probably.”

“Well, let’s get ourselves
comfortable then,” she said, and gestured to the car.

***

 



Chapter 15

 


Hugh had had a good session down
the gym and he felt as right as rain again. His injured hand
prevented him from doing a full workout, but he had been able to do
enough to work up a nice sweat. He was hungry, and made a mental
note to stop off at the butchers on the way home. He fancied a
nice, big steak again, preferably with lots of garlic. On the way
out he saw the young, pretty girl at the reception desk again. He
stopped and talked to her for a while, and mentally undressed her
in his head. He dropped a hint that maybe the two of them should go
out for a drink sometime, and she seemed quite keen. A group of
people walked in, spoiling the moment, so Hugh said his
goodbyes.

His phone vibrated in his
pocket. He took it out and saw it was a message from Abigail,
saying she would be round soon. Hugh grinned, and immediately
replied back saying he would be waiting for her. They sent a few
more text messages back and forth between them, and he forgot all
about getting any food.

He hurried back to his
apartment. As he approached the complex, he could see that the main
entrance door was propped open with something. He frowned and felt
a twinge of annoyance run through him.

“Excuse me, sir, would you mind
if we asked you a few questions?” a voice to his right said.

Hugh turned his head, and saw
two police officers walking towards him. One was a man of medium
build, and the other was a woman. She looked frumpy in her uniform
as female officers always did. He felt no panic and no reason to
worry; as far as he was concerned he hadn’t broken any laws, nor
done anything wrong. He did, however, wonder what they might
want.

***

 


 


“You’re in love with this
place,” Clare said, with amusement.

Robert looked at her and
produced half a smile. “Seems like a nice place to live to be
honest. It’s kind of cosy, and an alright area. The girlfriend is
still pestering me about getting a place together, I was wondering
what the rent was like here.”

Clare raised her eyebrows. “So,
her persistence is finally getting through to your dumb head
then?”

“I guess so. She keeps buttering
me up by saying she loves me, and all that stuff. It’s kind of
inevitable really.”

This time Clare rolled her eyes.
“You’re such a romantic. Do you reckon the pair of you could afford
to live here?”

Robert shrugged and didn’t speak
for a few seconds.

“I was thinking of going for the
sergeant’s exam soon. I could do with the money and, well, you
know.”

Robert let the sentence trail
off as there wasn’t really anything else to say. The two of them
looked at each other for a couple of seconds, and another moment
passed between them where they both knew more or less exactly what
the other was thinking. Robert had always known that Clare was the
smarter and more capable one out of the two of them, though he
would never admit it out loud. It was inevitable that she was going
to go on and do well within the police force, and at some point
their paths would diverge and lead them in different
directions.

The looks on their faces were
full of sadness, hope, and a concern for the future. Robert was
wondering if she would wait for him, whilst Clare was wondering if
he could keep up.

In another location and in
another dimension, that moment would have probably led to them
embracing each other, and possibly even ending up in bed together.
Reality bites, however.

“Hey, look! There he is! That’s
him, the one who started a fight with us!” John said, his voice
sounding loud in the close confines of the car.

Clare and Robert both snapped
their heads round, and saw a man with a sports bag walking casually
towards the main building.

“You sure that’s him?” Robert
asked.

“Definitely, he has the same bag
and everything.”

Robert nodded at John, and then
raised his eyebrows at Clare.

“Let’s go talk to him,
then.”

The two of them got out of the
car and walked towards the man.

“Excuse me, sir, would you mind
if we asked you a few questions?” Clare asked, raising her voice
slightly.

The man turned his head and
looked at the pair of them, the remains of a small frown still on
his face. This was nothing out of the ordinary of course; most
people reacted a bit defensively when interrupted from their
thoughts by a police officer or two.

As Clare got closer to the man,
she could see that he was someone who looked after himself. His
coat was open and she could see the well-exercised outlines of his
physique. His skin had something of a very light-brown tinge to it.
It was perhaps from spending time under a sun bed, but she thought
it was more likely to be natural.

“No, not at all,” the man
replied.

The frown disappeared from his
face, and he at once appeared friendly. Again, this was a normal
reaction that people had once they got over the initial shock of
being questioned unexpectedly. However, Clare thought that the
man’s expression changed just a little bit too quickly and
easily.

