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BOOK ONE - THE LIVING


1.

She always painted on Sundays. Without exception. Undeterred even on those occasions when it rained, she took advantage of the wooden graffiti daubed shelters in the Recreation Park overlooking the lake with its flotsam of empty drink cans and chip papers.

Mostly she painted ducks, mallard resplendent in their blue and bottle green plumage, the drab khaki females and the hybrids, sometimes creating colouring to suit her moods and fancy.

Kate Leonard had an affinity with ducks in the way some girls clung to their teddy bears: she collected porcelain models of them, even her paint box had a teal motif. She bought books about them, went on day trips to bird sanctuaries to view migrant species which never visited the suburban park close to her flat. She wasn’t a vegetarian but she never ate duck meat. That would have been akin to cannibalism.

Kate was 23, tall and big boned, but her figure seldom failed to attract the attention of passing members of the male sex. Her aloofness was perhaps an added attraction of which she was not aware: subconsciously she shunned company, lately even that of her live-in boyfriend. He had long ago resigned himself to being apart from her on Sundays. Now it was as if she resented his presence on weekday evenings, too.

She had achieved a grade A in both A level art and art history, gone on to university and got a degree with honours. She still had high hopes of making her mark in graphic design but the recession and the need to pay her rent had resulted in her taking a temporary job at the bank. That had been eighteen months ago and suddenly banking had an ominous permanency about it. Today it was Sunday again and she was depressed in spite of the warm, spring sunshine. She wore her stretched jeans and a grey sweatshirt. She never wore a skirt except at work, she didn’t feel right in one. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail so that it did not wisp over her face and annoy her. This was one of those days when she would easily be irritated by the slightest distraction. A sketchpad was tucked under her arm; she would draw until mid afternoon, then she would return home and paint until bedtime. Hopefully, Paul would have gone to the local football match on the park pitch and this evening he would go to the pub with his mates. She dismissed him from her thoughts because she had other things to think about. The things that depressed her.

Thinking about her parents always depressed her. Mostly she only thought about them at Christmas and Easter and Easter was next weekend, a silly, pointless festival that impinged upon the privacy of an atheist. You were expected to send cards to relatives; you didn’t want to but you did, all the same.

Her parents had split up when Kate was twelve. She felt sorry for her mother, not because of the parting but because of everything she had had to endure up until then. Kate felt nothing for her father, never had, except a loathing. And she had enough to hate him for, only nurturing hatred was a waste of mental energy. Sod him, he had given her scars that would never heal no matter how much she tried to forget. Funny, she hadn’t fully realised until she was fifteen, repulsive as his attentions had been in the early years. She thought that they were what every child had to endure, that it was all part of the process of growing up. Until she had read an article on child abuse and had realised.

It had been a terrible shock. At one stage she had contemplated doing away with herself because nobody could possibly be normal after that. It was ducks that had saved her. Before she had started drawing and painting them, she used to come down here most afternoons after school and feed them waste bread. And if there was no stale bread to be begged from the baker’s shop in the high street, she would go without her sandwiches and give them to the ducks instead. If she went and died then the ducks would go hungry because nobody else bothered to feed them.

It was the ducks that had pulled her through in the early days of that awful awareness.

She would never forget how it had all started. And for Christ’s sake it had gone on for years! Her father had begun coming into her bedroom at nights, said he had to talk to her about the ‘facts of life’; a lot of parents referred to it as ‘the birds and the bees’ but Kate was too intelligent to have it all dressed up like that. That had made her feel grown up.

He explained all about babies, how they were made. By the third or fourth lesson he said it was necessary that they looked at their respective ‘parts’ because it was easier than just talking about them. Kate was embarrassed but he made it sound just like a lesson at the pre-school group she attended on Tuesdays and Thursdays and that wasn’t so bad. And when he had touched her ‘there’ it had given her a pleasant sensation.

It was about the sixth lesson that he persuaded her to touch his ‘there’, guided her trembling and unwilling hand on to where he wanted it. She had been frightened to rub him so he had had helped her. His orgasm had gone all over her fingers but he had held her so tightly that she had been unable to snatch her hand away. He had explained in a reassuring way that it was necessary for her to see the ‘stuff that made babies’. A warning, though, on no account must she ever do anything like that with anybody else, not until she was sixteen at least. Nor must she tell anybody. She promised not to: she would have been too embarrassed anyway.

It was about three months before he actually put his ‘there’ inside her. Well, some of it, anyway. He didn’t go any further when she cried out in pain. He explained that there was nothing to fear, she couldn’t possibly have a baby until she had menstruated, and she would know when that was, all right.

By the time she was ten they were going the whole way most nights. Then things began to go wrong between her parents and her father stopped coming to her bedroom every night. And when the urge was too great for her, she satisfied herself in the way that he had taught her.

Until her father left home and after that she didn’t want to do it any more. And when she found out the truth, she swore she would never go with a man again nor do anything herself. The fucking bastard.

Kate didn’t break that vow until she met Paul Roden and then only partially. She couldn’t have given herself to him the way she might otherwise have done. She didn’t even know if she really loved him. In her mind she attempted to segregate her feelings for him from sex. Sex was something she did to please him, she would have been more than happy not to do it. Once she had tried to talk to him about it but she hadn’t managed to put it over very well. He’d got the wrong idea; they’d had a row, almost split up. Perhaps it would have been better if they had. With hindsight, it was a mistake to let him move into the flat with her. Right now she was thinking of ways in which she might get rid of him.

All she wanted was to be on her own. One day she might move out into the country, buy a little place of her own and keep ducks. She knew it was a pipe dream, but it helped when she was on a downer. Like today.

There were some children playing by the swings on the opposite side of the lake, their harsh squealing and shouting grated on her nerves. Shut up, you little bastards! They were probably from the same block of council flats where she lived and that made them all the more objectionable. She hated kids, related them to that first night her father had explained how his semen had made her. Ugh! She hadn’t had the guts to kill herself that time but she still wished that she had never been conceived.

There was a tree stump down by the water’s edge, the remnants of a mighty horse chestnut which the council had had to fell because it was dangerous, a casualty of the 1988 hurricane that had devastated the country. The small consolation was that it made both a seat and a drawing board if you were supple enough to curl up on it. Kate always used it on fine days.

She settled herself down. She never planned her sketches in advance, that would have spoiled the surprise element. She just let her pencil have its way, went with it. Once you got started, the picture unfolded. She began to sketch in the distant waterline.

Plop!

The stone splashed in the water, started up an alarmed quacking, a flapping of wingbeats on the surface. A party of maybe twenty mallard, mostly drakes, and some hybrids made for safety. One took to the wing, dropped back down again. On the opposite shore a boy was picking up another pebble. His mates were laughing, urging him on.

“Stop it!”Kate yelled, her voice suddenly shrill with anger, vibrant with her recent thoughts.

The answer came back almost instantaneously, coarse and aggressive. “Piss off, cow!”.

Kate stood up, balanced herself on the chainsawed bole. The other’s arm went back, the second missile fell well short of the ducks. They huddled, a low guttural quacking but they weren’t unduly alarmed now. They had been thrown at many times before, they could gauge distance better than their molesters. Soon the latter would go away, find an easier target for their throwing.

“I said stop it!” Kate’s scream bordered on hysteria, momentarily her vision fogged. When it cleared she saw that all three boys were searching for stones, an intended futile barrage in defiance of one who protested.

“Fuck off, bitch!”.

Kate stepped down from her pedestal, her trainers squelched in the wet grass. Haughty, angry, she took a direct course for the edge of the lake, followed its oval shape with her slitted eyes. The most direct course which would bring her round to the other side in a direct confrontation with the scum who had dared to throw at her beloved birds. She felt her pulses quicken, her heartbeat stepped up a gear. She found herself hurrying.

Arrogantly, the trio stood their ground. They were not frightened of a woman.

She wouldn’t come right the way over here anyway.

It was soon apparent that she would. They looked at one another, read unease in their companions. They dropped their stones, hurled abuse instead. And ran.

Kate watched them go, followed them with her gaze until they were lost from her sight. She stood there, waited for her anger to subside. It took time, and then her depression filtered slowly back.

The ducks were swimming about unconcernedly now, heading shorewards, their thoughts on scraps of soggy bread which they might have overlooked yesterday. Kate knew that it wasn’t going to be easy to get back into the mood for sketching. She began to retrace her steps.

Back on the tree stump she sat cross-legged, surveying the expanse of the park. There was no other human being in sight, there wasn’t likely to be until afternoon when the other residents of the flats strolled in an attempt to walk off their Sunday roasts. They came here because it was the only expanse of greenery amidst their concrete surrounds, for no other reason. They fed the ducks to amuse their kids, and when those kids were old enough they would come here to throw at the ducks. A vicious cycle.

There were maybe thirty acres, ten of water, the rest well-trodden grass interspersed with scrub trees. Next month the foliage would grow and blot out the hideous tower blocks all round. That was when the park became countryside. Well, almost.

Kate was tense. She tried to tell herself that it was always like this around Easter when she got to thinking about her father. She had not visited her mother for two years now, did not even know if she would be welcome. A Christmas card was no guarantee of hospitality. Perhaps it would help if she went to see her mother. She knew it was something which, ultimately, she would postpone. Until Christmas, or the following Easter. Because her mother was a link with her father, a childhood she wanted to forget and that was an impossibility.

Those kids were gone but their malevolence remained, lingered like a bad smell. A kind of latent hostility. It was all in her own mind; of course, it couldn’t be anything else. More than just an unpleasantness. An evil. Because they were evil, they would have harmed her if they had been older, bigger. She sensed their juvenile lust, vibes that hung heavy in the still, pleasantly warm, atmosphere. We’d like to fuck you.

It goose pimpled her back, spread on up to the nape of her neck. The feeling wouldn’t go away, like they were still around. Which was silly because they were gone. All the same, it gave Kate an uneasy sensation.

Just like she wasn’t alone in the deserted park.

She picked up her pencil, tried to shrug off her unease. She glanced around, kidded herself that she was deciding upon a background scene: the foreground would be ducks, naturally. Everywhere was so peaceful, a blackbird warbled from a hawthorn bush, some starlings were squabbling over a stale crust. Rooks cawed in the distant tall beeches.

The ducks were floating out in the middle of the lake again, just like they, too, were uneasy. Because that stupid boy had thrown at them. No, they would have forgotten that by now, greed always overcame their fears.

Something was wrong. Kate shuddered. But she was going to stop here and sketch just the same. It was all in the mind, a conglomeration of her childhood phobias. She blamed Paul; he was preying on her inhibitions. It wasn’t his fault in particular; the male species were all the same, they only thought of one thing. Like ducks in the mating season. She made up her mind that she and her boyfriend were going to part company. Soon. That made her feel better.

Shit! She groped for her eraser, she had bodged the far shoreline, made it all shaky. Because her hand had trembled. That was because of anger, not fear, she almost convinced herself.

The rhododendrons behind her rustled, made her start and turn around. There was nobody there.

Nobody that she could see, anyway.

Just a mass of dark green leaves streaked white with bird droppings where the starlings roosted at night. Maybe some of them were having a lie-in, she had heard them shifting on their perches.

Her hand steadied, she sketched more evenly. All the same, today was not going to be one of her better days. She wouldn’t rest now until she was on her own. She didn’t need anybody around her.

The morning wore on, the sun was warm, maybe there would be another of those freak Easter heatwaves. She wouldn’t be going to visit her mother, she decided, she would spend the time right here. Drawing mallard.

Well, mallard hybrids, anyway. There weren’t many pure bred mallard left; they were recognisable by their bright orange beaks, all the ducks here had brown beaks, the result of interbreeding. But there was nothing to stop her painting them orange in her pictures. Cheating, but she made her own rules, Paul wouldn’t even be around to criticise her work. The thought gave her a feeling of bitter pleasure. She would enjoy telling him.

The bushes rustled again, but she didn’t even turn her head, she wasn’t going to pander to her nervousness any more.

Then, suddenly, a man was standing over her.

Kate didn’t scream, she didn’t even drop her pad and pencil. Her heart thudded; she breathed fast, just sat there staring up at the stranger who had leaped nimbly upon the stump alongside her.

He was small and slim, no more than five-four at the most, was dressed in Levi’s and a grubby white T-shirt like most of the men on the council estate wore. A homemade balaclava hid his features, fashioned crudely from some dark material, slits for his eyes, a hole to breathe through. That in itself was frightening enough but it was the hobby knife held threateningly in his outstretched hand, which scared her most. That was the point at which she almost screamed her mouth opened in readiness.

“Don’t!” His voice was flat, muffled by the hood, maybe intended to disguise an identifiable dialect. Kate closed her mouth, swallowed. She laid down her pad and pencil. There was no point in asking him what he wanted, guys who crept up on young women were only after one thing. Like the ducks in spring.

“Take off your clothes, please.” His politeness sent that icy chill back up her spine, this time it spread right into her scalp.

“I don’t have any choice, do I?” She eyed the knife again, thought about making a dash for freedom. But the park exit was too far from here, he would surely catch her and if she screamed, even if somebody heard her, they would ignore it. A week or two ago somebody had been mugged in a crowded shopping precinct in town and nobody had gone to the victim’s aid. You just wasted your breath screaming.

“I won’t hurt you. I promise.” He sounded almost apologetic.

Like fuck, you won’t. They’ll find my mutilated body in a shallow grave in the trees back there, covered over with leaves.

She began undoing the laces on her trainers. Do as he says but don’t hurry. Her fingers shook; one of the laces knotted.

“Hurry!” No ‘please’ this time.

She kicked her footwear away, tossed her socks after them. Her sweatshirt came over her head; she was wearing just a bra beneath it. She unhooked the clasp at the first try and it fell away. There, you can look at my tits for starters. But he was watching her struggling with the waistband of her jeans.

Kate shuddered and not just because she was naked. Her instinct was to close her thighs but it was pointless.

“Good girl. Thank you.”.

Jesus, he’s going to ask me if I mind screwing next.

“I really won’t hurt you.” She almost found herself believing him as he pulled his Levi’s down, tugged a pair of red boxer shorts after them. Then he just stood there, wanted her to look, not because it might scare her but because he thrilled to her gaze.

For such a small man he was big, but it wasn’t the size that hit her with the force of a physical blow, neither the length nor the thickness of the pulsing male organ. It was the overhang of foreskin that even his erection was unable to retract, pink and wrinkled like a shrivelled apricot.

Inwardly she shied away from it, retched and felt the bile scorch her throat. Déjà vu. Had the masked man been of greater stature it might have been her own father who had returned to abuse her in womanhood as he had in childhood. And that was far more frightening than even the thought of rape or the threat of the knife.

He knelt between her spread legs, held the knife, reached down with his free hand, fumbled to pull back his length of obstructing skin. She met his eyes through the holes in the mask, nodded. I can screw at the drop of a hat; I’ve had to with Paul. But it doesn’t mean any more to me than coughing. Don’t expect any more.

He was surprisingly gentle. She tried to blank out her mind, tried not to feel his powering thrusts, tried not to hear his laboured breathing. Then he was shuddering, squeezing her breasts with his sweaty hands, lying atop her.

“Thank you.” She hadn’t felt him come off her, and when she opened her eyes his Levi’s were up and fastened, and there was no sign of the knife.

“That’s all right.” It wasn’t but there was no point in angering him at this stage.

“I do apologise,” he stepped down off the tree stump.

Then, suddenly, he was gone; she heard the swish of parted rhododendron branches springing back into place, his footfalls receding as he found some hidden track amidst the shrubs. She lay there in the warm sunshine, made no move to dress. Because it wouldn’t have made any difference. She quivered with hatred for the unknown man because he had had one physical feature that resembled her father and that made it a thousand times worse than the resulting rape.




2.

Paul Roden was small and slim with an untidy shock of fair hair. He stood five-five, or thereabouts, in his stockinged feet and his 158 lbs never varied in spite of his voracious appetite for fast food. Mostly he ate a McDonald’s at midday and usually fetched a takeaway from the Indian or the Chinese for himself and Kate in the evenings.

He had met Kate at university where he had got his BA in English literature. His ambition was to become a writer but so far his aspirations seemed firmly stuck on the sports desk of the Herald. His only consolation was that it enabled him to pursue his love of soccer on a basic salaried remuneration. Hence, his weekends were spent watching local football matches whilst Kate painted. That should have been an amicable arrangement; lately it seemed that nothing was going to work out between them.

He refused to accept that their relationship had gone into decline these last few weeks since he had moved into Kate’s flat. A few temporary problems had arisen that could be resolved. It was early days yet. Dating a girl and living with one were two different things. Give and take was the formula for success. So far he had given and been rejected, and all he took was a sullen silence which was fast bordering on hostility.

Apart from her weekend painting expeditions to the park, Paul didn’t like Kate going out on her own. He dispelled a nagging suspicion that she might be seeing somebody else. She wasn’t the type. If there was a type. Her rejection of male company began and ended with himself, he half suspected a lesbian tendency. If the worst came to the worst, he could tolerate that but not another guy.

Kate hadn’t said ‘no’ to sex but she rarely responded, did it just to please him when his bedtime advances became persistent. He thought about it, told himself that he would have agreed to a platonic relationship if that were the only way they could stay together. One-sided love was better than no love at all, anything so long as she did not take another lover.

She was home when he returned from the Beazer Sunday matches, ensconced in that corner of the living room which was her studio, a barricade of easels and other artists’ impediments segregating it into a kind of ghetto. His own desk was in the opposite corner. A cramped arrangement in dowdy surroundings that were devoid of conventional comforts. Her back was towards him, he saw that her hair was not done up in its usual ponytail, she had recently washed it. The condensation on the insides of the windows told him that she had already bathed, usually she left that until after they had eaten. Any change in routine was ominous where Kate was concerned.

“Had a good day?” He tossed his notebook on to the desk. Conversation was becoming difficult these days, you found yourself making small talk like embarrassed strangers.

“Okay, I suppose,” she didn’t look up, was engrossed in close work with a small brush. He noticed that she wore her glasses, had not bothered to put her contact lenses back after bathing. He tried to read into that, too, but came up with nothing.

“Beautiful day.” Oh, shit, this was becoming really corny.

This time there was no answer. Maybe because she was concentrating hard.

“Shall I go and get a takeaway? Which do you fancy, Indian or Chinese?”

“I’m not hungry.” She was peering closely at her work. Doubtless it was a duck she was painting, he could not see from where he stood.

He fidgeted uneasily. His own appetite was non-existent, buying food for himself tonight would be a mere formality, an attempt to resume a normal routine. “I’m not particularly hungry, either.”

“Then that settles that, doesn’t it?” A pause and then, “Is it darts or pool tonight?”

He tensed. In other words, piss off to the pub and leave me in peace. “Neither.”

“You’ll just be having a pint with your mates, then.” This time it wasn’t a question.

“You’ve bathed early tonight?”

It was as though his question was a whiplash that had fallen on her back, jerked her upright, whirled her head round. “So bloody what? Do I have to ask permission in my flat to take a bath?” Her features were contorted, for a moment he scarcely recognised her.

“Sorry I asked,” involuntarily he took a step backwards. “I was just making polite conversation like we seem to do most of the time these days. Yes, I am going to have a bloody pint with my mates!”

Kate heard the outer door slam, his footsteps echoing down the litter strewn concrete stairway. She let out a pent-up sigh of relief. Even her bath had not relaxed her, merely cleansed her body; mentally she would be grimed for a long time to come after today. Not just today, that had merely been the climax of years of anguish.

She wiped her brushes and, as an afterthought, screwed up the sketch which she had been attempting to paint, hurled it in the direction of the wastebasket. It would only serve as a reminder of what had happened today. Those ducks on the lake had witnessed her humiliation, now she did not even have their respect. She had lost any vestige of self-respect that might have lingered since childhood.

She switched off the light, went through to the bedroom.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Kate’s ninth birthday was just a week away. Her present was no secret, it lay unwrapped on the sofa downstairs. A leotard for when she started ballet lessons in the autumn. She didn’t want a leotard, she didn’t want to learn ballet but, apparently, she wasn’t going to have any say in either. Nor was her mother who had protested on her daughter’s behalf. Most pupils at the school of dancing started when they were five, Kate would never catch up. And, anyway, her physique was wrong, she was too big, she didn’t have the necessary suppleness nor the ambition. Daddy disagreed and his word was final in this household.

Kate lay in the darkness of her room; the sheets pulled up over her head until she could hardly breathe. Hiding. Trembling. Downstairs she could hear the television; it was never switched off until closedown. Daddy usually came up to say goodnight about ten, left Mummy watching the telly. A ritual which the young girl dreaded.

Listening for the closing of the living room door, the stairs creaking beneath her father’s stealthy tread. Go away, I hate you. I’ll run away. You don’t have anywhere to go. And, anyway, nobody would believe you. All children are liars, only parents tell the truth. So don’t go telling anybody, not even your mother.

Kate wanted to cry but she fought against the urge. That leotard was going to play a prominent part in her life from now on. Make sure you bring it back from ballet lessons, darling, because you have to practise at home. I want to watch you.

She hadn’t caught the click of the door downstairs closing; maybe the stairs hadn’t creaked tonight, either. Her bedroom door couldn’t have been latched properly otherwise she would have heard her father come inside.

All she knew was that he was there, standing by the bed, waiting.

“You’re not asleep, darling, so don’t pretend that you are.”

She threw back the bedclothes, gulped for air. Just a silhouette like he always was, a bathrobe draped around him.

“I’m tired, Daddy.”

“Well, you’ll be able to go to sleep in a few minutes. But first we have to have a little chat. Before you know it you’ll be a big and lovely girl and Daddy wants you to know all about everything so that if anybody tries to do anything to you you’ll know what they’re trying to do, and also you’ll know what everything is all about when you meet the right man. It’s girls who don’t know who go and get into trouble.”

The usual garbled lead up to what her father had in mind, excuses which even he didn’t believe. Like some lecherous schoolteacher giving a sex education lesson for his own erotic pleasure.

A shaft of streetlight slanted in through a gap in the curtains, spotlighted the man who stood up against the bed. Only his features were in shadow. The bathrobe fell open, Kate tried not to look.

“Now, you be a good girl, pay attention and learn.” He grasped her hand tightly, pulled it to where he wanted it. She tried to resist but he was too strong for her.

“I … don’t …want … to.”

“Don’t be silly,” the laugh was forced, embodied both nervousness and anger. “You know how much we enjoy it.”

“I don’t. I hate it.”

She found herself looking for a hobby knife in his free hand. He was holding it behind his back. His voice was muffled, too, like something obstructed his mouth. A balaclava helmet.

“I won’t hurt you, I promise.”

Kate wanted to scream but it wouldn’t have done any good. There was nobody to hear her except her mother and Mummy wouldn’t come upstairs to see what was the matter. Not whilst Daddy was here. Mummy was frightened of Daddy, too.

If it was Daddy.

Downstairs the television was louder as if the volume had been turned up deliberately.

Kate stared, frightened, tried to make out the features but they were hidden from her. She dropped her gaze, recoiled from that repulsive length of soft flesh, the way it was wrinkled like a horrific miniature face. Watching her. Soft and slippery to the touch when Daddy held her fingers and made her pull it back.

If it was Daddy.

“Hurry up, I really won’t hurt you.”

She knew now, without any doubt. It wasn’t her father who stood over her demanding that she prepared him for the vile act that was to follow. It was the stranger from the park.

“Good girl, thank you. I really won’t hurt you. I promise.”

Helpless, terrified as she was, anger and revulsion dominated her slender fingers. The moment of contact had her heaving, retching. Somehow she secured a grip on that slippery skin, dug her fingernails in deep. Twisted. Pulled. Tried to rip it away.

He screamed. She felt him pull back, tautened the elasticated length of skin to its extremity then fell forward onto the bed, grabbed at her hand. But even his superior strength was unable to free him. She felt him writhing, heard him crying out.

I do apologise.

She tried to rip the elongated skin from him, tried to cut it with her fingernails. He fell across her, writhed in agony.

And then the light was on, dazzling her, distorting her vision. The balaclava mask melted on the other’s face, briefly revealed the features beneath. Her father’s face changed, grew younger. Fogged and became recognisable.

Paul Roden stared at her with an agonised expression on his pain-contorted features. His eyes watered, he was bent double on the bed.

“What the fuck are you trying to do?” He whimpered, clutching his groin.

She lay there looking up at the ceiling, frightened and trembling. And angry.

“So it’s you!” There was relief but no remorse in her husky voice.

“Who the hell did you think it was?” He was examining his injuries; saw that the fingernail gouges were starting to ooze a trickle of blood. “Some guy broken in, trying to rape you? Jesus Christ, you’ve almost circumcised me!”

“If all men were circumcised then cervical cancer would be virtually eradicated,” she spoke without emotion, a statement of fact, a recitation as if she had learned the words by heart, regurgitated them parrot fashion, a classroom recital.

“It’s bleeding,” he glanced down at himself. “I might have to go to the doctor.”

“Serves you right for groping me when I’m asleep. You’re drunk.”

“No, I’m not,” a surly denial. “I’ve had three pints, that’s all. What d’you expect when you virtually kick me out on a Sunday evening?” His voice was a whine, almost an apology. “I’d do anything in the world for you, Kay, why d’you treat me like shit?”

“Don’t call me ‘Kay’, please. My name’s Kate.” She turned over, faced the other way.

“All right, Kate. I’m sorry, I’ve had a bloody awful evening, just sitting on my own in the Aristocrat. I was hoping that maybe we could get it all together again.”

“So you came home and sneaked a feel. Christ, that’s all you’re interested in, you treat me like a walking cunt!”

“I won’t do it again,” he reached for a box of tissues. “I promise.”

“Huh!”

“I do apologise!”

His apology brought her up to a sitting position, twisted round to face towards him. Her expression had him backing off, the fear and hatred, the sheer loathing, screaming at him as though his mind had suddenly flipped.

“You bastard, you fucking bastard! Don’t you ever dare touch me again. You’re as bad as …” Her frightened eyes travelled his cowed, naked body; the slim build, his shortness, came to rest on his lower region, tried to see the lacerated foreskin behind his cupped hands.

Then, as suddenly as she had reared up, Kate threw herself back down, faced the wall again. Paul Roden saw her start to shake with uncontrollable sobs.

That night he slept on a mattress in the living room. He only stayed because he was scared to leave her on her own.




3.

Doctor Glen Whittaker maintained that his almost boyish physique had been his greatest handicap in life from his schooldays, through university and right up to his professional status. Big men commanded respect, lesser ones were often overlooked, became nonentities however much they fought to impose themselves upon society. It was a cruel fact in the human pecking order.

A chronic asthmatic since the age of eight, his growth had been retarded. His parents had hoped that their son might be one of the fortunate few who outgrew their disability with adolescence. They were sadly disappointed.

Glenn’s youthful ambition had been to become a professional soccer player. In spite of his asthma he had made it into the school first eleven. A Vauxhall Conference club’s scout had picked him out during a schoolboy cup final, had invited him to go for trials.

Glenn had the ability, nobody doubted that, but at the end of the trials, when the trainer selected prospective apprentices, he pointed out that it was only Glenn’s size that kept him from being retained. It was a physical game, size and strength determined whether a player made it or not. He added, kindly, that all too often smaller youths who were rejected in their early teens grew rapidly, made up the physique and were better players when they were eighteen than those who had been chosen at their expense. Concentrate on body building, he advised, play for a local club and give us a call in a couple of years.

Glenn Whittaker never kicked a ball again after he left school. With three A levels to his credit, he went on to study medicine, specialised in bronchial ailments in the hope that he might find relief for his own disability. He graduated, worked at a big city hospital for several years and then joined the established partnership of Booth and Wilcox.

Doctor Brian Booth, affectionately know as ‘BB’, was a legend in his own lifetime. A brusque, portly man, he had served abroad with the armed forces until returning to Britain in 1963 to form the current partnership. With compulsory retirement at 70, he decided to groom the right man into his own mould to replace him when the time came. His patients had come to expect that dry humour, the willingness to turn out at any hour of the day or night, a kindness reserved for when it was needed, a total devotion to duty. He interviewed a score of applicants; Glenn Whittaker was the most unlikely of all of them. True to the older man’s controversial and eccentric character, the outsider got the job. For a number of reasons.

Glenn had that unhurried, relaxed manner that was essential to winning a patient’s confidence. Yet his determination came over, the will to succeed but not at the expense of others. A man who had clawed his way up from the masses, refused to be submerged in an age of characterless human automatons. BB did things his way, Glenn did them differently, but ultimately the result was the same. And a few years as a junior doctor in the practice would complete the younger man’s capability to take over as senior partner. Naturally, Doctor Booth did not reveal his future plans to Wilcox; the other would find out soon enough, a decision that would be made entirely in the interests of the patients.

Glenn’s life had never been without its problems. An attractive young man with prospects, those members of the opposite sex who appealed to him always seemed to favour more macho types. Twice jilted after lengthy relationships, he then suffered the heartbreak of a broken engagement within a month of the wedding date. Two years of loneliness followed, a frustration which he bore in secret, until he met Sandra.

Sandra was big and beautiful, and ten years his junior. Ironically, she seemed to favour small men, possibly because of her dominant nature. For her, size represented power but this was not apparent to Glenn until after they were married. Nevertheless, it was a small price to pay for happiness, one merely had to adjust to a secondary role within the marriage. So long as it did not hamper his medical duties, he was prepared to accept an almost subservient domestic role.

She provided him with everything a man had a right to expect and he had no objection to her insistence upon a couple of nights a week out on her own. She played squash and was an excellent swimmer, neither of which interested him, so he was happy for her to pursue her interests. Even when it got to three nights a week out, he did not object. She mentioned that she might be joining a local amateur dramatic society.

Glenn’s world collapsed that day when Sandra confessed to having an affair. Worse, she was leaving him for another man. Not, she added with pseudo kindness, that she did not love her husband; simply that she loved somebody else more. Had the other man been a consultant specialist, a barrister at law or a wealthy businessman, then perhaps Glenn could have conceded his failed marriage somewhat graciously. But Sandra’s twice-weekly lover was nothing so glamorous as any of these; he was an out-of-work builders’ labourer. A mountain of a man physically, his coarseness came through even the designer suit which Sandra had bought him. All of which proved the myth over physical size which Glenn had fought so fiercely to disprove.

All credit to his professionalism and devotion to duty, Glenn did not let it affect his work. Indeed, neither of his senior partners were aware that anything was amiss until he informed them three weeks later when Sandra had left. He had the rare ability to segregate his domestic and professional life. The former was now non-existent, he threw himself headlong into the latter. Both Booth and Wilcox were secretly grateful to have a volunteer for night call-outs, week after week, along with a readiness to take on the two midweek afternoon surgeries and assist with home calls in addition to the fixed rota. Booth’s estimation of his protégé soared beyond his already high expectations. All the same, he would keep a watchful eye on the younger man; marriage break-ups often had delayed reactions.

Two months later Sandra was killed in a road accident.

The surgery was always crowded on Monday mornings. Hangovers from an alcoholic weekend, shirkers looking for a sick note, hypochondriacs favoured the first working day of the week, plus the genuine patients who had finally conceded to some ailment after hoping to shake it off during Saturday and Sunday. This morning was particularly busy, all three doctors were at full stretch.

Glenn watched the ageing Mr Tolson shuffle out of the consulting room. The doctor had diagnosed pleurisy; tomorrow he would give the other a home call. It might entail hospitalisation.

He picked up the next file, clicked on the intercom connected to the waiting room. “Kate Leonard for Doctor Whittaker, please.” Idly, he wondered who Kate Leonard was, the name was not familiar to him. Either she was new to the district or else she consulted one of the senior partners.

Kate knew when she woke up that morning that there was no way she was going to be able to cope with the bank today or tomorrow. Or for the rest of the week. Or ever again.

That didn’t bother her, she had no loyalty to an establishment which many considered to be the epitome of respectability. Her temporary job had long gone beyond the limits of her endurance of routine. What did bother her was the length of time from waking to coming to terms with reality. A kind of haziness, a mental fog that seemed to take an aeon to disperse. Struggling to work out who she was, where she was, what day it was. All she knew was that she was a reluctant bank clerk who craved creativity which she would not find behind a counter.

The rape came back gradually as if her mind was breaking it to her slowly, gently. It didn’t shock or frighten her. Just hatred for an unknown man because in one particular physical feature he resembled her father. And she hated him for that most of all. And she hated Paul Roden because he had that same Gentile characteristic; she had never thought of it like that before. In effect, all three of them had raped her, they might as well have been the same man.

Her head throbbed, her palate was soured and her hand shook uncontrollably when she reached out to switch off the radio alarm. Shit, I’m ill, she thought. It was quite frightening, she hadn’t been ill, apart from the odd cold, since her days at school.

She debated whether or not to remain in bed; you were allowed three days off without a doctor’s note. She needed more than that concessionary period, time to get herself together; time to rebuild her way of life.

She checked the living room, there was no sign of Paul. He wasn’t in the bathroom. The sight of the toilet had her throwing up. After that she felt marginally better. Well enough to walk down to the health centre on a bright spring morning.

All she wanted was a note to give her legitimate absence from work. A virus, enteritis, she had glanced at herself in the mirror on the way out, she had a wide permutation of illnesses that would fit what she was. But Doctor Glenn Whittaker was not one to go for the obvious, take the easy way out.

“I’d like to check you over, if I may,” he regarded her steadily, consulted her file again. “It may just be a virus but I’d like to be sure.”

He was small, she wanted to dislike him for that but his manner dissuaded her. At least he didn’t ask her to strip off and lie on the couch. He checked her pulse, took her blood pressure, listened to her chest without requesting the removal of her bra. He made some notes on her file, pursed his lips. Which, in some ways, was disquieting. All I want is a bloody sick note.

“Are you sleeping all right, Miss Leonard?”

“Fine.” Except when my bloody boyfriend gropes me.

“I see.” He obviously didn’t. “Are you experiencing any nervous problems? Stress? Listlessness?”

“The usual,” she took her time replying. “Banking is stress. Living is stress. They both get you down at times, don’t they?”

“You’re not married.” A statement, then, “Do you have a relationship? I mean, a live-in boyfriend perhaps?”

“Not any more,” the answer was spontaneous, she didn’t even feel outrage at the personal question. Because he was the kind of man who could ask anything without causing offence. And you would tell him the truth. Mostly, anyway. All the same, she asked, “Why?”

“Because all relationships are stressful to some degree. I know only too well,” he paused, she saw how his lower lip trembled slightly. “My wife left me a few weeks ago, I went through it.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Kate experienced a fleeting sensation of pity. Then she was on her guard. Men whose wives left them often looked for a replacement. “My boyfriend might come back. We had a row and he walked out. We haven’t talked since.”

“I see. Well, I hope you sort something out. In the meantime, I’m going to give you something that will relax you, ensure that you get a good night’s sleep.”

He was scribbling on a prescription pad, tore the sheet off with a flourish, handed it to her. “Take one when you go to bed each night.” He reached for another pad. “You won’t be going back to work for a while.”

“Am I having a nervous breakdown?” The words spilled out before she could check them. Fear and anxiety, she hadn’t told him about her loss of memory this morning. 

“I wouldn’t go as far as that,” he smiled reassuringly. “Most certainly you are a victim of stress, and I think there’s a lot that you haven’t told me. Nevertheless, get some rest, take your tablets, and come and see me a week today. Or sooner, if you feel you need to.”

“Thank you,” she averted her gaze, felt embarrassed. The doctor was shrewd, he had sussed her out. Emotional problems, talk to me about them if you want to. If you don’t want to, then don’t.

She left the surgery, went outside. It was warm and sunny, another day like yesterday. The sort of day when she could have gone down to the lake, sketched or painted all day. But she wouldn’t, not because of what had happened there but because it wouldn’t be fair to the ducks. Her mood would come over in her work, tranquillity would be turned into hostility all because of three men who had forced themselves upon her, made her like she was. A triple similarity that blended into one and embodied itself in a physical revulsion.

Which was why she decided to spend the day in the public library.




4.

Kate’s stomach knotted, her pulse raced. She tried to ignore the headache which had plagued her since waking. That was a minor inconvenience. Her mouth was dry, she almost changed her mind and headed back towards the flat. No, she would never rest if she did that, not now that the that idea had infiltrated her confused mind. The sight of the library in the block which had once been part of her school excited her.

Her step quickened, she had to hold back forcibly from breaking into a run, reminded herself yet again that the last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself.

She was out of breath by the time she reached the second floor, had to pause for a moment. She was trembling visibly. She breathed deeply, savoured the pleasant aroma of polish which permeated this place of silence, mingled with the faint musty odour of the books. The only sound was the rustling of newspapers from the reading room; if you dared to speak in here then it was a hushed whisper and even then heads turned disapprovingly.

She found herself walking on tiptoe, holding the glass doors until they closed, afraid in case they banged. A woman with short-cropped grey hair glanced up from behind her semicircular desk, looked away again. If you needed to know anything she would assist, otherwise she wasn’t interested. Help yourself, please, stay as long as you like, but don’t make a noise.

When Kate had studied for her A levels the library had been situated in the old museum building. Somehow it was out of place here, just the smell was familiar.

Somebody dropped a book with a dull thud. From behind one of the partition screens a throat was cleared. The distraction was an irritation. The silence filtered slowly back.

There were maybe half a dozen browsers and readers perched on stools by the wall desk at the far end of the long room. Students revising; Kate scanned them nervously, prayed that there was nobody there who would recognise her. There wasn’t.

Guilt now, it had her knotted stomach churning. Don’t be so bloody stupid, you’ve come here to look at some art books. Or maybe some waterfowl books. She ignored the sign designating the Arts section. Fiction. History. Literature.

No thanks.

Medicine.

Again, she looked around apprehensively but still nobody was taking any notice of her. Why should they? The librarian was busy checking records.

Kate crossed to the medicine section, was grateful for the shelved partition which shielded her from the view of the others. Thankfully, there was nobody else inside the small alcove.

She swayed unsteadily as a wave of dizziness came and went, left her with a feeling of nausea. She tried to focus her vision, stared at the rows of books, blurred lettering on the spines, titles which meant nothing to her. A kind of mental block, the sheer number of volumes was overpowering. She almost panicked, experienced an urge to flee this place. You won’t find what you’re looking for here, it’s just a whim. I might. Then leave before it’s too late.

She stayed, gradually got herself back under control. Now she was able to read the titles on the spines.

Christ, it was a waste of time. Complicated theses, advanced text books for medical students. A dozen or more histories of medicine. Hospital histories. But nothing for the layman. If you didn’t understand the jargon then you shouldn’t be in here. Fuck off.

A surge of anger. Maybe that woman behind the desk could help. Excuse me, I want a book on … Forget it.

Kate sighed her disappointment. She felt weak, listless. Now her headache was making itself felt, she might have a migraine before the day was out. In which case she would go home, lie on the bed, try to sleep because there was nothing else to do.

There was a queue of borrowers at the desk now; a rubber stamp was thumping, books banged on the mahogany top. It was as though you weren’t meant actually to take the books away, the woman was doing you a big favour. And just you be sure that you bring them back.

Literature. History. Fiction … Religion

For some reason Kate’s pulses kick-started again, had her staring at the sign over the end section of books. She had overlooked it the first time, maybe even if she had noticed it then it would not have registered. Because she had presumed that what she sought would be under Medical. A hunch, a gut feeling, she didn’t even bother to check that nobody was watching her.

Innumerable histories of the Jewish religion; she scanned one, flicked the pages. There were but basic references to that which she sought, nothing detailed. Because only a Jewish person would read it and they would know, anyway. Dusty, boring volumes that had not even been browsed since the move here from the museum building, probably just crated and re-shelved. Theological books, various interpretations of The Bible. They were enough to anger any atheist.

Kate clicked her tongue in annoyance, she was becoming frustrated now. You’re barking up the wrong tree. I’ll bet Doctor Whittaker would know. Christ, you couldn’t ask him that!

A title caught her eye; it was as if it was meant to attract her attention. The Works of Josephus. A first edition, 1866. She reached it down, flicked for the index. Again it was a gut feeling, a hunch that she was right. A cloud of dust made her sneeze. She missed the page, flipped back to it, ran her finger down the C’s. Her spine tingled, she breathed fast. There it was, two columns of reference and if she needed to check some of the biblical quotes there was a bible right next to it.

Circumcision.

The word held a fascination for her, she whispered it over and over again to herself. It had an orgasmic ring about it.

Circumcision: to cut off all or part of the foreskin to purify.

Her hand shook, she had to prop the book against a shelf. Performed on the eighth day.

The eighth day. Even if that day was the Sabbath then the circumcision must not be postponed.

Then Zipporah took a sharp stone and cut off the foreskin of her son and said, a bloody husband thou art because of the circumcision.

Kate’s skin prickled, the book almost slipped from her grasp.

It was apparent that although Josephus agreed with circumcision he did not agree with it being forced upon anybody. Kate smiled to herself; that was one point upon which she and Josephus obviously disagreed.

She checked some more of the references. Her hunch had paid off.

It was an hour later when she finally left the library, had to hold on to the rail going down the stairs because her legs felt weak and shaky, might have buckled beneath her weight and thrown her down the steps. It had nothing to do with the weakness that had brought about her consultation with Doctor Whittaker. 

Outside she rested for a few minutes, sat on one of the slatted benches on the paved area. The day was pleasantly warm; the weather might even work up to a heatwave by Easter.

In the distance the cathedral clock struck twelve. Kate considered walking back to the shopping precinct, or having a coffee in the Arts Centre café and watching the ducks on the pool outside. Maybe later, but first there was something she had to do.

The art shop was empty, Kate could hear the young assistant talking on the telephone in the small office. It sounded like she was chatting to her boyfriend, sneaking a call whilst the boss was gone to the bank. Kate thought of Paul, felt a surge of pity for the girl.

Kate was nervous, more nervous than she had been earlier in the library. Darting glances; at the adjacent door, listening for the ting of the receiver being replaced, at the outer door in case a customer entered. There was no sign of anybody and the girl was still talking.

Kate needed a couple of new paintbrushes, extra fine for painting the exquisite colourings on mallard’s heads. She picked up two, held them in full view as any honest shopper might do during an assistant’s absence.

See, I want to buy these, I’m not nicking them.

Her other hand was more furtive. It crept along the counter crab-like, slid over a box of pencil sharpeners, rested momentarily on some erasers. Trembling, drawing back. No, I can’t.

You have to.

It’s theft. Shoplifters Will Be Prosecuted. Her fingers curled into a tight ball as she fought against temptation.

I can afford to pay, the money’s in my purse.

Somebody might see you. And remember.

Artists often buy them.

Yes, but it’s a risk you can’t afford to take.

Her fingers opened out again, her hand crept on another few inches. And rested on something that was hard and icy cold to her touch.

Another look around. The assistant was laughing at some joke her boyfriend had made. People passed by outside but nobody came towards the door.

Go on, now!

Kate made her decision, her hand closed over the hard, cold object, cooled her sweaty palm. It seemed to throb in her grasp like an inanimate thing that had suddenly come alive, maybe it had been sleeping and she had awoken it. She experienced a sudden urge to cast it from her, to send it clattering across the shop. And run for the door, dropping the brushes as she went. You can’t do anything to me, I didn’t steal anything.

Instead she dropped the hobby knife with its retractable blade into the pocket of her jeans and stood by the till, the paintbrushes in her hand, waiting for the shop assistant to finish her phone call.
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The vice squad headquarters was an insignificant 3-storied red brick building half way down Walton Street. The casual observer might have mistaken it for yet another office block, possibly some bureaucratic department of the district council where everything was recorded in triplicate and filed for possible future reference. And never used. The fact that the information was futile trivia was of no consequence. It provided jobs.

On the contrary, the files within these offices were of vital importance, no detail was overlooked in the relentless campaign against drugs and prostitution. In its twelve year history the department had amassed every available scrap of information on the city’s pushers and addicts, pimps and prostitutes, a computerised data system that was instrumental in hundreds of arrests and successful prosecutions.

At the head of this operation was the man who waged this war with a ruthlessness that transcended all the expectations of a loyal and dutiful officer. Detective Chief Superintendent Clem Dawson had been its first chief, HQ posting, and had stayed. Twice he had turned down promotion, once at ACC, because this was his vocation, his own personal vendetta against prostitution. Drug running came a close second.

Detective Superintendent (Divisional Supervisor) Frank Melton often had his decisions overturned by the chief. He had long learned to live with that. It wasn’t humiliation, it was departmental procedure from the top. The boss was a law unto himself; you didn’t have to like him but, by God, you had to respect him.

Detective Chief Inspector Cliff Fallon didn’t see it that way but he kept his feelings to himself; he was too professional to voice his personal opinions. If ever he made it to the top then he would change things. Until that happened, he would do as he was told. That way you kept your job and qualified for your pension.

The duo of detective sergeants were the workhorses; they didn’t expect anything else. The DCS knew, that was all that mattered. When promotion was on offer they hoped they might be lucky.

Detective Sergeants Arnold and Ford had nothing in common, off duty neither would have bought the other a drink, least of all accepted one. That was a good working formula, there was no chance of friendship impairing their combined sense of duty. They had a job to do, they did it well.

Particularly Ford.

Together they supervised eight detective constables. A task force of thirteen in total, a compact unit. They didn’t consider the odds against, that was too demoralising a prospect. One job at a time then move on to the next.

Dawson’s hatred of prostitutes was well known both inside and outside the force. On more than one occasion the press had dubbed it ‘a vindictive campaign that wasted the court’s time’ and hinted at legalised brothels. Kerb crawling in the city’s red light area had dropped by 50% over the last five years as he vowed to drive the whores off the streets; this had resulted in an escalation of hookers working legally from their homes, flats and bedsits, according to their status. A local contact magazine was still sold in the seedy newsagents, attempts to ban it had failed. Stickers offering sexual services appeared nightly on telephone kiosks and in the railway station area. The prostitutes needed money to finance their drug addiction, they would find it somehow by the only profession they knew.

Six months previously a prostitute had been found murdered, the press fuelled yet another ‘Ripper’ scare. Dawson went through all the correct procedures, assisted the CID only to the extent of his obligations. An enemy casualty, one whore less. But nobody could fault the enquiry. So far the killer had not been found.