“We’re investigating the
disappearance of a young male, who was last seen around this area.
He is seventeen years old, and was wearing a black jacket with a
skull on the back. Have you seen anyone fitting that
description?”

“Not that I’m aware of, no. When
was this?”

“A few days ago. There’ve been
kids hanging around the entrance to this building fairly regularly,
actually. Haven’t you noticed any of them?”

The man paused for a second or
so. “Well, there’s always kids hanging around one place or another
really.”

There was a short period of
silence as Clare studied the man’s face. Robert noted her sudden
bout of shyness, and took over.

“A fight broke out between some
of these kids, and a man fitting your description. Do you know
anything about that?”

“No, I haven’t been in any
fights at all,” the man answered solemnly.

The man’s face was largely
expressionless as he said this. Robert didn’t think the man was
lying, but something else caught his attention.

“How did you cut your hand?”

The man looked down at the
bandage and seemed slightly puzzled about it, as if he was seeing
it for the first time.

“I cut it chopping some
vegetables,” he stated blandly.

Robert asked a few more general
questions that verged on small talk. The man answered in a
confident, almost sociable manner.

“Okay, sir, thank you for your
time,” Robert said.

The man nodded at the pair of
them, and turned back to the main entrance of the building. A fire
extinguisher was leaning against the door, keeping it open, and a
figure in overalls could be seen mopping the floor inside. A faint
whiff of cleaning chemicals wafted out.

Robert faced Clare. “Okay then,
spill the beans. What did you notice that I didn’t?”

Clare stayed looking at the man
as he went through the door for a few more seconds, and then shook
her head slightly.

“There’s something about him
that just doesn’t seem right. I can’t really explain it, but every
time his expression changed...” she left the sentence
unfinished.

“I think we’re going to need to
come back here,” Clare continued. “I don’t know how or what we’re
going to do though. No way will we get a warrant based on me having
a funny feeling about things.”

“Why didn’t you arrest him?”
John asked as they got back into the vehicle.

Clare was beginning to find
their extra passenger annoying, and felt like slapping him.

“You would’ve had to share the
seat with him, and be best buddies if we had,” Robert said.

John’s mouth opened and then
closed again.

None of them noticed a girl with
dark hair walk into the building.

***

 


 


Hugh took the stairs back up to
his apartment. A maintenance man with a mop was cleaning the floor,
and he nodded at Hugh. Hugh ignored him completely.

He had no idea why the two
police officers had been asking him those questions. He couldn’t
give a shit if some pointless, beardless youth had gone missing,
and it certainly had nothing to do with him anyway. He had noticed
the female officer staring at him, but he wasn’t sure why. It
certainly hadn’t been sexual attraction that he had seen in her
eyes or on her face. It might have been suspicion, but that didn’t
make sense; suspicion of what? He hadn’t done anything wrong.

By the time he reached the top
of the stairs he had lost interest in her entirely. If she was
neither a threat, nor a sexual interest, there was no point in
thinking about her.

He opened his door, and dumped
his gym bag on the floor by the wall. He stood there and stretched
and flexed his arms for a moment. His stomach growled, and he
realised he was hungry. He went to his fridge, opened it, and saw
that there was nothing in there worth making a meal out of.

There was a sudden knock at his
door, and he snapped his head round in frustration. Who the bloody
hell was knocking on his door, and what did they want? He wasn’t
expecting anyone. Maybe the police had come back again, purely to
pester him about some other things that he hadn’t done.

He crept quietly over to the
door and looked through the peep hole. A big grin spread across his
face when he saw it was Abigail, standing there poking her tongue
out at him. He opened the door, and she threw her arms around his
neck and kissed him.

“Did you miss me?” she asked,
with puppy dog eyes.

“Of course I did, I always miss
you.”

They started to walk towards the
sofa, when she noticed the bandage on his hand.

“How did you cut your hand?”

Hugh hesitated for a moment. “I
cut it while slicing some cheese.”

If Abigail had been looking at
his face at that moment, she would have noticed another one of his
mask slips. However, she was cradling and stroking his injured
hand, and then kissed it delicately.

“Poor baby.”

They sat down and chatted for a
few minutes, and Abigail mentioned that a boy in her college had
gone missing. She said that she didn’t actually know him
personally, but there had been an official notice sent around and
read out in her class.