Heavily built with thinning grey hair, Clem Dawson’s only known vice was a pipe of tobacco. Had smoking been outlawed, doubtless he would have kicked the habit.

Bushy eyebrows and a florid complexion created the image of which he was probably unaware. He shunned publicity, press conferences were delegated to the Divisional Supervisor. Dawson was a man of few words, brusque to the point of rudeness. His greatest failing was PR.

His private life, such as it was, was private. His home was a modest house on the fringe of the stockbroker belt, an anonymity which was all part of the man’s make-up. Only that way could he have become the legend he was. Giants were created out of supposition, familiarity bred mortals.

Clem and Maggie Dawson worshipped every Sunday. In the cathedral. Wearing his charcoal grey suit that fitted only where it touched his pear-shaped body, his ungainly walk down the slabbed pathway to the west door was unlikely to mark him as a distinguished police officer except to those who knew him. His humility on the Sabbath was in no way an act of hypocrisy, the tenderness in the way he took his wife’s arm. Inside the magnificent edifice he knelt to pray, did not merely lean forward briefly as did many of the congregation.

He prayed earnestly, spoke to his God.

Maggie Dawson was several years older than her husband. She was both taller and heavier, wore dresses that had gone out of fashion two decades ago and her grey hair was fastened in a bun on the back of her head. Her lined features might have been made reasonably attractive by her discreet use of make-up. But looks were unimportant to her; cleanliness was next to Godliness but cosmetics created an artificiality that was a lie in the eyes of the Lord, she had once told a Conservative Tea Club meeting. She had often been quoted on this.

The Dawsons were childless. One found it difficult to imagine there ever having been a sexual relationship within their marriage or even if they had ever been young. Affection, companionship certainly, but not passion. They had been born that way, they lived that way. You got a crazy notion that they would go on forever. Dawson would retire but he would not change. When that day came nobody would know how he and his wife passed six days of the week but they were guaranteed to attend matins on Sunday.

Melton addressed him as ‘boss’, Fallon ‘sir’. They enjoyed the chief’s holidays more than their own. On several occasions he had been known to recall them from leave or to suspend leave. The unit was afraid of him in varying degrees. With the possible exception of Ford.

Detective Sergeant Jason Ford was Dawson’s protégé. Via Melton, down through Fallon. No commendations for a job well done but Ford didn’t get his arse kicked when there was a balls-up (which was rare), so everybody knew how it was. What mistakes you made, you learned by. The chief was grooming a future successor, maybe five or ten years hence.

Ford had that ruggedness, self-assurance, that were the making of a good cop, he even looked the part out of uniform. A few years ago his size would have disqualified him from entering the force; these days it was quality, not quantity, that counted. Short-cropped dark hair, a nose that had been broken in adolescence and never re-set, muscle that gave him a stocky appearance.

A man of few words, he only said what was necessary, in clipped tones. Often when he was ‘swanning’ around the red light district with Arnold he did not utter a word all night. If he spotted something, a suspicious slow moving car or a prostitute pressing herself back into a doorway, his nasal grunt was a signal to his companion either to stop or to follow. Arnold had learned to interpret the other’s various utterances. He tolerated them because Ford was a good man to be out with.

When suspects had to be interviewed, the DCI left it to Ford. A shrewdness and cunning, combined with that same ruthlessness spawned by the Chief usually got results. They had one indisputable common denominator – a hatred of prostitution and all that it encompassed. It was a trade in death whichever way you looked at it; women sold their bodies, spread fatal diseases via their despicable clients. So that they could buy the drugs they craved. So that they died, too.

If the vile trade had just wiped out hookers and their clients, that would have been fine, rid the world of a scourge and its perpetrators. But it didn’t, it dragged in innocent kids, killed them, too.

Eliminate prostitution and you hit the drug trade – hard. That was fantasy, an impossibility. So you just waged a continual war, hatred and revenge eating up mentor and protégé alike like a slow cancer.

But Ford didn’t have anything to live for outside the force. If he had at the outset, he didn’t now. He had known for a long time that his wife was having an affair, she didn’t even try to hide it these days, didn’t bother with alibis any longer for those nights she was out. Sometimes she didn’t come home at all.

He wondered if they had ever really been in love. Probably not. There had been a strong physical attraction on both sides, it had grown stale, palled. The tension hadn’t helped; a policeman’s wife always lived with the fear that one night her husband might not come home. Rather than sit in, jumping every time the phone or the doorbell rang, she had taken to going out. Maybe in the beginning she had resisted the temptations, he would never know for sure. He didn’t want to know, any more than he wanted to know who the other man was. Good luck to them both.

He just wished that they could get it over and done with, that Serena would go. That way he would know where he stood. He wouldn’t marry again, maybe not even another relationship.

The streets were deserted tonight, the only parked vehicles belonging to those who had the misfortune to live in this degraded area. Dawson’s purge on kerb-crawlers had been effective to the extent of driving the trade underground. A lull. The hookers were still scared after Amanda Chapman’s murder. Her murderer had gone to ground, they wouldn’t catch him now unless he killed again. A one-off. The press had gone quiet on their Ripper story.

A girl in a mini skirt was walking down the opposite pavement. She saw them, knew an unmarked car by instinct. They couldn’t touch her unless she loitered. She quickened her pace. She was on reconnaissance, sussing out the situation like Arnold and Ford were. A cat and mouse game.

“We’re wasting our time,” Arnold halted at a junction, turned left.

His passenger gave no sign that he had heard, Ted Arnold could be annoyingly negative at times. Ford scrutinised every alley, every doorway. Where once a score or more girls had stood, now they were devoid of life, just the odd prowling tom cat or scavenging mongrel. The pavements and gutters were littered. Lights shone behind curtained windows; the mode of business had changed.

Ford grunted suddenly, straightened. The driver braked instinctively. Fuck you, Ford, you’re barely human at times. Most of the time.

The Montego slowed to a crawl. Arnold couldn’t see anything but obviously his colleague had spotted something.

Another grunt, more nasal. Stop.

The car was at a standstill, its engine ticking over. Ford depressed the door handle and his seat belt simultaneously, swung himself out on to the pavement. Now there was a purposefulness about his every movement, a tensing of his small, powerful frame. A half crouch, peering into an alleyway past a boarded up shop. A beast of the night hunting by scent; it knew where its prey lurked, was moving in for the kill.

Momentarily Ford was swallowed up by the shadows, then he reappeared, his fingers gripping the wrist of a lanky, shabbily dressed girl, leading her back to the car.

Arnold let out his pent up breath, sighed his frustration as he recognised the female in the light of a streetlamp. Loony Liz, the most well-known hooker on the beat. For Christ’s sake, there was nothing to be gained by booking her!

“I’m arresting you, taking you to the station,” there was a viciousness in Ford’s softly spoken words. “You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something that you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”

For fuck’s sake, you stupid bastard.

The nearside rear door opened, Liz slid along the seat, made way for her companion. “Hi, there, Sergeant!”

Arnold half-turned, caught Ford’s eye, there was something almost fanatical in the other’s expression.

“Is it really worth it?” Arnold asked.

“Just doing our job. Get going, we don’t have time to hang around.” Because we have to get back here, see what else we can find.

“I‘aven’t fucked tonight,” their passenger spoke regretfully, “so I ain’t done nothin’, ‘ave I?”

“Soliciting”, Ford’s tone was abrupt, he sat looking out of the window.

Liz giggled.

“Shut up!”

Arnold let in the clutch, the car glided forward. This was one time you really got pissed off with Jason Ford. Liz didn’t do anybody any harm, she wasn’t even on drugs, she couldn’t afford them. Her customers were those who went to her either in desperation or because they couldn’t afford one of the other girls. Fifteen quid up against a wall in some dark alley. Five quid for a rub, ten quid for a blow job. Some of the time she slept rough.

They were almost at the turn into Walton Street before she spoke again. “There’s a new girl on the job now, Sarge.”

“Who?” Ford’s head jerked round.

“Dunno her name, saw her for the first time last night. Big girl. Fair Hair.”

“Where?”

“’Er was standin’ on the corner of Junction Road tonight. If you’d left me alone, gone on down, you’d’ve seen ‘er.”

Ford was slipping out of his seat belt as they turned into the station yard. A couple of the DC’s could see to Loony Liz, charge her and let her go.

He and Arnold had to get back fast, see if they could find the girl of whom Liz had spoken. Liz knew every pro on the beat; a stranger on the job was an interesting turn of events.

“Stay right there,” he spoke aside to Arnold as he bundled their charge out of the car. “I’ll be right back.”

Arnold kept the engine ticking over, the other would be as good as his word. He yawned his boredom. Tracking down pimps and pushers offered a challenge, they usually did a stretch. Slags off the street got a minimal fine, went back out to earn the money to pay it off. Whoever this ‘new girl’ might be, it was hardly worth the petrol to go and bring her in.

But that was Ford, big or little fish, he didn’t let up until he got a conviction.

Three minutes later they were on their way back down to the red light area.




6.

Kate was savouring the days of preparation. That abortive mission down to the red light district had been both foolish and dangerous, even as a reconnaissance it had served no purpose. Because the only car that had crawled the streets that night had undoubtedly contained undercover vice squad officers. She had pressed herself back into a darkened alley and watched it go past. After that she had headed for home. She had been scared.

Next time, though, it would be different.

With hindsight, had she picked up a ‘client’ she would have performed nothing more than a clumsy mutilation. She would have received bad press; her revenge mission would not have been credited with the artistry it deserved. For circumcision was an ancient art.

She wondered why she had not thought of the Jewish library adjoining the synagogue before. Because she had been too impetuous, had not given enough thought to planning. Anticipation was as pleasurable as the deed itself.

It took courage to go into the library. It was so much smaller than the public one, the gloom lit by wall lamps above each section of shelving. The place smelled heavily of incense.

“May I help you?” An ageing man wearing a black skull cap looked up from a desk just inside the door, regarded her quizzically.

Her stomach knotted, she had a momentary urge to run. She thought her voice quavered as she replied, “I’m working on a project, a history of Judaism. I wondered if I might do some research?”

“With pleasure,” he smiled, waved a hand in the direction of the books. “We close at four. You may read whatever you like but we don’t allow the books to be borrowed except by members of the synagogue.” You’re a Gentile, I can tell.

“Thank you,” she felt herself start to tremble with relief.

At least he had not asked about her project. A re-take of A level RE might have sounded feasible. Except when you were all knotted up with guilt and fear.

She found the History of Circumcision virtually straight away. It told her everything she needed to know.

The Modern Medical: Often performed without a full anaesthetic, using only a local. Cut at the first tip and slice behind the lips of the glans penis (the ridge around the penis head). The foreskin is then cut on both sides until the incision meets. In the case of an adult, stitching is required.

Jewish: The night before the circumcision the ritual knife is wrapped up and placed beneath the patient’s mattress. Equipment: -

 Silver probe to loosen the foreskin

 Silver shield for holding the foreskin

Ritual knife: the handle is made of silver or gold with Hebrew inscriptions.

First, the foreskin is pulled out and probed. Then the circumciser draws the foreskin through the shield. The split in the shield is very fine and thus protects the penis head. The sharp ritual knife is drawn swiftly over the surface of the shield, severing the foreskin.

The foreskin is placed in ashes to preserve it and will be buried with the circumciser when he dies.

The penis is then sucked, the saliva acting as a healant. The cut edge of the foreskin is folded back and it will quickly grow over the wound. Antiseptic powder is sprinkled on the wound.

Islamic: The victim is tied up or restrained. In Africa, the patient must blow a whistle as the cutting is done. The knife resembles a small billhook.

In most cases the foreskin is just stretched and cut off neatly. In Africa it is stretched over a bamboo tube and then cut off. This was the method used by the Ancient Romans when their soldiers were due long spells of desert duty in Africa, Egypt, etc., for reasons of hygiene.

The subject both fascinated and excited her, now she trembled for a different reason.

“Thank you so much,” she smiled at the librarian as she hurried past his desk.

“Good luck with your project,” he called after her, watched her go and then returned to his reading.

She had been his only visitor today.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Alone in the flat, Kate hunted through the boxes in her studio section; pictures which she had bought cheap from Oxfam just for the frames, old brushes that might be resuscitated, small jars that had once contained fish and meat pastes, gherkins and olives. She used them as paint pots for watercolours.

She began to scrabble feverishly through the boxes, looking for those jars that still had lids. She found some, soaked them in the sink until the labels peeled off. Then she dried the jars, found a pad of adhesive economy labels, cut them to size and pasted them on the clear glass.

Ashes? Damn it, nobody had ashes in this age of push button heating, open fires were a thing of the past. No, it didn’t matter; a preservative would be better, something clear that did not hide the object in the jar from view. She had some white spirit for cleansing paintbrushes …

She already had a hiding place in mind, a secret cache for the ‘trophies’, which she would collect. Above the cistern in the bathroom was a plywood boxed-in area that housed the header tank. In order to open up this crude enclosed cupboard one had to juggle with the front board until it came free of the groove. It was only intended for use by council plumbers in an emergency.

Kate stood on a footstool, reached above her head. The board rattled to her touch, she had to juggle with it. Suddenly, it came free, slipped from her grasp and clattered on to the floor.

The interior was thick with dust, there was a wide ledge in front of the plastic water tank. She grunted her satisfaction. That was ideal.

She climbed down, went back through to the kitchen. Her hand shook as she began to pour white spirit into the small jars, filling them about two-thirds full. Then she screwed the lids on tightly, carried them one at a time up to the cupboard in the bathroom. A neat row, all with their blank labels facing outwards.

They were ready. Just waiting.

She replaced the board, checked that it had slotted in firmly. Makeshift, but all the better for that. Nobody would ever think of looking up there.

It was then that she heard the sound of a key in the front door, the Yale lock clicking.

Paul Roden had returned.

He looked tired, the way he usually did after a day at the office typing up the sports features for Friday’s edition. Their eyes met, he dropped his gaze, said “hi!”

Kate nodded. His return was an inconvenience; perhaps he had just come to collect his things.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” he went over to the sink. “Right now I could murder a cup of tea. Shall I fetch a takeaway later?” Because I hope that everything’s all right between us now and we can carry on the way we used to before Sunday.

 

 

Oh, fuck, that sounded all too familiar. Things will be fine from now on, we can pretend that the other night never happened. It would make things worse than before, both of them living a lie. She was just about to begin living the biggest lie of her life and she had no room for trivial bickerings.

Kate wondered where he had stayed the last couple of nights. Probably with one of his friends. “We’ll see. Later.” She went back to her studio area, picked up a paintbrush, bent over a half-finished picture of the park lake and its resident ducks. “I’ve been struggling with this all day.” The Big Lie had begun. “It’s been one of those days when nothing went right.”

“How are you feeling?” He filled the kettle, switched it on.

“Okay.”

An embarrassed silence followed. She heard the water begin to boil.

“What did the doctor say?”

“Nothing much.”

“I see.” He poured boiling water into the teapot, left it to brew.

“I’ve got to go out later,” that lie came easily, just spilled from her lips. “There’s an art society meeting tonight.” There was but she would not be going.

“That’s all right, there’s a darts match on up at the White Horse.” Which was also true, he wasn’t in the team but he could go and watch.

“That’s fine, then.”

They sipped their tea in silence. She said that which had been nagging her from the moment when she had first heard his key in the lock. “I’ll make the camp bed up in here tonight. For me.”

“There’s no need, Kate. I’ll stay with Matthew.” So her surmise had been correct. “If you want to.” 

He didn’t, but he would. “There’s things we have to talk about.”

“Sure, but not now.” Because she had other things on her mind and a detailed analysis of their relationship would be a distraction. She could not afford to be distracted tonight.

More than that, she knew that she was afraid of him staying here. Not of Paul but of that which he represented in his innocence. Sunday night had been so real; her father come to molest her as he always did at bedtime when she was a child; the masked rapist standing over her in the park; Paul, wearing just a T-shirt that did not hide anything as he prepared for bed.

The soft skin, revolting yet beautiful, her pulses racing as she lusted for it, craving revenge for everything that had happened to her. One common denominator that blended the three into one.

She was aware of the weight of the hobby knife in the pocket of her jeans, the way it seemed to throb against her thigh as if it was a living entity, a razor sharp predator hungering for its prey. Kate knew only too well what she would do if he shared her bed tonight.

He had spared both of them by opting to go and stay with Matthew.




7.

Ricky Reed had been made redundant from his job at the builder’s yard the previous autumn. He did not mind at all because his unemployment benefit provided him with all his basic needs. The bonus was that he didn’t have to get up at 7.30 every morning; he could enjoy his own brand of a life of leisure.

His physique was not suitable for the heavy work which had been expected of him. Two hundred four-by-four concrete slabs to be loaded on the delivery lorry and, instead of helping him, the driver went for a cup of tea. Or a bulk load of cement to be unloaded and stacked all on his own. Any dirty or heavy job then they fetched Ricky and left him to it. Because he didn’t argue, he didn’t say anything much at all, and nobody heeded the mutterings that came from behind his unsightly, protruding teeth.

But there was a limit to what a man could put up with. The only reason that Ricky had not handed in his notice was because he would not have been able to claim unemployment benefit. And finding another job would be almost impossible. The economic recession solved his problems, now he had enough money to live on and ample free time.

At 30, Ricky was still single. His appearance did not endear him to the opposite sex. If he had been able to afford it he would have had his teeth fixed but the NHS did not finance fads. Girls were not easy to come by, if he wanted one then he had to go downtown and pay for one. Which he did from time to time, his Christmas bonus, courtesy of the DHSS had been squandered in ten minutes of ecstasy in a dark alley. It had been worth it, though.

He seemed oblivious of the sour body odours which emanated from his sparse frame. And if on the odd occasion he did notice an underarm smell, then wasn’t that how men were supposed to smell, sweaty and macho? Big Ray at the builders’ always stank and he had a stunner of a girlfriend. Ricky never thought that Ray might shower and use deodorants when he got home from work.

Yet Ricky wasn’t unhappy with his lonesome lot. For one so frail, his sexual appetite was insatiable.

Satisfaction, though, was achieved by his solo efforts. Back in his council maisonette he had a veritable library of pornographic magazines which he had purchased from the sex shop in town, Scandinavian publications that left nothing to the imagination and cost a minimum of a fiver each. And those that didn’t turn him on he could trade in for half price against a new one.

He was a regular customer at the sex shop. As well as erotic reading material, Ricky bought expensive aids which claimed to delight the lonely and were indistinguishable from the real thing. Provided you switched off the light. Rubber facsimiles of exciting parts of the female anatomy, if you had £150 to spare you could buy an entire inflatable bed partner. Currently he was saving up for one; if he didn’t go downtown for a whole year he would have enough money with which to buy one. The battery-operated stimulators on their own didn’t do a lot for him.

Nevertheless, every so often the overwhelming desire for the real thing got the better of him. A guy had to treat himself every now and then, didn’t he.

You could always find what you needed down by the bus station at the bottom of Barker Street. But you got what you paid for; Loony Liz up an alleyway often resulted in an embarrassed visit to the doctor’s surgery. Doctor Booth was not sympathetic towards the victims of self-inflicted illnesses or diseases. He even cursed you in his own inimitable way because you smoked if you went to him with bronchitis. Venereal disease was an avoidable condition, too. It made unnecessary work for the doctor and cost the health service money.

A few years ago there had been an epidemic of VD in this area of the city. Ricky had been working at the clothing factory at the time and had been sacked when he was caught with a gawky teenage girl in the storeroom. Even though it was the dead of winter they were both naked. The foreman had fired them on the spot.

A couple of weeks later an irate Doctor Booth had stormed into the factory, grabbed the tannoy microphone and ordered any woman who had been with Ricky Reed in the last few months to report to surgery at three o’clock. Four had turned up and all were in need of treatment.

The girls in the stitching room were a basic, down-to-earth breed. It was only human nature to screw, so they fucked at every opportunity with anybody who happened to be willing. Ricky smiled nostalgically to himself, that had been the golden era of his life. You got what you wanted without having to pay for it and without any emotional involvement. He wasn’t the settling down kind.

After he was fired, Barker Street was the only alternative. The only female employed at the building yard was Mrs Westbury in the office. She wouldn’t stand for any nonsense. Likewise, no man, apart from her long-suffering husband, would want any nonsense with her. And maybe even he didn’t get any.

There were days when Ricky woke up with the urge. Around midday, usually. Which meant that he often didn’t get up until two or after, or maybe then he was so exhausted after his repertoire of methods of satisfaction that he went back to sleep. On one occasion he had slept right through to the following day.

But today he wasn’t getting anywhere. The floor was littered with a variety of aids which he had cast aside in disgust. And as an added insult the batteries in the vibrator had run down. He settled for the oft-tried and best-proven method but all he achieved was an aching wrist. That was when he knew that tonight he had to go downtown.

He lay there, mentally totted up the money in the Rubber Doll Fund in the Quality Street tin in the wardrobe. £49.50. Another £100.50 to go. Fuck it! But he didn’t need to borrow from his worthy cause, his lips stretched back from his buckteeth, all it meant was that he wouldn’t be able to put a couple of quid in at the end of the week. He could always cut down on his fags … No, there was no need for that, he’d manage.

He swung his thin legs off the bed, couldn’t quite touch the floor until he shifted forward. God, he couldn’t wait! You’ll have to, it’s only three-thirty in the afternoon and the slags don’t usually get down there till eight at the earliest. He’d have to make do with Liz, he couldn’t afford any of the others. And if he got a dose of the clap, then this time he’d go to Doctor Whittaker. Whittaker was a nice guy, he didn’t lecture you. So folks said.

Ricky resisted the temptation to have one more session, his wrist ached too much, and anyway, he didn’t want to risk spoiling his later pleasures. He dressed in his old working jeans and a holed sweater, went downstairs and made a cup of tea. He didn’t bother about food, he never felt hungry when sex was on the menu.

Funny creatures, women, he tried to purse his lips over his teeth. They got the idea they were doing you a favour by letting you shag them when they enjoyed it as much as you did. They made one helluva noise, clutched you and gouged you with their fingernails if you did it right, pleaded with you to shaft them even harder. But they wanted something in return. It ought to be the other way round, he laughed aloud, a croaky rasping sound, they should pay you! That way he’d soon be rich and he wouldn’t need to spend his savings on a latex woman with stranded nylon hair. Still, he sighed regretfully, that was just wishful thinking.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

He had never known Barker Street so quiet, it was spooky. There was usually a heavily made-up tart standing in the doorway of the closed down off-licence. She was too pricey even if she had been there, she’d put her fee up to twenty-five quid. Sod her.

Liz often hung around the sleazy snack bar which the health authorities had closed down and which had now re-opened. She certainly wasn’t here tonight, Ricky stared in through the grimy windows with its misspelt handwritten menu sellotaped on the glass. Fat Jack, the proprietor, had the place all to himself, sitting on a chair marking off tomorrow’s runners in the evening paper. The floor was filthy and littered, in view of his recent fine he’d maybe sweep it before he closed. Dirty crockery on the unwiped tables was evidence of a moderate daytime trade. Mostly truckers looking for prostitutes.

Jack looked up, scowled. I’m getting ready to close so don’t come in here ordering pie and fucking chips. Ricky moved on.

He heard a car coming, dodged into a doorway, pressed himself back into the shadows. Headlights lit up the opposite brickwork. The vehicle was travelling slowly, a Vauxhall Astra. It passed him, he saw the silhouettes of two men in the front seats, either kerb-crawlers or undercover cops. Whichever, it was best that they did not see him. The car turned left into Dam Street.

He’d read in the Herald about the police purge on kerb-crawlers and prostitutes. But there was no law against a bloke on foot picking up a bird, it happened every night in bars and clubs. Like blind dates. And if she charged you, who was to know.

Where the fuck was Loony Liz? Maybe she was ill or else this was her night off. If you worked full-time then you had to have a rest from lying on your back or else propping up an alley wall. Come to think of it, where were all the other slags? Scared, perhaps because one of them had got topped. That was weeks ago, they couldn’t afford to shy off for this long. Or frightened of the police. No, they paid their fines and went straight back out on the job. More likely they were working from home, stuck their adverts in the telephone kiosks and on the wall by the railway station.

Ricky felt in his pocket, checked if he’d got any change to make a phone call. And that was when the girl spoke to him out of the darkened doorway.

“Hi, there.”

He jumped, felt his heart miss a beat and then speed up. “Jeez, you frit me, sweetheart!”

“Sorry.” He couldn’t see her properly, she was hugging the shadows, just an outline against the blackness behind her. A big girl, wearing dark jeans and a jumper to match, her hair tied up at the back. “You can’t exactly stand out on the pavements these nights, the cops are all over the place. Don’t stand out there, come on in.”

She smelled heavily of perfume, it made him feel heady. More than likely she was one of the upper range, looking for a BMW or Mercedes that would have a luxurious back seat to lie on. The kind who offered massage and knew that there was only one place where their customer would want to be rubbed.

“How much?” There was no point in beating about the bush, wasting both their time.

“Twenty quid. You can pay me afterwards and if you’re not satisfied I’ll waive the charge.”

“Jesus Christ!”

“I’m good,” she didn’t say it like it was a boast, just a plain statement of fact. “You’ll be knackered when I’ve finished with you. You’ll crawl home and the cops will pick you up for being drunk in a public place!” Her tinkling laugh echoed in the empty doorway.

“I’m on.” Too right, he was, he’d been like that all day. He laughed at his own joke as well as hers.

“We can’t do it here,” she took his hand, squeezed it. “We don’t want a rushed stand-up job, do we?”

“Where then?”

“There’s a demolition site just off the street parallel to this one. Redevelopment, half the houses are pulled down, the others just boarded up. There’s one with an unlocked door, got an old couch left in the front room. As snug as you’ll get anywhere off Barker Street.”

He let her lead the way. It was as if she was keeping her face turned away from his the whole time. Just a big shapely body; like the old saying, you didn’t look at the mantelpiece when you poked the fire.

The terrain was rubble strewn, in the glow from the streetlamps beyond she threaded her way safely across the demolition site, a shambles that had once been neat working class terraced houses thirty years ago. Run down, now pulled down. They would replace it with modern brick boxes that wouldn’t last a quarter of the time as their predecessors.

“This is the one.”

Ricky heard a door scraping back, saw her stoop to enter. The interior smelled damp and musty. “We need a torch.”

Even as he spoke, a beam of light shot from her outstretched hand, played round the dilapidated room; remnants of peeling wallpaper, a chipped, stone quarried floor. And just one item of furniture, the sofa of which she had spoken, the seat sagging over the broken springs.

Again, he saw just her silhouette, she made sure that the beam did not reveal her features. Probably one of those college students out to earn a few extra quid to make ends meet, spent all her grant and getting hungry, he surmised. Her reasons, her plight, did not interest him. She was going to earn her bloody twenty quid, all right.

The seat creaked under their combined weight. She still held the torch, was focusing it on his lower regions. He looked down, saw how his zip was taking the strain. The fingers of her free hand began stroking him through the material. He grabbed for the pull, ran the zip. He wasn’t going to pay twenty quid for just a trouser feel.

She bent forward, stared intently at his exposed member, held it between her forefinger and thumb. It reminded him of the way Doctor Booth had examined it the last time Ricky had got a dose. This tart was almost clinical.

“Big enough for you, darlin?”

She did not reply. She ran the loose, pliable skin back, the slid it up again. Pulled it, stretched it to its full extremity. That was when the torch was suddenly extinguished, plunged the derelict room into stygian darkness.

“Oi!” Surprise, a sudden tensing.

“Well, I’m not going to hold the torch whilst we fuck!” She spoke sharply. He felt the hand holding the light move, heard something clink. It was probably the torch being put down. And she was still pulling on his foreskin, pinching it.

“Hey, what’s going on?” He sensed that something was wrong, groped for her hand. But he was too late.

He heard her intake of breath like a sharp hiss. Her finger and thumb tightened their grip, pulled for even greater length on his stretched skin. And in that same moment he experienced unbelievable pain, screamed and jerked upright but her knee pushed him back, pinned him to the old settee.

Even as he writhed in sheer agony, Ricky Reed knew exactly what had happened to him. He screamed a second time, clutched at his injury. He felt the warm stickiness of welling blood, the burning pain that arrowed right up into his stomach.

One flash of the torch, on and off again, as though this mutilator of the sleaze streets was checking on her handiwork. It dazzled him, showed him that his worst fears were confirmed, the extent of his injury. He came up out of his seat, doubled up, holding himself, trying to stem the flow of blood.

Somewhere, far away, he heard that door scrape open again, and it was dragged shut. Whoever she was, she was gone back whence she came.

Ricky panicked, staggered blindly around the room, lost his sense of direction, held himself with one hand, groped his way along the wall with the other. Once he almost fainted, only desperation and the knowledge that if he passed out he would lie here and bleed to death, enabled him to fight it off.

He found the door, somehow got it open and fell outside into the cool night air. There was a roaring in his ears, he thought he could hear her laughter on the soft spring breeze.

He screamed again, yelled after her, “You fucking bitch, you’ve circumcised me!”




8.

The night air was invigorating, spiralled Kate up to an unbelievable high as she flitted through the dimly lit side streets. A hunting she-beast that had stalked its prey and killed. The sensation was akin to that one and only time when she had smoked pot. Euphoria that knew no limits, a feeling that was also physical: her body tingled, shuddered. Twice she had to pause in unlit doorways, leaned up against the wall in near orgasmic helplessness.

She laughed and cried, had difficulty in co-ordinating her mind and body. Her hand strayed to the pocket of her jeans, savoured the hard coldness of that knife handle, its blade retracted, still slippery with human blood.

Against it nestled a small polythene bag. She squeezed it, thrilled to the sponginess of its contents, rolled it between the same finger and thumb that had stretched it when it was still Ricky Reed’s.

She did not know who that wretch of a man was, didn’t care. All she knew was that he was not the one she sought, her torchlight examination had shown her that. It didn’t matter. For now. She wasn’t disappointed because she had not expected to find him at the first attempt. This one was only the start.

Her train of thought led back to her father. And Paul. A moment of unease, she checked her watch. 8.45. Paul was staying with Matthew, she just hoped that he had not changed his mind and returned to the flat, brought her flowers in a show of penance or anything fucking stupid like that. She tried not to hate him because he bore that physical genital likeness to the man she was looking for. That wasn’t Paul’s fault, it was his parents’. Because the Eighth Day held no meaning for them. If it had done so then things might have been different. For Paul, anyway.

She kept to the shadows, a flitting fugitive. Two cars passed, she knew that they both contained police. If they caught her, they would arrest her, probably charge her with soliciting. And later with mutilation. Then murder.

That wimp would die. Or perhaps he would make it as far as the street and the police would find him in time, rush him to casualty.

She didn’t care either way. He had to pay the penalty for being as he was.

She made it safely back to the flat. Relief at first because her lover had not returned. Then excitement, the thrill of a child who has just returned from a shopping expedition with a parent, the eagerness to unwrap a present that had been bought to distract it from boredom. Take your coat off first, dear. No, I can’t wait.

She rushed to the stainless steel draining board, pulled the bag from her pocket. The polythene was streaked with blood, the lump of flesh looked pathetically insignificant.

With trembling fingers she tipped it out, pulled it, shaped it into the circle which it had once been. It reminded her of one of those dried apple rings which she sometimes bought from the health food shop in the arcade. Pliant, you stretched it, watched it slowly retract.

For one fleeting second she experienced a hunger, an impetuous appetite for cannibalism. Then it passed. No, that would be sacrilege, just the same as if a Red Indian from the romanticised Wild West had devoured the scalp of one of his victims.

She had difficulty in opening up her hidden cupboard in the bathroom, her shaking fingers fumbled with the makeshift door; it jammed in the groove, she had to force it free.

She carried one of the small jars through to the kitchen, unscrewed the lid. Then, painstakingly, almost reverently, she began to cleanse the ring of severed human flesh under running water, used her fingers to sponge away the blood. Now it was clean, pink and fresh, she laid it on the ridged surface, gazed at it in wonderment.

Her hatred was gone; it had stayed with her victim, dead or alive. Until the next one. The foreskin seemed to mesmerise her, hypnotised her. Like a snake in the reptile house at the zoo, one that had died and lay motionless on the floor of its glass cage. You shuddered just looking at it, mocked it because it could no longer harm you.

But you were afraid of the species because there were others still alive.

Her father.

The unknown rapist.

This time she tried not to think of Paul.

She picked it up again, now its feel was repulsive. There was a faint splash as she dropped it into the jar of colourless liquid, watched it sink to the bottom. It settled for a second then began to float upwards. Opening out, extending. Bobbing on the surface.

Kate was reminded of a childhood toy which her father had once bought for her. A miniature deep sea diver in a wide bottle. You screwed the cap tightly and the figure sank right down to the bottom; you released the screw and it shot back up, bobbed on the surface. She had had hours of fun with it, it had fascinated her. Like now.

Quickly, almost feverishly, she fitted the lid back on, screwed it as tight as she could.

That piece of flesh just floated.

She found a ballpoint, wrote on the label in a shaky hand. April 11. The date was sufficient, the spring evening on which her revenge mission had begun.

She took her trophy through to the bathroom and placed in alongside the other jars on the cupboard shelf. They stared down at her like a row of empty eyes. Pleading. Lusting.

Waiting.

She would need some more jars in due course, there were not enough.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Sometime during the night hours Kate Leonard awoke, tossed restlessly. Something disturbed her; not remorse, not guilt, they were furthest from her mind. Fear, but in a different way.

Fear that she might not find the man she was seeking. It was a big city, there were hundreds of prostitutes, all with regular clients, and not all of them used the streets. Lately, due to police harassment, many had taken to working from home, advertising their wares.

The rapist might visit one of them, stay clear of the streets. He might have just one regular whore. Or maybe none at all, obtaining his satisfaction from forcing his lust upon a helpless woman.

That was the worrying factor, Kate started to tremble. After a while she switched on the light, felt for the tablets which in her excitement she had forgotten to take.

She read the computerised print on the label. Amitriptyline. 50mg.

She wondered how they worked on her system, what they really did to her. She didn’t want to take anything that might spoil her current euphoria. They probably wouldn’t. She found herself thinking of Paul Roden and what he had to offer. She was glad that he had not returned tonight because the temptation would have been irresistible.

Sometime later she slipped into a dreamless sleep.




9.

Against all odds, Ricky Reed had survived where others might have bled to death. The initial stock, the nausea and dizziness that nearly blacked him out, gave him a desperation that probably saved him.

He had to get help, but where? He wasn’t risking Doctor Booth and there was no way of knowing which of the medics was on night duty. The other alternative was the casualty department at the general hospital. That was in the next district and no taxis ventured into the red light area these days; there had been a couple of stabbings and cabbies refused to venture beyond Baker Street bus station. Even if they didn’t get mugged there was every chance that their fares would dash off without paying.

Buses ran spasmodically after eight; you might have to wait up to an hour for a district bus. And, even if you were lucky, you couldn’t risk travelling by public transport with a bleeding circumcision.

One-man operated vehicles, the driver took your money and punched your ticket. What’s up with you, mate? You ain’t comin’ on ‘ere, drippin’ blood all over my bus. Drunk, eh! I’m going to call the cops; they’ll sort you out.

The telephone was another possibility, there was a kiosk in the next street, he could make it to there. It had probably been vandalised. The hospital would send an ambulance; probably a police car would accompany it in case the call was a hoax.

The police were Ricky’s greatest fear right now. There would be questions asked, even if he blamed his injury on an unknown attacker, which was true, it would make the papers. There would be a full enquiry. How did it happen, Sir? Give us the exact details, please.

God, there was no way he could work out a watertight story in his condition. What were you doing there, sir? Looking for prostitutes.

The pain was doubling him up, he crouched in the porch of a boarded-up house, another one that was scheduled for the bulldozer. His fingers clamped over his wound; the blood was seeping now, rather than pouring, and by pressing firmly he was successfully staunching the flow.

How the fuck did he explain this away to anybody?

Carelessness, Officer, caught it in my trouser zip. It wouldn’t have cut it right off, though, just a minor injury requiring a couple of stitches, nothing more.

He could not think of anything that sounded really plausible, a story that would let him off the hook. Some kind of masochistic game that had gone wrong. You looked a bloody fool but it wasn’t an offence. It would surely make the papers, though, both the Herald and the Observer. The agony subsided to a dull ache temporarily. Ricky straightened up, he couldn’t stop here all night. He could not see properly in the darkness but he got the feeling that the bleeding had almost stopped.

He was about to step out on to the pavement when approaching headlights had him pressing himself back into the shadows. A car passed by slowly. There’s your cops, if you want ‘em, you’ve only got to show yourself and you’ll be at the hospital in five minutes.

He stood watching the tail lights disappear.

If by some means he made it to the hospital they would surely call the police. So that ruled out medical treatment. Where else could he go.

Home.

A loner all his life, he’d die one. If it came to that. Did people die from circumcision? After all, it was only a minor op. In hospital.

A memory flash, a film he’d watched on TV last Christmas, in between reading one of his mags. The telly was company, you had it on even if you weren’t actually looking at it, like having somebody call round for a chat. Just company. You didn’t always listen to what they were saying, just nodded in the appropriate places. The movie in question was some kind of biblical saga, one of those extravaganzas that cost millions to make; three guys had been captured by a rival religious army, escaped being put to the sword by the skin of their teeth. A black bearded general showed a touch of humanity. Don’t kill them, circumcise them and cast them into the desert. If the unfortunates had died, which had killed them, the heat or their circumcisions.

Ricky wished now that he’d watched the film properly, witnessed the fate of those unfortunates. Did they live or die? Would he live or die? This wasn’t the desert, it was downtown on a cool spring night. And there was only one threat to his life.

Thankfully, there was nobody around, even the whores had gone to ground, it seemed. He staggered along, stumbled, still exerting the pressure on his wound that staunched the flow of blood. Would it stop altogether or would it bleed again when he relinquished his hold?

That girl was crazy. She had not even taken his money so why had she done this to him? A psycho? She’d have killed him if she was. Big and beautiful, in his mind he could still see her, shied from the mental image of that creature of darkness which had preyed on his living flesh. A sadist, there could not be any other explanation, the kind that advertised their trade in the telephone kiosks and on the stanchions by the railway entrance, ‘Miss Whiplash’ and all that kind of bullshit. Bondage, you paid a fortune to be tied up and then … But Ricky hadn’t paid anything at all, she’d done it for free.

He made it home, let himself in one-handed and kicked the door shut behind him. Scared to switch on the light because he would see the full extent of his injury. Scared of the dark, too. He flicked the switch with his free hand.

He’d bled a lot, he had already guessed that. Bloodstained trousers, his hands were covered but the blood had dried. A surge of hope, the bleeding had stopped, but he still kept the pressure on, afraid to loosen his grip.

Suddenly, he needed to pass water. Urgently. The urge predominated his pain, had him rushing for the toilet.

Relief, staring fixedly at the divided stream of urine, still afraid to relax his grip on the wound, gasping aloud at the way the ammonia stung. When his discomfort was eased, the throbbing pain came back. Dizziness came and went again, his vision was distorted.

He needed to lie down, the bed was the obvious place. He thought the bleeding had stopped but could not be sure. Let go, and see. He was afraid. Just a fraction, then, he could tighten it quickly again, if necessary.

Standing at the wash basin, he sponged himself with cold water, used a grubby towel to dry himself; it came away streaked, mostly dried bloodstains which he had wiped off.

Staring, watching fearfully; there was just a seepage, he had halted the worst. The cut was neat, the blade had been razor-sharp. He wondered how much longer the pain would last, how much more he could stand.

Above him was a small cupboard screwed precariously to the wall, hanging at an angle. He reached up, knocked over an aerosol shaving cream that bounced on the floor, clattered and rolled. A small bottle of paracetamol was revealed behind where it had stood; he did not bother with water, popped two, forced himself to swallow them. Another half dozen would have solved his problems, destroyed the pain. Forever. He resisted the temptation because he was afraid to die.

Something else caught his eye. A septic stick, one he kept for those occasions when he nicked himself shaving. An idea, anything that might spare him pain and blood was worth a try.

It stung but it was soothing by comparison with the incessant throbbing. A kind of cauterisation, it gave him new hope.

The bleeding stopped altogether. He went through to the bedroom and lay on the bed, fully clothed. Even the pain had eased a little, that was the paracetamols beginning to take effect.

Exhausted, physically and mentally, he knew there was no way he was going to be able to sleep. He was hot and sweaty; he had a temperature. But I’m not going to call the doctor. Nor the police. Not even if it means dying.

Ricky Reed wasn’t sure whether he slept or not. Fevered dreams that might have been waking nightmares blended into one another. Always the big girl was there, standing in the shadows, just a silhouette. He couldn’t see her features but he knew that she was beautiful. It would have been ten times worse if she wasn’t.

Somehow she had tracked him to his flat. She must have followed him all the way up here from Barker Street, maybe waiting for him to drop. That way she could have him again.

That was just for starters, Ricky. Now I want the lot.

No!

Just a joke to scare you, Ricky. But I forgot my money. Give it to me, please.

He fumbled in the pockets of his jeans. They clung damply to his legs. Some loose change showered out, he scattered some notes on the bedspread, he had cashed his dole cheque only that morning. Here, take the lot! 

But she wasn’t there any more.

The next time she came back she was naked. We can still do it, Ricky. I like big men.

He glanced down at himself. Oh, Christ, he had always had a phobia about his smallness. It wasn’t small any more, it was huge. Swollen and bloated, it stretched the fresh cut, threatened to make it bleed again. The increased tension made him cry out loud.

It had to be some kind of optical illusion brought on by his fever but he was too frightened to touch himself to find out, the slightest contact was agony. Yesterday he would have been euphoric to have had a member that size; today he was terrified. He took two more paracetamols.

Some hours later, in the cold grey light of early morning, he saw that he was still over endowed. But at least the bleeding had stopped. He wouldn’t have to call the doctor, after all.

Days and nights of alternative pain and discomfort. He had long run out of paracetamol. He slept fitfully and the big girl came periodically to see how he fared. She did not carry her knife now and she was genuinely concerned for his health. She was sorry about what she had done but she had had to do it. Because she only liked circumcised men. When he was better, she explained, she would visit him again. That was when they would enjoy themselves. Yes, she still had his foreskin, she was keeping it as a kind of momento.

He was really getting to like her, especially when the pain eased.

Some days later, he did not know how many because he had lost all conception of time, he saw to his amazement, and disappointment, that he was no longer over endowed, he had returned to his former inhibited size. The pain was gone, too, just a soreness remained and he had ceased to urinate in different directions at the same time.

The big girl did not come any more because she was no longer interested in him now that he had shrunk back to his former size. But she still had his flesh.

Ricky Reed was lucky. He would live.




10.

By midnight Kate accepted that she had drawn a blank. She was cold to add to the misery of her disappointment and frustration; the dark nylon zipper jacket which she wore because of the drizzle was no protection against the cool of an April night. Her fingers were numbed, she scarcely dared to trust them if the occasion arose. It was time to pack it in for tonight.

From her vantage point she had counted at least seven prostitutes standing at various points down Barker Street. That was a good sign, the slags had overcome their fear of both the killer and the police and they were back on the game. They would lure the clients. And, hopefully at some stage, the man she sought.

Two police patrol cars had passed. A token presence, maybe there was a lull in the cat and mouse tactics now, they were concentrating on finding Amanda Chapman’s murderer. At their approach the hookers had darted back into the shadows, emerged when it was safe. Several more cars had shown up, crawling the kerbs. Most had stopped, picked up girls. Later Kate had seen them return, alighting and resuming their soliciting. Soon business might get back to normal with a steady flow of customers.

Everybody was getting bolder again. Kate knew that she would have to pluck up the courage to step out into the open when she heard a car approaching. It was a dual risk; there was a sex killer at large, the police were looking for streetwalkers and kerb-crawlers. If your luck was out you either got killed or nicked.

She wasn’t going to find her man on foot.

For two hours she had stood and fingered the knife in her pocket. So smooth, so beautiful. She clicked the blade in and out; she was tempted to test its sharpness with her thumb but that would have meant a blood soaked pocket.

Her nostrils flared, she breathed in the damp, night air; it smelled and tasted like nectar, made her heady. Her skin goose pimpled, there was a pleasant tingling dampness between her pressed thighs. It was more than just a titillation, a turn-on, it had her hovering on the brink of an orgasm throughout her long vigil. But her overpowering lust was for neither mating nor money. She craved the feel of a cutting blade in her hand, the touch of soft, bloodied flesh.

But tonight it was to be denied her.

The anticlimax brought with it desperation, a slight headache. She shivered with cold, not anticipation. A sense of being unwell, the way she had been a short time ago. She remembered then that she was due a return visit to Doctor Whittaker. Strangely, this time she was not averse to it. In a way she found the GP attractive but not in a sexual way. Maybe it was because of his small build; she pushed the idea from her mind. She would visit him before the end of the week, as a patient seeking to be cured. For no other reason.

She was about to step out on to the pavement when she heard soft footfalls. Somebody was close, only yards away. Her alertness had been fogged by fantasies, her ears had failed to warn her of an approaching stranger. She tensed, felt her flesh begin to tingle again.

The footsteps slowed. Stopped. She heard an intake of breath, sensed the nervousness of the other. A throat was cleared. He had guessed her presence, was plucking up the courage to make an approach.

“Excuse me …” A deep voice that quavered.

“Yes?”

He was bloody scared, she could visualise him fidgeting with his hands, frightened to look into the darkened doorway. Maybe he was thinking of changing his mind. Like yourself, he had his fantasies.

“Are you free?” He stepped into full view, the light from the nearby streetlamp shining full on him. As Kate had imagined, he was nervous, fingers entwined, twisting them, standing first on one foot and then the other. He was big, maybe six-two or three, weighed around 200 pounds. Not fat, solid muscle, she thought he might play rugby. Dark wavy hair, early thirties, the kind of man the girls went for. She wondered what he was doing down here trying to pick up a slag; it was probably the sleaze that turned him on. If he had a wife or girlfriend she would be the kind that was the envy of all the other blokes.

Kate experienced a momentary tautening of her stomach muscles, another shiver. Then she was shaking her head. “I’m sorry, I’m just packing up.”