“There was also a fight outside
the college today. Apparently, some mad bloke pushed over a girl,
and then punched someone in the face. Sometimes I feel like the
whole world is going barmy,” she said, and rubbed her arms as if
she was cold.

Hugh feigned interest for a
moment, but ultimately didn’t care. Abigail sat back and patted her
stomach.

“I’m starving, have you got
anything to eat?”

“Actually I haven’t, I forgot to
go shopping earlier. Fancy a takeaway?”

Abigail wrinkled her nose in
displeasure. “Nah, I don’t really like that junk food very much.
You can cook really nice stuff actually, why don’t you pop out and
get something? I love watching you busy yourself around the
kitchen,” she said, with a coy smile.

Hugh’s stomach lurched when he
saw that smile of hers. He simply couldn’t resist it.

“Okay, I’ll jog down the shops
and get us something. What do you fancy?”

She thought for a second. “I
want you to surprise me.”

His stomach lurched when she
smiled at him again. He got up, put on his coat, and disappeared
quickly out of the door.

Abigail leant back against the
sofa again. There was a faint rustling sound from behind her, but
she didn’t take much notice of it. She was more interested in the
fact that she now had free reign of the place, and could have a
proper nose around.

She got up and went to the
bathroom first. She was already familiar with this room, but now
she could look around at her leisure. There were some bottles of
fancy shampoo; spare tubes of toothpaste; nice, posh bars of soap;
thick, luxurious white towels that were nice to the touch.

Hanging up on the inside of the
bathroom door, was a very plush, cosy-looking dressing gown. She
took it down, tried it on, and marvelled at how warm it felt. She
put her hands in the pockets, and decided she wanted one for
herself. Maybe Hugh would treat her one day...?

After looking through all the
cabinets, she stood there in the middle of the bathroom, sure that
something was missing. Then she realised what it was; Hugh didn’t
seem to have any aftershave, which surprised her.

She walked over to the kitchen,
that place where she liked to watch him work his culinary magic.
She opened the fridge, but there wasn’t much in there. Some milk,
some cream, a few eggs, and butter. There were no tubs or plates of
leftovers.

There wasn’t really that much in
any of the cupboards either. Just various sauces and condiments,
many of them garlic based.

She went back to the main living
area and looked through some of the drawers. There wasn’t really
anything of great interest, but she was curious about why he had
several identical picture frames in one drawer.

She picked her phone up from the
coffee table and looked at it. She had a text message from a
friend, and she collapsed down on the sofa to read it. The sofa
shifted slightly, and there was that strangle rustling sound again
from behind it.

She was still in her nosey,
curious mood, so she decided to see just what it was that lay
behind it. Perhaps Hugh had bought her a present...?

Abigail got up and started to
heave the couch away from the wall. As she did so, the memory of
her dropped coins rolling underneath it briefly flashed across her
mind.

The sofa moved back an inch, and
Abigail caught a glimpse of what could have been wrapping paper.
She felt her heart leap with expectation and excitement. Then the
sofa moved another inch, and she realised that whatever it was back
there, it was pretty big. Perhaps it wasn’t actually a present, but
something mundane and boring like some discarded package wrapping
from something.

She heaved it once more, and
there was now enough space between the sofa and the wall for her to
get a proper look. She peered round expectantly, her hand poised
just under her chin as if she was poking her head round a door.

***

 


 


Hugh closed the apartment door
behind him, and walked towards the lifts. He pressed the button,
and slowly rocked back and forth on his heels as he waited. He
stabbed at the button again to try and speed things up. His head
began to thump with irritation and just as he was about to turn and
take the stairs, he heard the ding that announced the
arrival of the lift.

Glad to see that there was
no-one else in the lift, he stepped inside and pressed the button
for the ground floor. He casually started tapping at the sides of
his legs, and the realisation that he had forgotten his wallet
dawned on him. He made a move to go back for it, but the lift doors
swept themselves shut right before his very eyes. He swore and
punched the buttons in frustration.

The lift rode slowly down and
Hugh’s head once more thumped with annoyance. The lift slowed down,
and announced its arrival with yet another infuriatingly smug
ding.

Why do you always sound so
pleased with yourself? Getting me to the correct floor is your job,
and I’m not going to give you a tip for it.

Hugh stood there repeatedly
jabbing his finger at the button for his floor, until it finally
decided to obey him.