“Oh!” Disappointment, he looked down at his feet.

“It’s only just midnight. My car’s parked in the next street. You could be back here by half twelve.”

“Sorry, I have to go.”

He nodded, hunched his shoulders, he wasn’t going to contest her decision and that was a relief.

“There’s some girls further on down the street.”

“Thank you,” he moved slowly away.

Kate stepped out into the street, began to walk quickly in the opposite direction. For one brief moment she had weakened, almost succumbed to his request. But it would not have served any purpose, she wasn’t here for sex. Likewise, she had not the time to waste on big men. Her fingers came away from the hobby knife in her pocket. It would have been a pointless and risky exercise.

There was always tomorrow.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Paul had returned. He sat in front of the portable gas heater, fully dressed in a black leather jacket and jeans, a mug of tepid coffee in his hand. He looked up as Kate entered, anxiety in his expression. He said, “I’d almost given up on you.”

“I’ve been visiting friends,” the lie was spontaneous, sounded convincing. She hoped that he wouldn’t ask who, she would have told him to mind his own bloody business.

“Not a very nice night.” Small talk, he was edgy.

“Could be worse”, she threw her zipper over the back of a chair. “God, I’m knackered.”

“You don’t look well.”

“I’m not.” And don’t make any crass remark about needing an early night. She wondered where he intended to sleep. She was psyched up, if he shared her bed it might prove too much of a temptation. And that could ruin everything. It was a frightening thought not knowing whether she had control of herself.

“Any news?” She warmed her hands over the fire, saw how they shook.

“Meaning what?”

“Anything. Scandal, murders, muggings, you name it. Anything to break the monotony of a humdrum existence.”

“I’m a sports reporter,” he laughed, it sounded forced. “And they confine me to local sport mostly. John Rutter covers the city matches.”

“Have they caught that killer yet? You know, the one that topped the slag.”

“I’d’ve heard if they had. Which is one reason why you shouldn’t be out alone at this time of night.”

“I can look after myself.”

“Things are pretty quiet, they’re looking for filler stories. Matthew covered the courts yesterday, a few sluts up for soliciting but I think even the police are getting a bit pissed off. Fined fifty quid and go back out to earn the money to pay the fine. Pointless, wastes the ratepayers’ money.”

Kate turned away to hide her quizzical expression. So no body had been found, no circumcised victim discovered bled to death in the red light area. No mutilated victim rushed to hospital. What the hell had happened to that guy? She didn’t give a shit but it would have been reassuring to know. Had the cops enforced a reporting embargo to try to lull the attacker into a false sense of security? Or hadn’t they found the body yet? That was always a strong possibility.

But nothing was going to deter her. Tonight she had been deprived. So far. She found herself staring at Paul. Jesus Christ, no! I mustn’t.

“Are you stopping the night?” The question was abrupt.

“I haven’t made plans to sleep elsewhere,” he dropped his gaze, looked at his watch. “It’s getting a bit late for knocking up friends now.”

“I see.”

“Look, I’m sorry about that night, I shouldn’t have presumed.”

“Too right, you shouldn’t.”

“I won’t try anything again if you don’t want me to.”

Her lip curled. An untrustworthy compromise. Let me sleep in your bed and I promise not to grope you. Maybe he wouldn’t. It was herself whom she could not trust. “I don’t like sex, I only used to do it to please you. I don’t want it any more.”

“That’s fair enough.” He was clearly hurt but he would cling to her even if his only hope was a platonic relationship. He was in love, he would meet any demand she imposed upon him in the hope that things might return to normal.

She poured herself a mug of coffee. This was getting her nowhere, Paul was determined to stay whatever conditions she imposed upon him.

“Are you …” he hesitated, “are you … seeing anybody else?”

The question took her by surprise. She could have turned the answer to her immediate advantage. Yes, I am, and he’s screwing the arse off me. So you’re wasting your time hanging around me. Piss off! But I’ve just said I don’t want sex. “Why do you ask that?” She stalled for time.

“Because I’d like to know,” there was a tremor in his voice, he was afraid of her reply.

“All right, I’ll be perfectly honest with you,” a double lie. “I am.”

“Oh!” Kate felt a twinge of pity; it was as though she had kicked him. “Oh, I see. I thought perhaps you were.”

“But not in the way you mean, Paul.”

His head jerked up, he stared at her, clinging to one last vestige of hope.

“We’re just very good friends. We don’t have sex. He paints, too. I met him through the art society.” The lies were coming easily now. “I’d rather not say who he is because people will get the wrong idea.” So maybe that’ll satisfy you and you’ll just fuck off.

“I’m very pleased for you.” He obviously wasn’t, it was the gentlemanly way of conceding defeat. “There’s just one thing, though,” he was embarrassed, too. “You see, I don’t have anywhere to move to and I can’t keep on cadging nights with my mates. If I could just hang on here for a while, just a long as it takes me to get fixed up with a flat. It’ll have to be a cheapo, I’m broke, as you know.”

“All right,” sod him, he was going to be a fucking nuisance, “so long as you really will look for somewhere.”

“Oh, sure,” he was staring at his hands as if right now they were the most important thing in the world to him. “I’ll go round the estate agents first thing in the morning. And I’ll sleep in here if that makes you feel better.”

“Thank you,” she breathed a sigh of relief. Her ploy to get rid of him had a fifty percent success: he was halfway through the door. It was just a question of how long it took him to get fixed up with alternative accommodation. “I’m sorry, Paul, I really am, but that’s life.” It sounded corny.

“Thanks for telling me,” he was close to tears. He cried easily in emotional crises. “You hurt me the other night. Physically, as well as emotionally. I thought I was going to have to go to the doctor.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You could just have pushed me away. Slapped me, even. But you didn’t damned well have to virtually circumcise me!”

Kate tensed, every nerve in her body tingled instantly, she felt the way she had whilst standing in the cold drizzle of Barker Street less than an hour ago. Orgasmic. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, consciously fought against it. Christ, no! Not here, not now.

“I bled and swelled,” Paul wasn’t even looking at her, a hunched, dejected form. “I’m still bloody sore.”

Kate’s impending orgasm threatened to explode. Shut up or I might … “I guess I was half asleep, I got angry and just grabbed. I’m sorry. I hope it’ll be better soon.”

“Another day or two and it’ll be back to normal.” He looked up, saw her heading for the bedroom. Hurrying like she was ill and had to lie down. “Hey, Kay, are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” she slammed the door behind her. “I’m so exhausted I just have to get to bed.”

“You just make sure you go and see the doctor again tomorrow,” he called after her, “you don’t look at all well.”

Kate did not reply. She lay on the bed in the darkened room, her body starting to jerk as the full impact of her climax hit her, writhed her helplessly. In her crazed fantasy she saw Paul lying in the adjoining room in the sleeping bag. Sleeping.

In the bathroom were her jars, waiting for trophies. One down and many more to go. Her knife was like a latent, living thing, quivering in anticipation of its next victim, the power that drove her, dominated her. He’s there for the taking, go get him.

Once she swung her legs off the bed, somehow fought against the overpowering urge, slid helplessly to the floor, lay there.

She knew that she would have to fight herself every second of the night hours to stop herself from going in there to Paul and taking him whilst he slept.

She had become a slave to her obsession. Now that she had trodden the path of revenge there could be no turning back. Not ever.




11.

“You’re certainly not well, Miss Leonard.” Doctor Whittaker had used a torch to examine Kate’s eyes, he had instructed her to close each alternately and to follow his moving finger with the open orb. He had taken her blood pressure. In between all of which he had made notes on her file.

She felt decidedly uneasy. Last night she had slept in snatches, afraid even of what she might do in her sleep. She had shot the bolt on the inside of the bedroom door but that was easily withdrawn. Even in a state of subconsciousness.

The following morning it was with no small amount of relief that she had listened to Paul dressing. She heard him shaving in the bathroom. Shortly afterwards the outer door banged. There were times when even an atheist thanked the God in whom they did not believe.

But there was still tonight. And as many nights that might remain until her one-time lover found himself somewhere else to live.

She had considered moving out herself but that, too, would take time. By which time Paul would probably have found a place of his own.

So she had gone back to Doctor Whittaker. In desperation. But the last thing she would confide in him was her obsession and its symptoms. She hoped he didn’t guess. No, that was an impossibility even for one so shrewd as himself.

“It’s just that I’m unable to sleep, Doctor,” she rolled the sleeve of her denim shirt back down. “If I could sleep nights I know I’d be fine.” At least until Paul has left for good.

“Sleeping tablets serve a purpose but they don’t cure the illness, they just enable the patient to get more rest than he or she would otherwise,” he smiled, sat down and crossed one leg over the other. “I’m more interested in getting to the root of the problem.”

“Stress and exhaustion caused by doing a mundane job under pressure,” she offered in the hope that he would accept it.

“Just symptoms,” he removed his rimless glasses, wiped them with a tissue. “I don’t want to refer you to a psychiatrist. Really, I’m one myself,” he added with a hint of embarrassment, “except that I ended up as a GP. I would think that your condition has originated within your private life and that the rat race of bank work has merely accelerated it. Tell me your daily routine. In normal times, I mean, not when you’re off sick.”

She told him, included weekends. It all sounded extremely boring. Only so recently had the excitement in her life begun.

“Painting is therapeutic, you must do more of it. What do you like painting most?”

She answered “ducks” unhesitatingly and felt foolish.

“Interesting birds, we humans can learn an awful lot from them,” he put his glasses back on. “Observe the way they live. They are gregarious. Polygamous. They eat voraciously, exercise continually, and mate in the spring with unbelievable regularity. Do you exercise much, Miss Leonard?”

“I go for walks. Mostly to paint.”

“That’s good. And what about your appetite?”

“I’m lazy. I eat when I’m hungry, take the easiest way out. Junk foods. I can’t afford to eat out.”

“Have you ever noticed that there is an increasing number of malformed ducks appearing on the park lakes in recent seasons?”

“Well, yes, now that you mention it. I did see a couple last week, one with a deformed leg, another had an uneven beak that made feeding difficult when I threw it some bread.”

“White bread?”

“Yes”, she sensed a reprimand in the tone of his question.

“You see, Miss Leonard, in our efforts to be kind, we are actually inflicting cruelty upon the creatures we love and admire. Most of the park ducks up and down the country are fed white bread by well meaning visitors. It fills the birds’ crops but there is no nourishment in it. Their appetite satisfied, they do not look for more beneficial food. White bread yesterday and today, and there will be more tomorrow. In effect, they are under nourished and over the generations they will become cripples, as we both have seen. In your case, you are living on junk foods. If you bear children …”

“I don’t want children! Ever.” She almost shouted.

“Which is fair enough,” he was surprised. “I am merely illustrating a parallel between birds and humans. I would advise you to eat more whole foods whether or not you intend to have a family.”

“My boyfriend used to fetch takeaways most evenings,” it was as though she needed to exonerate herself, “I always used to eat sensibly then. Whole grain rice, pulses, you know.”

“Used to!” Doctor Whittaker straightened up in his chair. “You mean that he hasn’t returned? The last time we talked he had walked out, you expected him back. A lover’s tiff.”

Kate was amazed by the other’s memory. He saw perhaps thirty patients every day, morning and evening surgeries, home visits when his turn on the rota came round. He listened to a wealth of chitchat and trivia. But he had remembered her telling him about Paul.

“He’s back. Well … Sort of.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Kindly but obviously curious. “How can he be ‘sort of back’? Can’t he make his mind up, keeps on coming back and leaving again?”

Kate sensed that she was blushing; the last thing she wanted was to discuss Paul, the trauma of her night hours. “He’s back but he’s going to leave as soon as he finds a flat of his own. In the meantime, he’s sleeping in the living room.”

 

 

“I see,” the doctor spoke emotionlessly, expressionlessly. “You mean that the relationship has ended but that you are still good friends?”

“That’s right.”

“This could have a bearing on your problem, the lead up to and, finally, the break-up itself. Live-in relationships are no different than marriages. Were you very close?”

“He was, he still is. Me, I’m a loner, I’m happier with my own company. I don’t want another permanent relationship; I don’t like others around me. If I need people I can always go out, I go to the art society a lot.” That wasn’t true, she had not been for months. Because they didn’t appreciate ducks, they criticised her for repetitive work. She didn’t want to paint landscapes. Or the cathedral. Still life bored her to tears. The trouble with most art teachers was that they had to find fault in order to justify their own existence. Whatever you drew or painted, they invariably suggested some kind of alteration, usually spoiled the picture for you. They destroyed creativity, you were merely reproducing their ideas. So you were left with a feeling of frustration. Mostly the class consisted of raw amateurs, just there to pass the time. Kate did not need people.

“Man is gregarious by nature,” he went on. “Like ducks. Living alone is fighting against Nature. I know, I’m on my own, too.”

Kate was on her guard. She didn’t want a man. The doctor was small. Like her father. Like the rapist. And Paul.

“I like being alone, too,” his expression was whimsical, “I’ve learned to cope. I’m a survivor, if you like. But it would be wrong of me to give you my technique because I don’t believe that being a loner is a good thing. All right, if you insist you like it, then there’s not much I can do to dissuade you, it would be hypocritical of me. I suggest, though, that you get out as much as you can, exercise and eat more sensibly. In the meantime,” one of his sudden changes of mind, a fast turnaround back to his desk, a flourish of his ballpoint, “I’ll give you something to make you sleep.” He tore a sheet off his pad, handed it to her. “Throw the others away, flush them down the toilet.”

She stood up, felt a fleeting sense of dizziness, that all too familiar tingling of her nerves. Nowadays small men always did that to her, a doctor was no exception. She found herself wondering whether or not he was circumcised. In this case, it wasn’t likely to make any difference to her. It was a compelling thought all the same.

“I want to see you in a week or ten days,” he turned to make a note in his diary. “That’s an order, if you haven’t shown up I shall send you an appointment.” He smiled disarmingly. “Good luck with the ducks, and don’t go feeding them white bread. I like ducks, too, you know.”

Kate glanced at the prescription on her way to the chemist’s. She wondered if Temazepam would give her nocturnal respite from her obsession.




12.

Maurice Gee’s body weight had maintained a miserable 112 lbs since adolescence, his puny frame had made him the butt of innumerable ‘six stone weakling’ jokes all his life.

In fairness, he had strived to put on weight and had invested in a bodybuilding course. His microscopic muscles had tautened but it had made no appreciable difference to his physique. Beneath his staid, shiny office suit the change was not noticeable.

He decided to eat more. Food became an obsession but still he did not gain weight. He ate three meals a day, slowly and fastidiously; during the working week he often did not have time to finish his lunchtime course before resuming his afternoon duties as a telephone operator. He was repeatedly late for work, breakfast was a meal to be savoured at the expense of missing his bus into the city centre. His evening meal lasted from his arrival home until nine o’clock or later.

Which was just one of the reasons why his domineering wife, Barbara, left him within five years of his retirement. That, indeed, was a blow and temporarily deprived him of his second obsession. Sex.

In addition to his frail, sickly build, his pinched features, his oversized nose and hollowed cheeks had not attracted the opposite sex in his younger days. Barbara, too, had seldom been dated by men, her domineering personality, sharp tongue and overweight physique had them seeking a more slimline partner of a more gentle and understanding nature.

It was not love that had brought Maurice and Barbara together, rather a fear of loneliness as they approached their forties. All that they had in common was a love of food; she devoured hers quickly and noisily, became irritated by her husband’s slowness. Sex was a duty to be performed by a wife but not to excess. Maurice’s fondness for it was becoming unhealthy, she decided after ten years. Couples usually lost interest in later middle age, so her mother had once informed her. You had to put up with it for a few years but after that your man didn’t bother a lot. Apparently, this was not the case where Maurice was concerned.

Finally, she could stand his advances no longer and left home to go and live with her ailing sister on the south coast. Barbara Gee made it clear to her gluttonous and sex mad husband that she would not be returning. Marriage had certainly been an experience, one that she could well have done without and would now do her utmost to forget.

So Maurice was left to eat his huge evening meals at his own leisurely pace. He could slurp and break wind without fear of a volatile reprimand. Only one pleasure was lacking in his life. Sex.

It was several months before he mustered up enough courage to go in search of a prostitute. As he did not possess a car, nor was he able to drive one, he went in search of a woman on foot, slunk furtively through the red light area of Barker Street. Soliciting whores occupied doorways, glowing cigarettes denoted a presence in the shadows. He cleared his throat innumerable times until finally a woman stepped out in front of him. That was when he almost turned and fled; the urge which had driven him here in desperation was virtually non-existent.

“Lookin’ for a bit of love?” Loony Liz asked in a raucous voice and laughed.

“Er … I …well, you know …” Maurice regarded her in the light of the overhead streetlamp; she was beautiful by comparison with his ex-wife, he could overlook her slovenliness. In fact, it was an added attraction. All the same he would need time to psych himself up.

“You just come with me, luv, and we’ll ‘ave a good time,” she took his hand, led him down a darkened alleyway.

An arousement wasn’t easy, he kept glancing furtively around him. Something moved in the shadows, made him jump. It was a mangy cat, scavenging for food.

“Money first!” she held out a hand. “A tenner won’t ‘urt you, will it?”

He fumbled for his wallet, spilled some coins, which bounced and rolled. She helped him find them; he thought he heard a clinking noise in the pocket of her frayed coat but wasn’t going to argue over a few ten pences. A crisp tenner, folded neatly eight times, changed hands. Liz unfolded it, stepped back into the light just to check, and seemed satisfied.

That expedition was a disaster from start to finish. For some reason the desired erection eluded him, her fondling, grimy fingers failed to arouse him. She was getting impatient. Frequent footsteps passed by on the pavement a few yards away; she could have made twenty or thirty quid by now.

“You’ll ‘ave to try again another night,” she became exasperated, extricated herself from his embrace. “A lot of blokes ‘ave difficulty the first time.”

But she had refused to refund his fee. The most infuriating aspect of that first abortive mission into the sleazy area of the city was that, upon his return home, he managed to do all the usual things which he did in an attempt to satisfy his lust since his wife’s departure.

In due course, he mastered the technique of whore hunting. He imposed a strict budget upon his pleasures. Once a week, on Tuesday evenings, and he refused to pay more than twenty quid. Liz was cut-price, the cheapest on the beat, but he avoided her from thereon, she held too many memories of failure, she inhibited him.

His preference was big women. Like Barbara. Not that Barbara had been particularly sexual but he had become accustomed to her, his only pleasures had been associated with her voluminous body. Her body odours had been an aphrodisiac. His only means of domination throughout his marriage had been during sex. Which was why he concentrated on the older, overweight slags. They reeked of BO and they didn’t object to his repertoire or deviations.

It was one night in April when he came upon the Big Girl. She didn’t smell, except of heady perfumes, she was smartly dressed in dark attire and much younger than his previous contacts. He almost passed her by because she was likely to be too expensive.

“I only charge a tenner,” she told him, “and you can pay me afterwards.”

Which was a bargain. He wondered if there was a hidden snag; if there was, then he would refuse to pay. So he accompanied her across the stretch of waste ground to the derelict houses beyond, let her take his hand after he had stumbled and fallen. And he was fully aroused by the time they were inside the dank smelling room and the door was scraped shut.

She certainly knew how to titillate a man, her slender fingers were sensuous as she indulged in a variety of foreplay. The sudden flash of torchlight dazzled him momentarily; she seemed to be conducting an examination of his hardness. In all probability she was checking him for cleanliness, she was the kind who would be particular. Which was very considerate of her; it gave a client added confidence.

So far he had not seen her face, it had always been in shadow. Curious, he leaned forward, hoped for a glimpse of it. But in the very second when he might have viewed her features, she switched off the torch. 

A moment of ecstasy; he felt the soft, loose flesh being pulled forward, grunted his delight.

Next moment he was screaming in pain.

Such agony he had never experienced before. Maurice Gee writhed then slumped forward, his fingers instinctively closing over that damaged area of his body. He felt the treacly warmth of fresh blood; its slipperiness prevented him from securing a hold.

Feeling, searching, his first fear was that he was a victim of castration. No, his member was still there, its hardness beginning to soften.

Oh, Merciful God, what had happened to him.

He called out for her, the Big Girl, she surely would not have done this to me, she had no reason to. An accident of some kind, she would help him, she was so kind.

“Are you there?”

No reply. She wasn’t there, he sensed an emptiness, groped it with his blooded fingers but she was gone. Just a shaft of orange street lighting slanting in where she had left the warped door ajar when she had squeezed through it.

“Why, oh, why have you done this to me?”

Just like Ricky Reed, Maurice almost fainted. A roaring in his ears, the slanting light dimmed, brightened again. He stumbled, lurched, somehow made it to the door and managed to force it wide enough to squeeze through. He was bleeding profusely, he felt it on his crotch, his thighs, his trousers fast saturating.

It had not occurred to him that pressure would staunch the bleeding, his hold on his injury was limp, blood dripped steadily as he shambled on an erratic course towards the lighted street. If he could make it to there, somebody would help him. A passer-by, a kerb-crawler or a prostitute would call an ambulance, surely.

Somehow he made it out on to the street. His vision blurred, a red streaked fog through which he saw figures standing at intervals like guards on sentry duty. He could not make out whether they were male or female, he didn’t care. He had to steady himself against a wall, bowed his head. He heard footsteps coming towards him. Thank God.

“Lookin’ for me, feller?” A coarse woman’s voice. “I can fix you up, all right. Cheap if you don’t mind the décor.” She laughed.

“Please …” he straightened up, turned towards her, still holding himself. “Look!”

Through the crimson mist he saw her recoil from him, throw up her hands. Then she turned to run, screaming all the way.

“Please … come back,” he croaked after her, somehow found the strength to break into a stagger.

Up ahead he saw other figures turn to flee, heard the clicking of their heels along the pavement. A mass terror-stricken stampede as they fled from this bleeding ghoul which had materialised out of the shadows. A prostitute’s nemesis heralding the Night of Reckoning.

Then they were gone, leaving him all alone in the deserted street of a whore run, a pathetic cadaver who sank to his knees, both hands pressed to his groin, blood oozing between his bony fingers, dripping steadily on to the concrete.

Maurice Gee groaned softly to himself. He was going to die; he had resigned himself to that. Sobbing, asking for mercy and forgiveness, remembering how he and Barbara used to go to chapel on Sundays. He had sinned in the eyes of the Lord, this was his punishment, the Angel of Death had appeared unto him and circumcised him on the eighth day. He had fornicated and angered his God.

Barbara had been right all along, now it was too late. He just wished that he could see her one last time to tell her.

Then Zipporah took a sharp stone and cut off the foreskin, cast it at his feet and said. Surely a bloody husband art thou to me.

Maurice Gee whimpered, stared in terror up and down the street but the fog before his eyes was too dense for him to see. He covered his face in case she came again, that woman dressed in black who was surely a manifestation of Barbara, come to circumcise him just as Zipporah had done to her own in biblical times.

No, please, I repent. Forgive me for what I have done.

Then the blackness closed in on him and he slumped forward into the gutter.




13.

Rarely did Detective Sergeant Jason Ford show any sign of outward emotion. That had been one of his wife, Serena’s, on-going complaints throughout their marriage. His temperament transcended calmness, his stoicism was infuriating in a domestic crisis. On duty, out of earshot, his colleagues referred to him as ‘Robot Cop’.

Tonight, he was clearly shocked for maybe five to ten seconds. Ted Arnold saw his colleague’s expression in the glare of the patrol car’s headlights and his flesh went cold. If Ford was disturbed then that was one good reason for remaining behind the wheel. His thoughts switched to Amanda Chapman’s killer, they hadn’t caught him yet.

Even so, corpses never affected Ford. So this one had to be really bad.

Ford had spotted the body lying in the gutter, grunted to Arnold to stop: it was probably a drunk, a dropout meths drinker. They would lift him on to the pavement, sit him up against a wall, leave him to sober up in his own time.

Arnold had drawn up to the sprawled figure, his companion had got out. And that was when routine had become an emergency.

Ford had rolled the body, stooped over it. And when his head turned back towards the car the colour had drained from his features. A mouthed grunt; it meant he needed assistance. And that was bad.

“Radio Casualty,” Ford was not one to explain, words wasted time. “Tell ‘em we’re on the way with a mutilation. He’ll need emergency surgery, a transfusion.”

“Why … what …” Arnold found himself standing back. There was a pool of blood beneath the figure when Ford lifted it. Already it might be too late. Road accidents were daily routine, you accepted carnage. Only when kids got killed did it get to you. But this was something much more terrible. Not just the blood, something you didn’t understand because you hadn’t met with it before.

“Hurry. Get him in the back.”

Ted Arnold’s skin crawled, he found himself recoiling from the bloodied flesh that sagged out of the guy’s fly, tried not to think how it might have happened. The man was light, either of them could have managed to lift him on their own. They laid him across the rear seat, Ford went inside with him.

“What the fuck happened?” Arnold drove between parked vehicles, switched the beacon and siren on. 

“Circumcised,” Ford was trying to staunch the blood with a bandage from the first aid box. “And I’d guess it ain’t official.”

Anything out of the ordinary was bad medicine in the Barker Street area.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Ford was impatient but he didn’t know it as he waited in the ward sister’s office. He didn’t need to keep checking his watch because he knew the time. He didn’t fidget because that was a waste of energy. He just sat staring at the emulsioned wall, when Maurice Gee was fit to be questioned, they’d tell him. Until then he would just wait.

His expression was blank but he hadn’t switched off. He went back over the known facts from the time they had first found the assault victim. Maurice Gee; aged 55; separated pending a divorce; telephone clerk; no record. Found circumcised. You don’t confuse facts with theories.

Ford had stayed on at the hospital, there was something about this business that intrigued him. If it was worthwhile the chief would give him the case.

9.22 am. The detective had been here nine hours, a hospital orderly had given him two bulletins. They’d see if he was fit to talk.

“You can go on now, Sergeant,” the grey-haired sister had a disapproving expression on her rotund features. “Mister Gee has regained consciousness but he’s very weak. I can’t let you stay with him more than ten minutes.”

A nod was a sign that the officer had heard and understood. He followed the other down the corridor, flared his nostrils at the overpowering smell of disinfectant, passed through the door that she held open for him, heard it swing shut behind him. The tiny single ward reminded him of the interrogation room back at HQ.

The man in the bed looked pathetically small and wasted, a corpse that somehow managed to open its eyes. The expression in them was one of terror.

“I’m a police officer, Mister Gee.”

The other stirred. Ford read guilt in those eyes; he had seen it often enough to recognise it. The lips moved but no sound came from them.

“Can you hear me?”

The faintest of nods.

“Can you speak?”

A whispered, “Yes.”

Christ, what a fucking creature. Contempt, but Ford pushed it away. This job had no place for emotion. “What happened? Can you tell me?”

“Girl. A big girl.” The voice tailed off.

“You were hunting prostitutes.” A statement, not a question this time.

No answer.

“We’re not going to charge you.” Because we can’t unless you’re a persistent offender with a car. “Can you give me a description of your attacker?”

It came out falteringly, the size and the dress. Fair hair. He hadn’t seen her face. The place, one of the houses scheduled for demolition back of Barker Street. She hadn’t taken his money, just his foreskin. Ford would go and see if he could find it.

“Time’s up, Mister Ford!” The voice at the door, she wasn’t allowing him a second’s extension.

“I shall need to talk to you again, Mister Gee,” Ford’s parting shot. If the guy was scared then he didn’t have any sympathy for him. Nor for the slut who had cut him. They were as bad as each other, vermin on the city streets.

Ford hoped that Dawson would assign him to the case. He could hit the whores and druggies at the same time; this business was probably connected, anyway.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

If your rank was below DCI the only time you were likely to sit in Detective Chief Superintendent Clem Dawson’s office was for a bollocking. And you needed to have made a big balls-up for it to go beyond the divisional supervisor. Sergeants or constables who trod the third storey landing usually had their arse kicked out of the Force.

Ford was an exception to the rule and his colleagues hated his guts for it.

Dawson’s voice was quiet, you had to lean forward to hear what he was saying, and if you missed something you just hoped you’d get the gist of it later. He seemed to sag in the rotating chair, it squeaked every time he shifted position. The window was always kept closed, the chief didn’t like fresh air, the atmosphere was thick with pipe smoke. A pre-war Erinmore tin occupied a prominent place on the carved mahogany desk; he believed in tradition and old-fashioned virtues. And they were fast rubbing off on his protégé.

“It could be just a one-off,” Dawson came to the point, like the younger man he didn’t bother with a lead-up, “at the moment we’re not giving it priority. These guys ask for what they get, I’ve got no sympathy whether it’s VD or Aids except when other folks get infected. All the same, we’d like to know the motive behind it. You’ve interrogated Gee?”

Ford nodded, told him. “He just picked up a girl, one smarter than your usual Barker Street slag. She didn’t take his money, just circumcised him.”

“Crazy. If she is crazy she might do it again. If it’s revenge for something, she’ll let it go at that. For the moment, treat it as an extra assignment but not at the expense of the rest. Drugs and prostitution are top of our list, I just wonder if there’s a link, rival gang warfare, a revenge mutilation”, he shrugged his shoulders, “I’d like to know. Maybe we never will.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Not me and Arnold. Me.

“We had to ease up on the purge,” there was a tinge of regret in the chief’s voice; he needed a confidant.

Not Melton. Nor Fallon. Obliquely they had helped to put the pressure on him. Directly it came from the courts; we can’t cope with any more minor offenders and it’s costing us money. “Play it cool for a bit and we’ll reap dividends,” his lips twitched in what might have been a hint of a smile. “Let ‘em all come back, whores and their clients, then we’ll have to go again, catch ‘em all in the big net. As it is, they’ve gone to ground, working from home.”

Ford nodded, it was expected of him. A subordinate sympathiser, he knew when he was being groomed.

“But I need a man to go in there incognito. I’m taking you off the patrols, you’ve got a free hand. The only person you’re answerable to is me. It doesn’t have to be that obvious, though.” It might have been another knowing smile.

Ford nodded again, his pulses speeded up just a fraction. Neither the DS nor the DCI would like this but they could do fuck all about it.

“I’d like to get this circumciser, see what’s behind it.”

“Me, too. Sir.”

“I don’t think you’re going to find out anything more from Gee. I’ve spoken to his employers; he used to be a model clerk. Since his wife left him he’s become an office sex pest. Nothing out of the ordinary, touching women when he talked to them, innuendoes. He once asked a teenage girl telephonist to go back to his place. He stopped it after he was warned; I guess that’s when he turned to prostitutes. After one or two complaints his bosses gave him a written warning. Could be he’s a sexual deviant, got trying something on with this girl he picked up. Maybe the knife was his, he threatened her and she got it off him, which wouldn’t be hard to do,” this time Dawson smiled fully, “and used it on him. But we can’t get distracted by theories. I’ve put a reporting restriction on the incident. If she’s going to make a habit of it, then we don’t want to scare her off, do we?”

“No way.” Because neither you nor I give a shit about whore hunters’ foreskins.

“Play it your own way, Sergeant.” That was the biggest compliment any DS was ever likely to get from the chief. “Put your reports in through Fallon. If I need you, I’ll call you.” Dawson tapped his pipe out in the ashtray, began teasing a flake of tobacco in the palm of his hand. It was a sign the meeting was over.

“Thank you, sir,” Jason Ford headed for the door. A half glance back into the room as he left; the DCS was poring over a file, did not look up.

Go do your own thing, Sergeant.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Serena was leaving, Ford knew that the moment he let himself into the house. You didn’t have to have made it to a Detective Sergeant with the vice squad to read into the suitcases in the hallway, the coats and jackets draped over them. She didn’t take that much luggage for a dirty weekend. This time she wasn’t coming back.

It didn’t even come as a shock. His wife was upstairs, he could hear her moving about, quick footsteps across the bedroom and back, drawers opening and closing. Just checking that she had not overlooked anything.

He waited in the living room for her to come downstairs, that was the best way. He didn’t want a confrontation. Not even a farewell, it if came to that.

He noted that the leather-cased mantelpiece clock was gone, the one her sister had given them for a wedding present. He’d become fond of it but he wouldn’t argue ownership. Not over anything just so long as she went. Then he heard Serena coming downstairs.

“I’m sorry, Jason,” she stood in the doorway, said what everybody was expected to say in these circumstances.

He did not reply, did not wish to involve himself in an exchange of small talk lies. He wasn’t sorry, either, just relieved that it had all come to a head. He wished she’d done it weeks, months ago; it would all be over and done with by now. He noticed that she was wearing a green two-piece which he hadn’t seen before. He wasn’t going to ask who had bought it for her; she would tell him if she wanted to.

“I’ll contact you with an address and phone number shortly.” When the sting has all gone out of this.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to knock the fuck out of him, whoever he is,” he spoke emotionlessly, the way he always did. “Sorry I can’t give you half the house but it belongs to the Force. They’ll probably move me out into single accommodation.”

“It’s the Force that’s to blame. If you want somebody to blame, Jason. There has to be a particular kind of woman who can stick being married to a copper, not knowing whether he’s going to come home in one piece. Somebody who can sleep on their own and not sit up biting their nails when he’s on nights.”

“Your nails look pretty good to me,” he deliberately focused his gaze on her long, manicured and varnished fingernails. “Mostly I had to get you up when I came in off nights.”

She flushed slightly, said, “I’ve only taken what’s mine.”

He let his eyes rove around, settled on that empty space on the mantelpiece. “I might be late for shifts without a clock.”

“The radio alarm’s by the bedside, five minutes fast, as usual.”

“That’s nice. Give me a bell when you’re ready. You might have problems, I’m going to be out a lot from now on.”

“Much the same as before,” she turned, checked as if to say something, changed her mind and went through to the hallway. He heard her opening the front door, putting her suitcases outside on the step before closing it after her. He found himself listening for a car; he only heard those passing by on the road at the bottom of the drive. She hadn’t even called a taxi, she was going to walk to the station. Or else meet her lover somewhere.

It was the silence that got to him first, the sheer emptiness of a house that was devoid of a ticking clock, no television left to run whilst she attended to a convenience meal in the kitchen. No washing machine whirring and clanking, telling you it was time for a new model. Not that Serena did much of those things anyway, it was just knowing that she wouldn’t be doing them any more that hit you.

He would go downtown later; from now on his routine was his own. A lazy copper could have skived, sat home or gone to the pub, made out he was on a job undercover if word got back to the boss. He could have worked it anyway he’d wanted except that he wouldn’t. Which was why Dawson had picked him out. The boss knew his men better than they knew him. Officers who would work a double shift, if necessary, and not try to book the overtime.

Ford went upstairs, bathed. A psychological cleansing rather than a bodily one. He didn’t take any longer than was necessary, dried himself and got a change of clothes. A suit that was ten years out of fashion, well worn. He even knew how a nine-till-fiver walked, how his mind worked. They were the life’s blood of the prostitution industry. He was looking for a big girl.

Provided what Maurice Gee had said was true.

Ford was downstairs choosing an overcoat to match when the phone rang. He let it ring six times before he decided to pick it up. It was too soon for Serena to be calling him yet. He didn’t expect to hear from her within the week.

It was Fallon. The DCI sounded pissed off, that was probably because the chief had been briefing him, overriding the pecking order. Sorry if I’ve disturbed you, Sergeant, but these days I don’t know whether you’re on or off duty. If the bloody boss is delegating then he should bell you himself. I’m only ringing you because those are my instructions, otherwise I’d be more than happy not to have you on the job.

“Yes?” Ford’s brusqueness checked the caller, had him holding off.

Words that didn’t register at first because subconsciously Jason Ford had hoped it would be Serena. I’ve changed my mind, can you come and pick me up because the suitcases are too heavy to carry all the way back again? No such fucking luck.

Just information, not even a recall from off-duty. This is what I’ve been told to tell you, you can please your bloody self whether or not you do anything about it. The DCS says that you have to know. I’m only passing the message on. Here it is.

Ford stiffened, forgot all about his marital problems. Suddenly he didn’t have any time to brood over them. Right now it would not have made any difference whether Serena had gone or not. She certainly would not be figuring in his plans for the next few hours. The Chief had called him, via the divisional supervisor. Get downtown and see what the hell’s going on. The duty DC’s had picked a guy up on Bird Street. Somebody had circumcised him.




14.

Kate had gone to the park just after midday. Not to sketch although she carried a sketchpad under her arm. Not because it was warm and sunny, she would have gone even if it had been raining.

She went because of a direct afterthought concerning last night. False hopes that had been rudely shattered in the kitchen shortly before Paul had returned. For perhaps a quarter of an hour, the time it took her to run home from her most recent vantage point half way down Bird Street, she was ecstatic. Euphoric. Everything pointed to her having found the man she was hunting at the third attempt, her quest for revenge had been fulfilled. Even had that wild hope been realised, she doubted whether she could have stopped. Her lust for human flesh became insatiable; it transcended a rapist and a father who had abused his young daughter.

The voice, cultured, heavy with lust, moaning pleasurably as she had stroked him, stalled for time whilst she confirmed her electrifying suspicion. Had Doctor Whittaker checked her blood pressure from that moment onwards when she had switched on the torch then, in all probability, he would have summoned an ambulance.

The size, the shape, were right. Skin that was long and pliant, threatened to slither from between her forefinger and thumb as she pushed it right back, pulled it forward, held it at full stretch.

Triumph and anger mingled, then she cut, two half moons that met like she was peeling an apple; so precise, so swift. She felt the foreskin come away even as the blood began to pour. His screams were a symphony that followed her all the way home, still echoed in her brain as she tipped the bloody contents of the polythene bag out onto the draining board.

Only then was Kate aware that she had made a mistake.

The flesh didn’t wrinkle in that peculiar flowered shape the way it should have done. She pulled it, stretched it; it wasn’t as long as she had earlier believed although she knew that she had sliced through the full extent of the tautness; she had not made an error of judgement in the torchlight, she had been biased, created her own illusion. She had seen what she wanted to see, convinced herself that she had found that which she was seeking. And she had been wrong.

Her victim was the correct species but the wrong man. Oh, Jesus Shit.

Despair. She had just bottled and stored her latest grisly acquisition when Paul came into the flat. Kate went straightaway through into the bedroom. Even he was safe tonight.

She could go on circumcising forever and still not find her man. The chances of him picking her up must run at a million to one; he probably didn’t go cruising, he just raped. City rapes ran at an average of two or three a week with only a 30% detection and arrest success rate. Depressing facts and figures, the more so right now.

She was reaching out for her pills when the idea hit her, sent the plastic bottle toppling to the floor. She did not retrieve it at once, she needed to think before her brain was blanked out. She saw a faint light at the end of her tunnel of hopelessness. It began to glow more brightly.

The unknown man had raped her in the park, so might he not return there in search of another victim? If he did and she just happened to be there, all alone on that old tree stump …

I do apologise.

Now that was strange, the entrance gates were chained and padlocked. Kate tried to remember what day of the week it was, her latest tablets fogged her memory for a while in the mornings. Wednesday or Thursday, it did not matter which, there was no obvious reason for closing the recreation park. It was supposed to be open from 9 am till dusk, seven days a week … except for one day each year, she vaguely remembered reading something about that in the Herald, a 24 hour closure once in every 365 days was required by law in order that the council’s right of ownership be maintained. Just her bloody luck that that day had to be today.

The warden locked the gates every evening but it didn’t keep out the vandals. They went in over the railings, an easy climb; security was merely academic. Kate held back a second, was there any point in her scaling the fence? It wouldn’t stop a rapist and if he found a solitary woman inside then there was no way anybody would be able to come to her aid.

Within seconds she had dropped down on the other side, rustled her way through the rhododendrons, impervious to the stench and touch of starling droppings. A thrill coursed through her powerful body, she fingered the handle of the hobby knife in the pocket of her jeans; willed him to come to her today. In broad daylight there could be no mistake.

She emerged from the thicket, saw the old stump immediately in front of her. Her approach had brought her right upon it, just as it had her attacker that day. She had trodden the same path down which he had crept stealthily. She quivered with near-orgasmic excitement. Bring him to me today. A prayer to a God who did not exist.

The ducks were quacking; a different note, a protest rather than the alarm call which they had uttered that day when the boys were throwing at them. Unrest, disagreement but not amongst themselves. Her eyes roved the expanse of water and at the far end she saw the geese.

A flock of Canadas, there must have been fifty of them, big black, white and grey birds sailing majestically, long necks outstretched. An occasional honk, they had found a half loaf of bread which somebody had thrown into the water yesterday, had driven the mallards and hybrids off their expected food.

Kate groaned in dismay. The geese had been here last year, had stayed about a month, nomadic birds which moved from lake to lake, usurped the domains of the ducks. And when ducklings hatched next month the geese would drive off the protective mother, peck and drown her offspring. Nature’s law, the survival of the biggest and fittest, the bullies ate, their victims either starved or moved on elsewhere in search of food.

Damn it, that was going to screw her sketching, not that she had come here to draw seriously today. One couldn’t sketch frightened and angry mallards; the picture wouldn’t come out right. She thought about drawing the geese, changed her mind. Because she didn’t like geese, they were aggressive.

It unsettled her, spoiled her sense of anticipation. She had thought on the walk here how marvellous it would be to take her attacker’s flesh with the ducks looking on, listen to his screams with their quacking in the background. She had almost gone back home for her portable tape recorder; she was glad she had not bothered; it wouldn’t be any use now.

But the geese wouldn’t stop him coming, wouldn’t notice anything any different.

Somebody was coming.

She heard vehicles on the main road, way behind the rhododendrons; engines idling, she smelled exhaust fumes. The rattling and clinking of a chain, the clanking and scraping of iron gates being dragged open. Engines revved; cars were driving into the park.

NO VEHICULAR ACCESS. They weren’t allowed to drive in here. But they were and there was no way that Kate would be able to stop them. She lay full length on the sawn off tree bole and waited for them to come into view.

A convoy of four vehicles; she recognised the leading one as a Range Rover, the makes of the others didn’t matter. Suffice that they were cars and that they were pulling off the cinder track, parking side by side on the grass. What the hell was going on.

The engines died, men were getting out. She counted them, a total of twelve. There was something about their attire that was ominous, the predominance of brown and green cammowear, caps to match, two of the strangers wearing Barbour jackets. Three dogs spilled out from the back of the Range Rover, two black Labradors and a Springer Spaniel, leaping about in excitement. One of the men leashed them.

Now the were reaching guns from out of the cars, fastening cartridge belts around their waists; laughing and joking. Kate pressed herself flat on the rough wooden surface, they had the appearance of a band of guerrillas about to stage an ambush.

Which was exactly what they were preparing to do.

They spread out, formed a half moon line, walking steadily in the direction of the waterline. Guns were loaded; she heard the metallic snap of breeches being closed.

Ducks and geese began to swim towards the advancing humans. The birds equated people with food, visitors came in their dozens at weekends to scatter bread upon the water, the first there ate the most. Rivalry between large and small birds was forgotten; there would be plenty for all. Quacking, honking, bunching together. Waiting in anticipation of bread in all shapes and sizes, slices and chunks, baps and whole loaves.

The men had halted, their guns were raised to their shoulders, barrels trained on the mass of plumages; black, white and grey, bottle green heads and blue wing markings.

Suddenly Kate understood. No, oh, please, no!

She had read about it in the Observer last week. Hundreds of Canada geese were being culled in London due to environmental damage to Battersea Park and Wandsworth and Tooting commons; the birds stripped vegetation and polluted the edges of the lakes. In the capital the councils had granted special Environmental Department licences for the birds to be shot at night. In the provinces there was less need for secrecy.

Farmers on the outskirts of suburban areas complained of grain losses due to grazing by the flocks, which flew to and from the urban lakes daily to feed. Conservationists had protested at the proposed cull but the council of this very city had forestalled any opposition; they had closed the parks and sent in the guns like daytime commando raiders. The killing would be over before anybody realised it had begun.

She stared in horror, tried to shout a warning to the birds but managed only a frightened gasp.

The man in the centre of the semicircle of marksmen raised a hand. Barrels were aligned on stretched necks; fingers took the first pressure on triggers.

“Fire!”

A deafening barrage of shots, a mighty explosion that vibrated the enclosed area. Kate screamed, closed her eyes, pressed her hands to her ears but there was no way that she could shut out the shotgun salvo.

Alarmed honking and quacking, furious wingbeats as the survivors slapped the shot-streaked surface of the lake in a desperate bid to take off to a place of safety. A furious flapping of wounded birds.

Kate opened her eyes because she had to see, had to know what atrocity these strangers with guns had committed. Oh, God it was awful.

The more fortunate ducks and geese were streaking away, attempting to gain height. Shot-pricked birds were planing down like bombers and spitfires from an enemy air raid. Dead birds floated on their backs on the water, wounded ones flapped round in circles. The surface was covered with feathers of various hues.

More gunfire. The men were shooting at injured birds, attempting to put them out of their misery. A Canada goose withered under a shower of lead shot, honked piteously but still swam out towards the centre of the lake. In the distance another goose planed away from the departing group, thumped down on the grass beyond the opposite shore; it stood up, began to walk away.

A ceasefire. Now the dogs were unleashed, racing for the water’s edge. One of the Labradors seized a dead goose, began to drag it back towards its masters. The spaniel was struggling with a wounded bird, wincing at the powerful wings that slapped it, the blows becoming weaker by the second.

Two of the men had returned to the Range Rover, were unloading an inflated rubber dinghy and a pair of oars. Those birds, which were too far out for the dogs, would be retrieved. The injured would be despatched, the dead would be taken away, plucked and dressed, roasted and eaten.

Kate wept, not for the geese, although she would not have inflicted cruelty upon them, but for the few ducks which had been caught in the crossfire. Ducks which she knew, had fed, whose images adorned the paintings in her flat. Alive one second, dead the next. Their immortality existed only with herself.

“You bastards!” She stood up, shouted. A man looked round, turned away again. A professional culler, he was immune to abuse, he expected it, ignored it.

“You fucking Gentile!”

He looked up again, heard her and stared in bewilderment. Then he went back to the task of helping his companion to carry the dinghy down to the lake.

Kate experienced an almost uncontrollable urge to rush down the grassy incline towards the men, to take them one at a time in the way she had already taken three; to collect trophies as they had, to gloat over them. For a different reason this time. For the ducks.