Up it went until he was finally
able to step out again. He got out of the lift, and walked towards
his apartment. Up ahead of him he saw a door fly open, and a woman
staggered out and ran right past him. He noted with mild curiosity
that she looked a bit like Abigail, but this woman was wearing a
blue dressing gown and her arms were flailing all over the place.
She made a strange gurgling sound and disappeared round the corner
to the lifts.

Hugh shrugged, and assumed that
whoever it was had seen a spider or something in the bath. He took
a few more steps, and saw that for some reason his apartment door
was open. Maybe Abigail had decided to have a bath while he went to
shops and had seen a spider...? He went in to investigate.

The moment he walked in he saw
that something was wrong; some pillock had moved his sofa, no doubt
looking for loose change. He moved towards it, and saw that there
was a neatly wrapped package lying right behind it. For the
briefest of moments he wondered if Abigail had bought him some kind
of present, and then the realisation hit him like a hammer.

He turned and sprinted out of
his apartment.

***

 


 


It took Abigail about three
seconds to register exactly what it was that she was looking at,
but it was an incredibly long three seconds. A wave of coldness
swept over her that started somewhere in her chest, and then flung
itself outwards in every direction. The hairs on the back of her
neck stood up, and threatened to choke her. She made a gagging
sound, and swayed slightly as if she was trying to stay balanced on
the edge of a cliff.

Abigail spun around, and
staggered towards the door. For some reason, she didn’t seem to be
getting anywhere, it was as if she was in a dream where no matter
how fast she tried to run, she just couldn’t move fast enough.

After what seemed like an
eternity she reached the door, and grasped at the knob to open it.
She didn’t grip it hard enough and as it slipped in her hand,
Abigail thought she was entombed inside, and let out a desperate
sob. She grabbed at it again, and this time it turned properly and
she pulled the door open.

Once again she felt as if she
was in a dream as the door opened at an agonisingly slow pace. The
further it began to open, the surer she became that Hugh, or a
brick wall, or a pit trap, would be lying in wait for her on the
other side. She almost wept with relief when she saw that the
corridor was empty, and she bundled herself out of the room.

As she hurtled down the
corridor, she was vaguely aware that she ran past someone. In her
mind she stopped, and calmly asked that person to call the police,
but ultimately she produced nothing more than a confused gurgle
from the back of her throat.

She finally reached the lift and
mashed at the button with her fingers, her hand, her palm, and her
fist. The lift door opened almost immediately, but it felt like a
thousand lifetimes. She jumped in, and once again stood there
pathetically mashing at the buttons to make the lift work you
stupid thing why won’t you just work he is going to come in here
and kill me because he killed someone, and oh my God I bet it’s the
boy from my college.

Ding.

The doors slowly closed
themselves shut. Just before the gap between the two doors closed
completely, she thought she got a glimpse of pink that could well
have been a face. There was a loud bang, that could have been
nothing other than someone’s fist banging on the closed doors.

***

 


 


Hugh raced down the corridor
towards the lift, his lips peeled back against his teeth in an
angry, desperate snarl. As he approached the corner he could hear
the lift doors sliding closed. He threw himself against them, but
he was too late to even get his fingers in between the gap. He
thought he got a glimpse of something wet and quivering that could
have been someone’s eyeball, and he smashed his fist against the
metal in a rage.

Hugh bolted for the stairwell,
barging through the door as if it didn’t exist, and hurled himself
down the stairs. He stumbled once or twice, nearly snapping his
ankle in the process, but didn’t feel any pain at all as he ran
down and down the stairs with the speed of the devil himself.

He got to the bottom, and burst
through the doors and into the main entrance area. There was a
discarded mop leaning up against the wall, and Hugh kicked it aside
without even noticing. A faint smell of cleaning chemicals wafted
around him. The place was empty and the only thing he could hear
was the sound of his own heavy breathing.

Ding.

The doors to the lift slowly
opened, and a girl wearing a dressing gown, his dressing
gown, ran out.

The smell of petrol.

Hugh lunged at her, barely even
blinking as she screamed at the top of her voice, and clamped his
hands around her throat.

“I’ll fix you, you bitch!”

He started to squeeze his hands
shut. Abigail began to choke and splutter.

***

 


 


“I wonder what type of grass
they use for the lawn, here?” Robert asked.