Only their numbers prevented her, they would have overpowered her, called the police. Not only had they killed but with their gunfire they had warned off the very man who otherwise might have come here in search of different prey.

In many ways her disappointment was worse than that of last night. Because she did not think she could ever come to this place again. Her plan to offer herself as her own decoy had been killed as swiftly and as surely as had been the birds on the lake.

But she knew, even in the depths of her sadness and anger, that her hunger for male flesh was stronger than ever. It was totally insatiable. Today had proved that to her beyond all doubt.




15.

Ford had broken all the rules. During interrogations two officers must be present; there was just himself. A WPC must be in attendance during the questioning of a female suspect; the vice squad did not have any WPCs and he wasn’t going to call one down from the main police station. All interviews had to be taped; he didn’t switch the machine on.

Fallon would report him to the chief for his blatant disregard of the rules. That was fine. Dawson would turn the proverbial blind eye because he’d told this man to go it alone, play it his way. And, anyway, Loony Liz wouldn’t lodge a complaint.

So Ford knew that he was on safe ground. This time, anyway. Liz was crazy as they came, once she had stripped off in public, not even as a protest against police harassment of prostitutes; just because she felt like it. She’d been fined fifty quid with a tenner costs. She was unpredictable. Which was why he had to talk to her alone.

He left her in the interview room with a cup of tea for twenty minutes, civilised treatment that went against the grain. It would give her time to settle, if her level of intelligence went as far as that. Likewise, he had to adjust to a new approach, had to bury his hatred and contempt for a slag off the streets. Or, at any rate, hide it.

He needed her co-operation, a starting point. It wasn’t going to be easy, not after more than fifty court appearances, at least half of those directly attributable to his own efforts.

Ford had a file on the latest mutilation. Les Weston, self-employed building contractor. Age 32, married with 2 kids. Like Gee, he’d live, the DC’s on patrol had found him in time, rushed him straight to the hospital. Ford smiled wryly to himself; how the hell did you explain to your missus that you’d lost your foreskin at the pub with your mates.

But alibis and excuses weren’t Jason Ford’s problem. This unknown female circumciser was. And Liz was as good a starting point as any.

“Don’t worry, I’m not pressing charges,” he sat down at the small table opposite her. Maybe the sparse, unfriendly surroundings of this cubicle were not the best place to win a whore’s confidence. “I just want a chat with you.”

Her vacant expression changed to a toothy smile. Charges didn’t bother Liz, they were a way of life, an occupational hazard. She smelled strongly of BO and unchanged clothes. Christ, you had to be desperate even on a dark night.

“Where were you last night, Liz, around midnight?”

“Where I mostly am that time o’ night, Barker Street. Waitin’ for me boyfriend.”

“Not Bird Street?”

“No.” She didn’t lie, she had not the guile.

“I see. You’ve got a lot of boyfriends, haven’t you?”

She grinned. “Yes, they love me.”

“Did you see or hear anything unusual?”

She stared, her expression was puzzled. “Like what?”

“A man screaming. Or a woman, a big woman, dressed in dark clothes?”

“There were a lot of girls about last night. Prostitutes, I don’t ‘ave nothin’ to do with them. No, I didn’t see or ‘ear anything that springs to mind.”

He nodded, satisfied. Liz always claimed her innocence, probably believed it, too. Boyfriends rather than clients. As daft as a fucking brush! All the same, he knew she would have told him if there had been anything untoward. See, I’m clever, Mister Ford, I don’t miss nothing.

She added as an afterthought, her eyes narrowing, “You mean did I see anybody who might’ve been Amanda Chapman’s murderer?” For Loony Liz that was a shrewd guess.

“Not altogether, it’s a woman I’m looking for right now but any lead on Amanda’s killer would be welcome, too. Let’s forget about that for the moment, though, because right now we’ve got another problem.”

She stared, curious. “It ain’t safe for women to walk the streets alone until you’ve caught ‘im. What else is goin’ on?”

“You’ve got a lot of boyfriends, haven’t you Lizzie?” It needed an even friendlier approach.

“Lots,” her yellowed teeth were on full display again.

“Do you have any preference for circumcised or uncircumcised lovers?”

Her forehead wrinkled, she stared in blank amazement. “Eh? What’re you on about, Mister Ford? What’s that mean?”

Jesus Alive, was she thick! He controlled his impatience, and when he spoke it was like a teacher addressing a class of primary first years. “Let me explain. Some men have their foreskin cut off, that’s called circumcision. Others haven’t. Which do you prefer when you’re … making love?”

“Can’t say that I’ve ever noticed. I didn’t know nothin’ about that. Sommat new, is it?”

“No”, he shook his head. “Older than the bible.” And for Christ’s sake don’t ask me what the bible is.

“What do they do that for?” At least he had aroused her interest, a basic curiosity.

“A number of reasons. Religion. Hygiene, that means cleanliness. The woman we’re after is doing it to men for kicks, we think. Are there any new girls on the job downtown?”

“Dunno. Like I said, I don’t ‘ave nothin’ to do with the prostitutes, Mister Ford.”

“All right, you’re not a prostitute,” he glanced heavenwards, “you just have loads of boyfriends.”

“That’s right. And they all give me presents. It’s only the police who think I’m a prostitute. They should give me back all the money they’ve fined me by rights.”

“I believe you,” he lied.

“That’s nice. Really nice, Mister Ford.”

“I’d like you to help me, Lizzie.”

She was suspicious again; you didn’t help the police in case it was a trick. “Why should I help the police after what they’ve done to me? They haven’t caught Amanda Chapman’s killer yet. He might kill me next. Then I wouldn’t be able to help anybody.”

“We’ll get him but, personally, I don’t think you’ve got anything to fear yourself Lizzie,” because Amanda was a beautiful girl, whatever else, the killer had taste, even amongst whores. “But it’s me I want you to help. Forget the Police.”

“You’vearrested me lots of times, Mister Ford.” A direct accusation.

“It seems I was wrong because you’re not a prostitute after all. You just have lots of generous boyfriends.”

“That’s right,” she was smiling naively again. “Are you married, Mister Ford?”

“Yes.” Technically. His expression never altered.

“That’s a pity, ‘cause I think you’re really nice. I wish you were one of my boyfriends.”

“Thank you, I’ll remember that if I ever get unmarried, Lizzie.”

“Most of my boyfriends have wives at home.”

“Do they now? Look, will you help me? Please.”

“What do you want me to do?” Her eyelids lowered.

“Nothing very difficult, I can assure you. I just want you to keep your eyes and ears open. We know what she does but not why she does it. We don’t know who she is, only that she dresses in dark clothing and she has fair hair, tied up in a ponytail. Nobody has seen her face but we reckon she’s in her mid to late twenties, a big girl. Big, not fat. We have to find her.”

“Why does she cut off men’s foreskins, Mister Ford?”

“Christ alone knows! Maybe she’s got a taste for them, eats them like sweetbreads.” He tried to make a joke of it but it came over obscene. “Or just collects them. Or perhaps she’s doing it for revenge, a prostitute with a grudge, leaving her mark to scare men out of the red light area. She could even be doing that to get her own back on other tarts, ruining their trade. That’s what I need to find out. Once I’ve caught her.”

“Why doesn’t she just kill them?”

“A good point.” Out of the mouths of simple whores came logic. “I don’t know the answer to that one, either. But, will you help me?”

“I might. I don’t know. Why should I?”

“Just because you like me.”

“I didn’t used to.”

“You do now, though.”

“I wish you weren’t married, Mister Ford,” she let out a loud sigh. Then she giggled, “And I wouldn’t expect you to give me presents, either, Mister Ford.”

Ford’s mouth went suddenly dry.

“All right, I’ll help you. On one condition.”

“What’s that?” He was on his guard, wary. His negotiability had its limits.

“That you’ll tell me straight away if you get unmarried.”

“It’s a deal.”

“That’s fine.” She giggled again. “And if I see this girl, how do I tell you? I don’t like phoning police stations.”

He reached a notepad out of his pocket, scribbled in it, tore out the page. “Here, that’s my home number. If I’m not there, keep phoning until you get me. Understand?” It was risky letting her have his home telephone number but it was the only way. In this business you didn’t trust people, you just took chances. Calculated ones.

“I’d love to phone you, Mister Ford.”

“Fine, but only if you see this woman. No false alarms. Right?”

“Right.”

“Good.” He stood up, the confined atmosphere smelled decidedly unpleasant.

“Mister Ford?”

“Yes?” He was holding the door open for her.

“What did you say they called it, doing what this woman does to these blokes?”

“Circumcising.”

“Are you circumcised, Mister Ford?” She wasn’t smiling any longer, her big eyes were fixed on him, waiting for an answer as if it was the most important thing in the world to her.

“Why do you ask that, Lizzie?”

“’Cause I’d like to know.”

A little shiver ran all the way up his spine. “As a matter of fact, I’m not,” he said and held his breath as she pushed past him.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

The chief was giving this case priority. Secretly Jason Ford resented the fact that Melton had briefed Arnold and the eight DCs. Routine, of course, a procedure that had to be followed. But Dawson was still giving him a free role, he would have told him if he wasn’t.

A one-off mutilation might just have gone on file, with a routine investigation. Two became serious. No longer was it possible to impose restrictions on the Press; you could cover up for so long, after that the public mistrusted you for withholding information, which might be dangerous to their welfare. Even prostitutes’ clients were entitled to police protection.

Privately, Ford admired this circumciser, whoever she was. He knew that Clem Dawson did, too. But they were both policemen, their opinions didn’t count, they had a job to do. She had to be caught.

Already the Observer had christened her; two of the more sensational tabloids had filched that pseudonym. It had become a household name overnight.

They called her The Black Mantis.




16.

The Temazepams made Kate sleep but they did not spare her the dreams. The nightmares were a thousand times worse because, even at the height of her terror, she was not able to wake from them. Trapped within herself, she writhed, screamed and sobbed. There was no escape. She had to go with them. Right the way until morning when she awoke shaken and exhausted, crying her relief because they had only been figments of her subconscious.

They were always about the ducks in the park. Never anything else.

The men were back with their dogs and guns, stalking the water’s edge with a renewed lust for killing. The Canada geese had long gone, the survivors had the sense to keep away from here after that first massacre. But the mallards and hybrids had flown back, brought with them ducks from off the suburban ponds and streams; feathered lemmings arrived for the slaughter. Their numbers had doubled; the next inevitable barrage of lead would be devastating.

Kate lay on that tree stump forced to watch, unable to move. She screamed a warning to the birds but their greed blinded them to caution. They dabbled, squabbled, gorged on the soggy bread that had lured them here. Eat, for today we die.

Her hands were pressed tightly over her ears in dreaded anticipation of the gunshots but nothing could spare her, the deafening, brain-blasting atmosphere stank of burned gunpowder, the acrid smoke seared her lungs. She coughed and cried. And screamed again.

The water was littered with dead ducks, blood splashed bellies uppermost as the slain floated ignominiously. They were the lucky ones, spared the pain of pellet-peppered bodies. None flew away this time; such had been the concentrated fire on those closely packed birds.

The wounded were many; some flapped feebly, others beat never-ending circles with one unbroken wing. Blue and green plumage was streaked scarlet; blinded bloodied eyes, paddles that were snapped and unable to propel them out to a place of temporary, lingering agonised safety in the centre of the lake.

The men kept their dogs leashed, made no attempt to retrieve and despatch the injured this time. They just stood there with smoke spiralling upwards from their warm gun barrels, watching and laughing. Gloating. Then they walked slowly back to their parked vehicles, abandoned the dead and the dying, oblivious of Kate’s hysteria, her screamed abuse at them.

Tomorrow they would come again, and the day after, too. There would always be ducks to slaughter. The warm weather would decompose the dead flesh, the spring air would be rancid with the stench of rotting corpses. The killing would go on and on.

Paul had tried to force his way into the bedroom but the bolt had denied him access. Had there been a telephone in the flat then he might had summoned a doctor. But they were just nightmares, everybody had them.

But not night after night.

“Just leave me alone, I’ll be okay!” A distraught Kate had yelled at him. “I don’t want you in my bedroom, Paul.” For your own safety.

“You’re ill,” he insisted, “on the verge of a nervous breakdown. You can’t go on like this.”

“It’s the new pills,” she pushed him away forcibly. “I’ll go and see the doctor again, get him to change them. Then I’ll be fine.”

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Doctor Whittaker did not seem surprised to see Kate again so soon. She had the impression that he might even have been expecting her today. So kind, he led her to the couch, seated himself at his desk. As least, he understood and that was more than you could say of the other doctors. A cursory diagnosis and prescribed pills were not his quickie solution to the problem.

“It isn’t the tablets,” he wrote on her file whilst he talked. “They’re doing what they’re supposed to do, knocking you out. The nightmares are a separate issue. A symptom. I need to find the cause.”

“It was the cull that did it,” she told him of the slaughter, spared both him and herself the awful details. “I was fine until then.”

“You weren’t,” he smiled, took off his glasses and polished them meticulously. “It just happened at an unfortunate time. The shooting, I mean. It triggered off the rest.”

“It was awful.”

“Yes, but necessary. Not just for the sake of visitors whose children tread in the goose droppings around the lake and contract diseases, or the farmers who have their grain crops grazed off, but for the birds themselves. Interbreeding creates abnormalities. Cull the weaklings and you produce a healthy breeding stock.”

“You sound like Hitler,” she said.

“He would certainly have bred a super race, there’s no doubt about that. But we are a civilised society so the idea is repugnant to us. I’m quoting facts, not morals. The same applies to animals and birds. Deer are culled for their own good whether or not you approve of bloodsports. We, the human race, have our misfits, both physically and mentally. Which is why we are a sick society. We can but try to segregate the mentally sick by putting them into hospitals. Those with criminal tendencies we lock away in prisons. Logically, society would benefit if they were destroyed. Alas, this cannot be done so we have to suffer the consequences. A perfect world is a fallacy, we have to make the best of the one we know. Man’s curse is his genes; the good or evil is passed on to his offspring’s. One or the other will predominate. Phobias will survive, loneliness incubates them. Would you care to tell me about your own parents?”

“They’re split up,” Kate answered. “I was going to visit my mother at Easter, changed my mind. I always change my mind, put it off. Christmas, perhaps, but I’ll put it off again I expect.”

“Do you know why?”

“Because … we’d get talking about my father, that’s why.” The answer came easily, she had not realised before why she had constantly postponed visiting her mother. Not just the memories but because her mother was an integral part of her unhappy childhood. A triangle that incorporated her father. Doctor Whittaker had singled it out, had her talking openly about it.

“Would you have any objection to telling me about your father?”

She told him as if she had come here intending to confide those years of abuse in him. She found herself wanting to tell him.

His expression registered neither surprise nor revulsion, just a sympathetic understanding. She described how it had begun, what her father had made her do and, in turn, what he had done to her.

“Which is why you want your boyfriend to leave. Why you find sex repugnant. It is a perfectly normal reaction. Your safety valve is ducks; you can love them from a distance without an emotional involvement. Painting them is just one way of expressing your love for them. They can’t hurt you. Only when something dreadful happens to them.”

She had to fight back her tears.

“I’m sorry if I’m distressing you,” he came across, sat beside her on the couch. Perhaps only professional caution prevented him from slipping an arm around her. “I’m sorry if you find this painful but I had to get to the root of the matter. I think I’ve unearthed the basic causes. Would you rather we continued another time?”

“No, No, I’ll be all right,” she wiped her eyes with the tissue he handed to her. “I suppose it’s all come as a bit of a shock. I never realised.”

“I’d like to ask you some very personal questions. Do you mind?”

“Of course not,” she managed to smile. “I’ll answer any questions you ask me, they’ve gone a long time unasked.”

“Thank you.” He was pensive as if collating the questions he needed to ask. “Your father, naturally, turned you against sex. Yet you had a sexual relationship with your boyfriend until fairly recently.”

“Only to please him. In the end I couldn’t stand it any longer.”

“Please don’t get the wrong idea,” he smiled, seemed embarrassed, “but I’m trying to get to the root of your problem. I hate having to ask these questions but they’re important if I’m going to understand what is troubling you. Do you have any thoughts or fantasies, not sexual, that excite you, frighten you, even?”

“I’m not quite sure that I understand you, Doctor,” her stomach muscles contracted, an unease gnawed at her.

“I’m sorry if I didn’t make myself clear,” for a moment he was nervous, then he pulled himself together. “Perhaps there is something which frightens or angers you subconsciously but may present itself in a different form. You may not recognise if for what it is. Like your ducks, for example. Think carefully, and don’t be afraid to tell me. Take your time …”

She started, it was like a motor inside her had suddenly been jump-started, burst into life. “There was a film once, a video that Paul hired soon after he moved in. I can’t remember what it was called, I wasn’t watching it properly, just glanced up occasionally. I was painting at the time …”

“Go on.”

“It was one of those nasties. A girl being chased by some hideous guy. You know, the chase goes on and on, pads out the film. Finally he cornered her in the kitchen. She picked up a bread knife, slashed him to ribbons. Sheer gore but it … excited me like I’d never been excited before. I was frightened that Paul might notice so I went into the toilet. I got this feeling that … that I wanted the victim in the film to turn out to be my father. I wanted the girl with the knife to do something awful to him. When I went back into the room the film had finished. I forgot all about it until now. Until you asked me. I never did find out how it ended.”

“Subconscious revenge on your father,” he nodded excitedly. It should have helped you to get it out of your system.

“I’ve been raped since!” She had made up her mind not to tell him, but suddenly it just spilled out as if she wanted to let him know before she changed her mind again. As if she needed to tell somebody.

“When?” He watched her carefully as if he expected her to have hysterics.

“About three weeks ago. In the park. In front of the ducks.” That was the worst part, being humiliated in front of the ducks. “But I don’t want to go to the police.”

“You can tell me in confidence,” this time his hand found hers and squeezed reassuringly.

She told him. In detail.

“Sex is therapeutic,” he said, “but in some cases it can have the reverse effect. You have been unfortunate in having two such instances, child abuse and rape. You rejected your boyfriend and sought solace in your ducks. Unfortunately that, too has become traumatic. Tell me, what were your feelings throughout that rape.”

“Nothing,” she smiled faintly. “Absolutely nothing. I just switched off.”

“You were most fortunate in being able to do that,” he pulled off his glasses, put them back on. “Most women can’t. A relationship usually helps to ease the pain, though.”

“My ducks,” she added in an undertone.

“They help. Quite obviously a sexual relationship would not be good for you at this stage.”

“Too right, it wouldn’t,” she thought guiltily about the foreskins in the cupboard in the bathroom, made a conscious effort in case she was tempted to blurt out about them, too. She found herself wondering again whether or not the doctor was circumcised. He was such a small man.

“I lost my wife just over a year ago,” he spoke suddenly, sadly, averted his gaze. “A year ago at the beginning of this month. Easter week, to be precise. A car accident. Joy riders. They were both uninjured, got off with a fine and a three year ban.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Kate felt guilty about her ducks; they were trivial by comparison.

“I became a loner, too.” He squeezed her hand again by way of commiseration. “I know what it’s like. I didn’t want another relationship, still don’t. I don’t think I could ever settle to one but time will tell. I didn’t have any ducks, though.”

She lapsed into an embarrassed silence.

“It’s no good me changing your tablets,” he became the professional consultant GP again, extricated his hand from hers and returned to his desk. “You need your sleep, whatever. I think perhaps you should start going to the recreation park again, seeing your ducks and painting them. The goose cull is finished, the ducks will be back to normal, get used to seeing them as you used to see them. That way you’ll know that they are unharmed.”

“Thank you, I’ll try to do that,” she stood up, felt slightly dizzy for a moment. He was affecting her because of his small stature. With an effort she dispelled her thoughts. That was crazy thinking.

“I would like to see you again soon,” he made a note on his pad. “Say, next Wednesday. Earlier if you need me.”

“All right.”

“Call me at any time if it gets really bad.”

She hurried from the health centre, headed in the direction of the park. Up above, the sky was clouding over, she thought she felt a rain spot on her face. It didn’t matter, the weather was the least of her worries.

Hurrying, breathless, panicking inwardly in case she found the entrance gates chained and padlocked and … they were wide open, thank God! Beyond the trees she heard the mallards quacking greedily as they devoured the latest offering of waste food cast into the water by well meaning visitors. White bread which would fill them but not nourish them. Tomorrow she would call in at the grocery shop and buy a couple of wholemeal loaves, that was the least she could do for them.

There was nobody else in sight, she had the place to herself. She went straightaway to the tree stump, her vantage point, stretched herself out on it. The hobby knife was in the pocket of her jeans, she did not go anywhere without it these days.

She knew he wouldn’t come today, he might never come. Lightning never struck twice in the same place. It didn’t matter, she just wanted to be alone with her thoughts. Thoughts of Doctor Glen Whittaker that excited her almost to the point of orgasm. He had said that she needed a sexual stimulant, a turn-on. He had given her one and that was terrifyingly exciting. Call me any time if you need me. He was small and she convinced herself that he was uncircumcised. He had to be.

It began to rain, a heavy April shower that saturated her clothing within minutes but she scarcely noticed. And when she became aware of it, she didn’t care. If she dreamed in her drug-induced sleep tonight then the dreams would be different.

So very different.




BOOK TWO - THE DEAD
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Carl Vallance was insignificantly small and slim. You would see a dozen or more Carl Vallances amongst the rush hour commuters on trains and buses, dismiss them with a disinterested glance. Faceless clerks in their forties, formal suits which were marginally fashionable, briefcases which merely contained lunchtime sandwiches because their mortgages denied them the pleasure of even modest eating houses. Nine till fivers, telly addicts, weekend motorists with polished V reg cars in their neat garages; if they did not die young from a coronary then they continued their boring lifestyle in retirement. Just a few had exciting dark secrets. Carl Vallance was one of them.

An accountant with a computer software distributor, he could have afforded to eat out every day. He might have changed his car every three years instead of four. He might have managed a family holiday abroad instead of on the south coast, or a modest hotel instead of camping or caravanning. There were many small luxuries which otherwise would have been possible had it not been for his compulsion.

He had an obsession with prostitutes.

In some ways it was his wife’s fault. He had been 22 and Lynn was 18 when they married. She had found herself pregnant out of wedlock and they had had to marry quickly for the sake of both families’ respectability. In later years Lynn accused him of ‘getting her into trouble’. He countered that she had got herself into trouble because of her ‘nymphomania’. That was when the first cracks began to appear in their marriage.

If she had still had nymphomaniac tendencies then possibly his problem would not have arisen. That was debatable.

Their marital decline was a gradual process. Up until after the birth of their third child she had enthusiastically participated in all her husband’s sexual variations. Nothing was taboo.

Then, with alarming suddenness, all that changed. ‘This’ was dirty, unhygienic, ‘that’ was obscene, gross. Intercourse in excess of twice a week was excessive. Within six months Carl had been with his first prostitute and enjoyed it. He wasn’t really cheating he told himself, Lynn had what she wanted and so did he. It was a kind of compromise.

He did not tell her when he was promoted within the company; the increase in salary was his whoring budget. Nevertheless, even prostitutes became boring after a while.