Clare wound down her window, and
poked her head out.

“Yeah, it’s the green type. I
just checked.”

Robert smiled. He was just about
to say something, when the most terrifying scream he had ever heard
suddenly filled the air. It wasn’t so much the volume of it that
shocked him, but it was full of pure cold-blooded terror, and
Robert felt it pierce his entire soul. Clare’s heart and stomach
lurched painfully. John dropped his phone and almost wet
himself.

Robert and Clare both shoved
their doors open, and ran towards the building. The main door was
still being held open by a fire extinguisher, so they charged
straight in, only to be confronted with the sight of a man
throttling and shaking a girl as if she was a doll.

The girl was choking, and
clawing uselessly at the man’s hands, whilst the man grunted and
snarled like a rabid dog.

“Stop, police!” Robert bellowed
as he ran towards them.

The man took no notice of
him.

Robert grabbed the man’s arms
and tried to pull him off the girl, but he was too strong and had
too firm a grip. In fact, the man didn’t even seem to acknowledge
that anyone else was there. Robert started to pull at his thumbs,
which finally got his attention, and he snapped his head round to
look right at Robert.

Over the years, Robert had dealt
with dozens of dangerous and desperate people, so anger and hatred
was something he was well versed in dealing with. However, for a
split second Robert was utterly terrified of this man who not too
long ago had seemed perfectly normal.

This moment of hesitation cost
him dearly, and Hugh brought his fist crashing into the side of
Robert’s face, momentarily stunning him. He recovered up just in
time to see Hugh coming for him again, and tried to move out of the
way. Robert gasped as a fist smashed into his side, winding him and
sending to the floor.

Clare was fumbling for something
on her belt, and Hugh turned to face her. He lunged at her with a
speed that was almost impossible to believe, and it almost caught
her by surprise. She just about managed to move her head fast
enough to avoid being knocked out cold, and his fist smudged
against the side of her cheek.

For a moment their eyes locked.
If it hadn’t been for the adrenaline running through her, she would
have frozen solid in panic.

Clare stepped back, and Hugh
once again came for her. He was quick - damned quick - but this
time Clare was ready. She twisted her hips, and flung Hugh over her
shoulder, as she had done to so many people over the years.

Hugh landed hard on the solid
tiles, and if the loud crack of his skull hitting the floor was
anything to go by, Clare thought that should be end of him. Before
she could react, he flipped himself over, staring once again into
her eyes, and in that instant she realised that she was fighting
for her life.

She leapt back and fumbled at
her belt, just as Hugh sprang himself back up with a speed that was
almost unnatural. He came at her again, and she once more flailed
uselessly at her belt.

She took one more step back when
at last, at fucking last, you useless piece of police equipment
bollocks, she unclipped something from her belt, and unleashed
a cloud of pepper spray right into Hugh’s snarling, contorted
face.

His momentum carried him
forward, knocking Clare aside, and for a moment she thought he was
still coming at her.

This is it. This is moment they
always talk about, the moment when your entire life flashes before
you.

Clare fell backwards and onto
the floor. She scooted herself back a few feet, and then stopped
when she saw that Hugh wasn’t coming for her any more.

Robert was now picking himself
back up again. Hugh was mostly a gibbering, useless, snarling mess,
but Robert booted him in the side just to make sure.

Robert and Clare looked at each
other, their minds still processing what had just happened, and
their thoughts were mostly empty. They were just about to have
another one of their moments, when they were interrupted by a
whimpering sound.

“He tried to kill me,” the girl
sobbed.

She was sitting on the floor,
shaking and shivering with shock.

“It’s okay honey, you’re safe
now,” Clare said, and shifted over to her.

She put her arm round Abigail,
and tried to soothe her.

Robert grabbed a set of
handcuffs from his belt. He grunted in pain as he bent down to cuff
Hugh, who was not much more than a wheezing mess on the floor.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Clare
said in a hushed voice to Abigail.

Robert winced in pain as he
tried to speak. “Uddy ‘ell, I ‘ink my ‘aw is ‘ocken.”

Clare flashed him a grim smile.
The three of them remained in silence for another minute, and they
focused on Hugh who lay on the floor writhing and shifting around
like a confused slug.

“There’s a dead body in his
apartment upstairs,” Abigail said in a small voice.

Robert and Clare both looked at
her, and then at each other. Robert felt an irresistible urge to
stamp down repeatedly on Hugh’s head with his foot.

Clare stood up and used her
radio to call for an ambulance and backup.

***

 



Chapter 16

 


Clare did a lot of thinking
during the weeks that followed the discovery of George’s body,
whereas Robert was happy to just let things take their natural
course. He had a brief moment of panic when it turned out that the
entire encounter with Hugh had been recorded on CCTV security
cameras. When the footage was replayed, he thought he might be in
trouble for kicking someone who was already incapacitated, but
nothing came of it.

“Good use of your boots there,
mate,” was about the only thing that anyone said to him about
it.

Some of the things that Clare
mulled over were relatively simple: like whether police officers
should be issued firearms as standard; whether women should be
encouraged to carry around some kind of personal protection at all
times; should all teenagers be put under a six pm curfew; should
men have their cocks surgically removed at birth, and only given
back when they were old enough to use them sensibly... at around
the age of eighty five or so.

She also questioned whether she
should stay on the police force or not. That feeling of almost
certain death she had experienced, however brief it had been, made
her rethink what she wanted in life. Did she want a family, or did
she want a career?

Hugh was becoming something of a
legend down at the station. Ever since he had been taken in, even
their best interrogators had been left questioning their own
ability. One minute he was friendly, sociable, and charming, and
then the next he was a snarling, dangerous beast. They had called
in a psychologist, and she quickly found him to be one of the most
interesting cases she had ever dealt with. If the rumours were
anything to go by, Hugh was likely to avoid jail, and end up in a
mental institute.

Clare didn’t put much faith in
rumours though.

After Robert had first
handcuffed Hugh, it had taken about twenty minutes for the backup
to arrive after Clare radioed the request in. During that time
Abigail, Robert, and Clare hadn’t really said much to each
other.

John, who had been completely
forgotten about, walked in to see what was going on after getting
bored of sitting in the back of the car for so long. He became
quite upset when he learned that his friend was almost certainly
lying dead a few floors above him. He also had trouble keeping his
eyes off of Abigail, and with every passing minute found himself
falling in love with her.

The wail of sirens in the
distance had never sounded so welcoming, and when the extra
officers eventually arrived on the scene, Abigail was able to show
them to the apartment. She took them to the right floor, and
pointed it out to them, but she was in no mood to go back in there
herself. Robert and Clare went inside and just stood there, staring
at the wrapped up body for a while. Neither of them said anything;
there wasn’t really anything to say anyway. This was the first
proper case that the pair of them had been involved in from
beginning to end, and they struggled to deal with how they felt.
Although there was a feeling of relief, there was also a huge sense
of disappointment as their missing persons case had somehow ended
as a murder investigation. They remembered the promise that they
had given Jane Meadows; to find out what had happened and to get
her son back.

Well they had managed to
discover the truth alright, but had utterly failed at the task of
getting George back. She had lost her son, and was getting nothing
but a corpse in return.

Clare went round to Jane’s house
herself to break the news to her. Although Robert offered to go as
well, she politely declined his offer.

Clare stopped off at a flower
shop on the way there, as it seemed the appropriate thing to do.
She stood there browsing the colourful selection on display,
listened to the advice that the helpful assistant gave her, and
bought a rose basket.

She pulled up outside Jane’s
house, and looked at the bundle of white flowers that were sitting
pretty on the seat next to her; they looked and smelled immaculate.
Clare reached out to pick them up, and then stopped as it dawned on
her just how absurd this was.

Hi there Mrs Meadows. We found
your son all wrapped up tight behind some sociopath’s sofa. But
don’t worry! Here are some nice flowers that I bought for you. I
even got a 10% discount because I was in uniform and, well, you
know how us girls love a bargain.

She left the roses where they
were, and went to the house empty handed. She rang the bell and
stood there waiting for the door to be answered, half hoping that
no-one was in. After a few seconds, an arm zipped into view through
the thin glass window in the middle of the door. As the door slowly
swung open, Clare realised she had no idea what she was going to
say. She had spent an hour at her desk writing out various
pleasantries, but ended up throwing all the notes away. Nothing she
came up with seemed adequate.

“Hello, Mrs Meadows. Can I come
in to speak with you, please?” Clare croaked.

The colour in Jane’s face
drained, and she invited Clare in.

Clare stayed there for about an
hour, sipping tea and nibbling on nice, expensive biscuits, and sat
with Jane as she wailed with grief, and talked about her son’s
life. When she emerged from the house and sat back down in her car,
she closed her eyes and made her mind up about the future. She
thought about the reasons why she signed on in the first place, and
all the training she had been through. She wanted to make sure that
no other parent would have to suffer like that. It was an
impossible task, but one worth striving for.

Clare opened her eyes and shoved
the car key into the ignition, her mind now made up; she was going
to make a sergeant out of herself, and woe betide anyone who got in
her way.

***
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Scrabble, Scrabble, toil and
double word score

Hello dearies, Grandma Marlow
here. These days my kids are all grown up know-it-alls with big,
fancy houses full of iPod this and Call of Duty that. The other day
my grandson was showing me how clever he was by beating someone in
a game of World of Warcraft. It was kind of impressive I guess but,
to be honest, it all looked a bit amateur and fly-by-night; if
there is one thing that everyone in this family will remember, it
was the day I scored 365 points in one turn at Scrabble. QUIXOTRY,
I salute you. Double word tiles, you and me are best friends
forever. I have been the Christmas family gathering Scrabble
champion ten times in a row now and not one of those so-called
educated whipper snappers with their so-called Wikipedia smartboxes
can get anywhere near me.

 


Whenever any of them come round,
I can see the fear on their faces the moment they put their foot on
my doorstep. Sometimes I can even smell it as the memories of a
decade’s worth of defeats overwhelms them. Yeah, that’s right
sweetie. Grandma’s bones might be flaking and her wings might be
bingoing, but her mind is as sharp as it was way back when she used
to shout wild obscenities at strangers walking past her house. You
see that welcome mat you are wiping your feet on? Yeah, that’s
right honey; it’s a psychological booby trap ‘cos you know and I
know that you aint ever gonna manage to spell that word out on this
here Scrabble board. Nuh-uh, toots. Nuh-uh.

 


Remember those times when you
would feed your dinner to the dog when you thought I wasn’t
looking? I would slave away making a nice offal bake only for you
to laugh at me behind my back. Oh, and remember that time you
dropped a pickled onion in my cup of tea? Well, it’s payback time
baby and I aim to get my revenge thrice-fold; crack open the
Scrabble DELUXE box and let’s partay ’til sundown.

 


You, me, FLATFISH and the
triple-word score have got a jamboree to attend.

 


 


Welcome to my Italio pizzario
ristorante

Buon giorno! Come in, come in my
friends, there are plenty of tables for you and your scummy family.
Let me take your coats and oh, what’s this? Fake leather jacket
from TK Maxxies, how very bourgeois of you. Here have some bread
rolls, and shut up-a your face as I get the menu, and stare at your
slut daughter’s breasts. I make faces at your ugly wife as she
reads out entire menu over and over again, and I let out fart near
your idiot son’s head. Now sir, pissy wine for you and your fat
wife, yes? Vodka for slut daughter of course, and a large lemonade
for your son of idiots. No sir, we no sell Guinness or Budweiser as
we are no gypsy restaurant. We no sell Twiglets or Cheetos either,
before you ask.

 


Ah, I see you get confuse with
words on menu. Your daughter has iPhone why not get her to use
translate app? You know she only use it to get text message with
photo of boyfriend’s penis. Okay, well ‘anti pasti’ is like a
starter course but we add £3 to price and say it cooked with olive
oil. Everything is olive oil including the shampoo I use on head,
is nice and shine. Sometimes we clean toilet with it if carbonara
goes bad, and give people stomach bug. Ok, so you sir have lasagne,
very imaginative. Slut daughter has fish, wife has lasagne too, and
idiot son has sausages. Why he no go McDonalds instead?

 


We now have your order, so me
and small waitress with nice ass go stand outside and have
cigarette. We laugh at you and your family, and then I tell
waitress again that I like her nice ass. I want to rub olive oil
all over it. She give me horn, and makes my Tower of Pisa start to
lean. One of chefs is her boyfriend and he is buffoon. He look like
paedophile and smell of dog, but she say she love him. I want to
shove that ponytail of his up his own ass, until he scream and cry
like baby.

 


What’s this? You only leave
£1.50 for tip? You English dogs.
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