Contact magazines were all too easy, like shooting a sitting rabbit. There was no sense of adventure, you got the kill without the thrill of the stalk. The idea of a venture into the red light area, a slag in a darkened doorway letting you know her presence by drawing on her cigarette, had his spine tingling. Just the thought was a turn-on.

He didn’t want to risk kerb-crawling, he chose to go on foot. Which was how he came to be in the area in Barker Street and Bird Street that late April evening.

There was a hint of frost in the air, his breath clouded. A girl spoke to him but he ignored her; she was short and fat. Lynn was big and busty. Ultimately, when he found the tart of his choice, he would be screwing with Lynn how she was twenty years ago and they would do all the things they used to enjoy doing, and none of it would be dirty or unhygienic.

He had read the piece in the Observer about the Black Mantis with some amusement. If she existed, and he was sceptical of most newspaper stories, then she certainly wouldn’t be interested in the likes of himself. So when the Big Girl stepped out of an alleyway in front of him, he knew that his luck was in. He couldn’t see her features but, in all probability, she bore a facial resemblance to his wife. He chose to think that she did, anyway.

This was, indeed, his lucky night.

“Got half an hour to spare, darling?” He had spent some time rehearsing his opening line, he liked to sound confident, slick, a guy who knew just what he wanted. So don’t piss me about.

“I’m free at the moment,” Kate’s reply was husky, sexy. “I’ve got a place to go. It’s about ten minutes walk from here.”

“Lead on, sweetheart,” he slipped his hand into hers.

She had changed her venue, that tumbledown row of houses between Barker Street and Bird Street were quoted in the newspaper report. In all probability they were under police surveillance; the old gas works off Gull Street offered basic shelter. It had been closed down after the city’s connection to North Sea gas ten years ago and was still derelict. A hypermarket chain had tried to buy it but there had been planning restrictions; now there were rumours of it being turned into a sports complex. For the time being it could be used for other purposes if you knew how to gain entrance. Kate’s daytime reconnaissance had revealed a breach in the security fencing, a place where you could squeeze through. Once inside, the choice was limitless, there was even an old office, dirty but unchanged. Privacy was guaranteed.

Tonight she had varied her beat slightly, soon it wouldn’t make any difference, the police would scour every street in the red light area. She would need to alter her appearance. So far she had had an unrestricted run. From now on it might become tricky.

Kate glanced at her companion, her skin prickled, she caught her breath. In silhouette, in the half-light, he might have been Doctor Whittaker. No, his voice, his walk, wasn’t right. It was just fanciful thinking. Crazy but exciting. A game that came unprompted, like those she had played at kids’ parties. Pretend. Guess who I am? Actions, an exaggerated mimic that had them all in fits of laughter. Ridiculous guesses, in the end you always had to tell them. Gasps of disbelief, we’d never have known. This guy would never know, she wouldn’t tell them.

“How much further?” Carl was becoming impatient; his libido was running on an all time high.

“Not far now,” she checked her pocket yet again, stroked smooth cold steel. “Just round this corner, in the next street.”

The old gasworks was dark and forbidding, coke was still scattered over the weed-strewn yard, a reminder of a bygone era. Kate found the small side entrance, the door handle hung limp and broken, maybe kids played in here in the daytime.

Her ‘client’ was eager, apprehensive of his surroundings. “I would’ve brought a torch if I’d guessed.”

“I’ve got one.”

“Oh, that’s great.”

The darkness was menacing in there, he could not even make out her silhouette now, just felt her moving round him. Something scraped the concrete floor, it sounded like castors on some piece of furniture. Dust tickled his nostrils; he would sneeze in a second or two.

“Sit down,” it came out as a command, a sudden beam of torchlight showed him an old-fashioned office chair. The torch was extinguished.

“Bit spartan, isn’t it?”

“Better than a stand up job in a draughty alley on a freezing cold night.” She pressed up against him, began to push him backwards.

“I’ve been reading about the Black Mantis,” it was meant as a joke, it came out flat and unfunny.

“Oh, what’s that?”

“Haven’t you heard? Some woman’s going round circumcising her clients.”

“I wouldn’t think that’s a very lucrative trade,” she sounded disinterested, began rubbing him through his trousers. “God, you’re ready, aren’t you?”

“Been like that for the last hour,” he felt her begin to unzip him. “I don’t get it at home.”

She had freed him; her touch was sensuous, feathery fingers sliding up and down him. She stopped suddenly, began pressing, pinching.

“What’s the matter?” Christ, that bloody hurt.

She didn’t reply. Something metallic clinked, he sensed that she was feeling in her pocket, probably searching for a condom.

He heard an intake of breath, it sounded like a muttered curse.

“What’s the matter?” He was beginning to feel decidedly uneasy.

No answer.

She was probably going to take him in her mouth. That was fine, for starters.

She was pulling at him, scraping his tender, pulsing flesh with her sharp fingernails. Now it was his turn to gasp, that was really painful.

“Hey,” he grunted, “are you some kind of sadist? Almost as bad as being caught by that Black Mantis slut. I reckon she’d be in for a bit of a shock if she picked me out!”

The torch was back on again, the sudden bright light dazzling him. In its glare he had a brief glimpse of the prostitute kneeling, bent over him, seeming to examine his arousement with keen interest. Three seconds, maybe four, and then she plunged him back into darkness.

“Like I was saying, I wouldn’t be much good to her because I’m circumcised!”

The sudden shock, the realisation, froze Kate. This was something which she had never considered; naively believing that every man she picked up would have a foreskin ready and waiting for her blade. This one hadn’t, there was no length of surplus flesh to pull taut, slice through.

Oh, Jesus fuck.

She swayed on her knees, thought for a moment that she was going to pass out, she had a man at her mercy, he definitely wasn’t the one she was hunting, that was too much to hope for. That was almost of secondary importance, her lust was overpowering, she was too psyched up just to walk away. Or run. If she stayed then she had to fuck, she had no choice.

The thought of sex was repulsive to her, the idea of fleeing empty handed a bitter disappointment. Anger, frustration, had her trembling violently. In her mind she saw those three trophies back home, the other jars of white spirit waiting to be filled. A sudden idea; her thumb depressed the catch that extended the knife blade, the hand that held it was slippery with the sweat of fear. No! Yes!

“Hey, are you going to do anything or are you going to kneel there all night just holding my …”

Kate didn’t have to make a decision, it was made for her. It was as if the knife in her fingers had taken over, there was nothing she could have done to stop it. The blade pushed downwards, its unerring instinct found the base of that member, cut deep into the soft flesh. Gripping with one hand, pushing with the other, leaning her full weight upon it; slicing, sawing. A fountain of thick, warm liquid jetted into her face, she tasted it on her lips, licked at it. It was in her eyes but in the pitch-blackness it made no difference.

Heady, pulling and cutting; the organ came away with a suddenness that almost threw her off balance. Shouting her triumph, holding her prize aloft, brandishing the hobby knife in her other hand. Somewhere far away, she could only just detect it through the roaring and pounding in her ears, she heard somebody screaming. Cries of pain and terror, an orchestra of anguish serenading her triumph.

She staggered to her feet, ran for the doorway, pawing at her blood washed eyes as she went. Not fleeing, because she had nothing to fear, simply that she craved the privacy of her flat where she could examine her latest prize, gloat over it, savour it. A thought that gave her added strength, speed and stealth, a blood hungry creature of the night flitting through the shadows, clutching its kill. Cradling it to her bosom, oblivious of the blood that soaked into her sweatshirt, grasping it firmly in case it should wriggle free, slither away in the darkness and be lost to her.

An urge to shout aloud what she had done, but caution prevailed. Her instincts were as keen as ever, she dodged into an alleyway so that the headlights of an approaching car would not pick her out, crouching there until it passed her and was gone. Running, walking, stopping every so often to listen, moving on only when it was safe to do so. Until at last she was home.

Carl Vallance struggled blindly to find the doorway in a room where there was only crimson-streaked blackness. Tearing at it with his fingernails, his strength ebbing from him by the second, aware of the blood that jetted from him. His feet slipped in it, he stumbled outside, saw the mesh security fence against the murky orange glow of a city night sky. Somewhere there was a gap, just wide enough to squeeze through. He couldn’t remember exactly where …

Holding on to the wire, pulling himself feebly around the perimeter, letting the sagging fence take his full weight or he would surely have fallen. Bloody step by bloody step, each one slower than the last.

He tried to shout for help, managed only a hoarse, croaking sound. A side street less than a yard away, a row of tumbledown terraced houses, their unlit windows smashed or boarded up. Sheer desolation, waiting to be razed to the ground so that factory units and supermarkets could be built in their place. Nobody walked these streets any longer, there was nothing to come here for.

He heard a car, clung to one last hope, barely had the strength to groan his dismay when it turned off at the far end of the street. Mouthing after it, willing it to come back. But it didn't.

Hanging limply from the galvanised mesh by his fingertips, unable to travel any further. Consciousness was slipping from him, he braced himself for the fall. The pain was gone now, just a numbness that crept upwards until finally he loosened his grip, slid down amidst a clump of dead vegetation.

It parted to receive his body, closed back over it, as if deliberately to hide his awful mutilation.

A few minutes later the police patrol car returned, passed by slowly, and headed on in the direction of Barker Street.
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Any other chief would have gone ape shit, Ford thought. Which was another reason for admiring Clem Dawson. Melton and Fallon were worried, the pressure was on them, but Dawson was outwardly unmoved. The unit could handle druggies and pimps, pull in prostitutes and addicts by the score; murder was routine, par for the course. Circumcisions were almost a joke, the Black Mantis was fast becoming a kind of cult figure who might sort out the red light district. But this was a different ball game.

Dawson took the briefing himself which would surely piss off Melton. Afterwards he would give a press conference. You had to strain your ears to catch his words, you daren’t risk missing anything.

Ford’s eyes had roved the central office just once, done a head count from right to left, beginning with the chief. Melton and Fallon, eight DCs. Arnold and himself. A full complement. Down at police headquarters the CID would be conducting their own briefing, much of a muchness. The two units would work together and yet separately; all information would be collated and processed. It gave Ford a feeling of inconsequence. A few hours ago this had been his case, now it was everybody’s. Every cop on the beat would be utilised, house to house enquiries, mountains of paperwork, the most trivial of leads would be followed up until they were exhausted. Nothing would be overlooked.

He wondered if Dawson would allow him to continue with his previous role. Or would he draft him in on a particular line of enquiry to work with other officers.

The pathologist estimated that Vallance had been dead for a week, that tied up with when his wife had reported him missing. People went missing somewhere every day of the week for a variety of reasons a few turned up, most were never heard of again. Guys left their wives, went off with another woman, started a fresh life; teenagers ran away from home, found jobs and didn’t go back. Only children and women were taken seriously, full scale alerts and searches investigated. But the police weren’t going to waste too much time looking for the likes of Carl Vallance; missing persons listed him, circulated his details to every force in the country.

Some kids off the nearest council estate had found him, gone into the old gasworks to look for a football they’d kicked over the fence. Which wouldn’t look good for the cops on the beat who were supposed to check the place.

It was later that afternoon when the chief phoned down for Ford. Fallon’s expression said, you’re in for a bollocking. That was a strong possibility.

Dawson’s office was thick with Erinmore smoke, he didn’t look up when Ford entered. Ford sat down because he felt foolish standing up like a schoolboy summoned by the headmaster. Dawson continued writing steadily for a full five minutes. Only then did he cap his pen, return it to his inside pocket, lean back on his chair.

He said, “This is the big one.” The way he said it, you knew it was. He would never have made a career for himself on stage. His eyes fixed on Ford, maybe seeing if the other would drop his gaze; he didn’t.

“Nothing’s changed,” Dawson went on, struggled to relight his pipe, spoke with it dangling from his dentures. “It’s still your case. There’s others on it, our chaps and CID, but that won’t alter anything. Don’t let anybody tread on your toes.”

“No sir, I won’t.”

“I’m linking this to the Black Mantis. Privately. Officially, we’re not committing ourselves. Not just yet, anyway. I checked with Vallance’s wife just now, he was circumcised as a child, had problems with his foreskin not retracting. The Black Mantis picked him up, went to circumcise him and found that somebody had beaten her to it. So she took his penis. She took it with her, probably has it in her foreskin collection. She’ll do the same again if the next guy she picks up is already circumcised. It’s murder now, Ford.”

“She won’t stop until she’s caught. The first female serial killer on our patch.”

“Precisely. I phoned the FBI’s Behavioural Science Unit earlier, thought perhaps they might have a profile. They don’t, they have to rewrite the rules. Just two and they don’t help either them or us. A woman known as the Pig Lady at the turn of the century. She lured men to a pig farm, killed them. Recently there was Lee Wuornos, a prostitute who worked the country roads. Men picked her up, drove her to some secluded place for sex and she shot them. All in the torso, and if that didn’t kill them she finished them with a headshot. She murdered five in all. The only thing we can glean from her is consistency, same type of men, same method of killing. Which goes for the Black Mantis. We have to try to establish a motive ...” it was a cue.

“Revenge, maybe. For Amanda Chapman’s murder. Or a deranged wife whose husband has been whoring and she’s found out, thinks if she kills a few blokes then maybe the rest will keep off the streets. Perhaps a woman who has been abused in childhood seeking revenge against men. Or a sadistic prostitute who feels guilty after a lifetime on the job and wants to get her own back on men. Or a religious fanatic who despises Gentiles. The Big Girl is crazy, whatever, she could just be doing it for kicks. We’ll maybe have to find her to establish why she does it.”

“I’m glad you see it that way,” which was a compliment from the chief, he was still testing out his man. “Between you and me,” he leaned forward slightly, he rarely risked confidences, “she’s doing us a favour. Just think of it, the guys who go with whores are going to be scared rigid, she might even resort to doing it through contact magazines and advertisements if the police presence gets too heavy for her. It’s like she’s been sent to do a job that the police couldn’t.”

“I was thinking the same.”

“But we’re policemen,” maybe wishing that he had not hinted at a private opinion, “so we have to catch her and we’ll do everything in our power to do just that. I can’t even advise you how or where to start, like the FBI, we don’t have a profile, we have to rewrite the rules.”

Ford said, “I’ll find her some way.”

“Sometimes an officer has to lose all his self respect,” there was a hint of an apology in Dawson’s tone. It was possibly the first time one of his men had ever seen him embarrassed, doodling on his pad, averting his eyes. “I hate to ask a man to do that, Ford. If it were possible I’d do it myself but I’m the wrong build, she wouldn’t pick me up. You’re the smallest man in the unit. But that’s not the reason I’m sending you in; I don’t think any of the others could do it. You know what I mean?”

Ford thought he did. Because he wasn’t religious, he didn’t go to church. He had his own code of morals but he’d break them if he had to. And he hated whores. Those were the necessary ingredients. If you didn’t have those you didn’t stand a chance.

“Somewhere in this cesspit of scum Amanda Chapman’s killer is still at large,” Dawson looked up. “We have to get him too.”

“I know.”

“I just wanted you to know what the job entailed, the risks, that’s all.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Ford stood up.

“I’m meeting a psychiatrist tomorrow,” Dawson’s head was bowed back over his notes. “Just to discuss a few possibilities. A GP, in fact, but he’s had some commendable successes, helped us a couple of times in the past. I want to see if there’s anything we’ve missed in our attempts to build up a possible profile. I’d like you to come along with me. A Doctor Whittaker if you’ve heard of him?”

“The name rings a bell but I can’t say I’ve ever met him.”

“Midday, here in my office.”

“I’ll be there,” Ford promise.

He’d never talked to a shrink before. At least, it would be a new experience.
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Kate panicked. The board door of her secret cupboard would not slot in fully, possibly it had warped or else there was some dirt in the groove. Almost, but not quite. It wedged, balanced precariously. She was about to go back into the kitchen to fetch a knife to scrape out the shallow groove when she heard a key turn in the outer door. The lock clicked.

Fuck you, Paul, you’re not supposed to be home for another hour yet!

She had not anticipated him coming straight through to the bathroom. Until he was standing there in the open doorway, his expression one of surprise at seeming her climbing down from the footstool.

“What’s the matter, Kay?”

She moved the stool away with her foot, it gave her a second or two in which to come up with a plausible explanation. “The ball cock had stuck.”

“Run out of water, then?”

“Yes, but it’s okay now.”

“Maybe I’d better just check and …”

“No!” She grabbed up the stool a fraction too quickly; there was an air of desperation about her movements.

“All right, I bloody well won’t bother, then!” His gaze was uplifted. “Except that you haven’t put the board back properly. It’ll fall off any minute.”

She was aware of how she was sweating, she felt slightly dizzy. “I couldn’t give a shit if it does!”

“Fair enough,” he shrugged his shoulders petulantly. “In a pinky-pooh, are you?”

Anger, her fist balled, she got an urge to hit him, punch him full in his stupid, grinning face. And then bash him over the head with the stool. And then … No, please!

“I wasn’t expecting you back for another hour yet.”

“And I caught you hiding your stolen booty in your secret cache!” He laughed.

A joke, but it knotted her guts, had her feeling sick. “All right, go ahead and bloody well look, if you want to!” Oh, Jesus, don’t!

“I couldn’t give a shit!” his expression was suddenly serious, “I’ve got more than the header tank to worry about, I just wish you had got a secret hoard of cash up there.”

“Why?” A sudden sinking feeling that something was terribly wrong and it might affect herself. It was only herself that mattered. And the ducks on the lake.

“Finished!” He spread his hands wide. “That’s it, no more work. Instant redundancy and a fortnight’s wages to go through the door with!”

Oh, shitfire, that meant he’d be home all day with time on his hands. Starting tomorrow.

“Why’ve they made you redundant?” As if it bleeding well mattered, suffice that they had inflicted him on her privacy.

“Cost cutting. The recession. The local teams will send in their own match reports from now on. After all, who but the players and their relatives are interested in local football? Print a few names and everybody’s happy. Apparently, the Herald’s made a big loss; they’re getting rid of most of the junior reporters, just keeping the YTS kids. Cheap labour.”

So you won’t be able to afford the upkeep of a flat even if you can find one! The implication hit her hard. Spontaneously, she said, “I’ve come to a decision today. I’m giving up this place!”

“Whatever for?” He was incredulous.

“Too expensive. I can get a bedsit for half the money. Or one of those tiny tower block apartments which they can’t find tenants for because they’re damp and there’s a major design fault. They’re going to have to knock ‘em down, rebuild ‘em eventually. But in the meantime, anybody except dossers is welcome.” And I’ll see that you don’t have a free doss, not even on the floor.

“We’d better sit down and discuss what we’re going to do.”

“I phoned the council this morning.” Liar, but I’m calling them first thing tomorrow.

“Okay, if that’s the way you want it, fair enough. In the meantime, I’m starving. I’ll buy us a takeaway out of my fuck-off cheque.”

“I’d really like that,” she smiled. And whilst you’re gone I’ll fix that bloody board.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

It was almost like it had been between them weeks ago, sitting at the flimsy dining table, eating sweet and sour out of foil containers, slurping coke from cans. Almost, but not quite.

“All the newsroom can think about at the moment is this Black Mantis, as they call her,” Paul broke the awkward silence. “Doug wrote the front page leader, ‘Circumciser Turns To Murder – Police Hunt Black Mantis’. The Herald have already sold the story to three dailies, they’ll make a fortune out of it. More than enough to keep on a junior sports reporter.”

“The Black who?” Kate hoped that she made a good job of her feigned surprise.

“Christ, don’t tell me you haven’t heard!”

“I don’t read the papers, they’re all full of hyped gloom. They wouldn’t sell ‘em if they just stuck to the facts.”

“Well, this is fact with a capital ‘F’,” he spoke with a full mouth, something else which she had found increasingly irritating during their relationship. “Some avenging angel, or rather, a whore with a grudge, so the police think, circumcised a couple of her clients. A week ago she got another, only this time she amputated his dick; they found him in the old gasworks yard, bled to death and lay on a clump of nettles for a week. Downtown, apparently, they’ve got the jitters. Men are scared to go after tarts, so the tarts are going out of business. They won’t be able to buy their fixes so the druggies will be hit, too. Best thing that ever happened as far as the cops are concerned only they won’t admit it. I don’t reckon, personally, that they’ll catch her, any more than they’ll catch the Amanda Chapman killer. She’ll just go to ground. Unless she’s a complete nutter with a lust for slicing off foreskins and cocks.” He laughed, sprayed some grains of fried rice across the table.

“Charming, I don’t think,” Kate masticated steadily. “If that’s what sells the papers then we live in an even sicker society that I thought.”

“Which reminds me,” he dropped a hand below the table. “I’m still bloody sore, even now.”

“What are you on about?” She hoped she sounded bored with the conversation. Her stomach had knotted again, she didn’t know if she’d be able to finish her meal.

“What you did to me.”

“Oh , that! I’m sorry. I was asleep and angry.”

“Maybe you’re this mysterious circumciser,” he laughed coarsely. “Perhaps it’s just as well that I sleep on the living room floor!”

“Very funny!” She pushed the remnants of her food away from her. “This disgusting story has put me right off my food.”

“I’m sorry, Kay.”

I do apologise. Kate’s vision swam for a second. She scraped back her chair. “I’d be grateful in future if you’d keep your disgusting stories to yourself. In the meantime, I want to get a couple of pictures finished tonight.”

“I’m going down to the Aristocrat for a pint,” he spooned the last of the rice. “After tonight I might have to cut back on that, too.”

Which, for Kate was a very disconcerting thought.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Paul was in the bedroom.

Kate stirred restlessly, sensed his presence in the darkness, heard him breathing, moving stealthily in bare feet. She tensed. Oh, shit, this was all she needed.

The ducks on the lake were fine, in her dream she had been down to the park to check. More had flown in from surrounding ponds, were feeding voraciously on a mass of soggy white bread. The shooters would not be coming because the gates were unlocked. Everything was fine.

Until now.

He must’ve somehow managed to wriggle the bolt loose. Or else she had forgotten to shoot it into place. That was more likely, his return from work and the news of his redundancy had been a shock, had distracted her.

She trembled. With excitement.

Listening. She sensed him moving closer to the bed, smelled him. She knew that he was aroused because his body always gave off those faint, pleasant odours. Damn him.

“Are you asleep?” A whisper, he was leaning over the bed. Because if you are I’m going to wake you up.

“Uh-huh”, she groaned, whispered, “what the hell are you doing in here?”

“I don’t like sleeping out there on my own.”

“That was the agreement we made if you want to stay on here.”

“I know, but I was wondering if you would make an exception tonight. Just this once.”

“Why should I?”

He hesitated. “I’ve fixed that board in the bathroom. It fell off when I went in for a piss.”

Jesus! She sat up, grabbed the light pull over the bed, flooded the room with stark light from the unshaded bulb. Paul was standing there naked, fully aroused. Smiling.

Oh, shit. He knows!

She knew that he knew by the way he was smiling. Implied blackmail; screw or else.

She threw back the duvet, turned over on to her back. She always slept in an extra long T-shirt; a black one. It reached down almost to her knees. She grasped it with fingers that shook, drew it slowly upwards until its folds lay rumpled just below her navel. Her thighs moved, parted slowly until they were stretched lewdly. Hands behind her head, she regarded him steadily. Go on, look as much as you like, you bastard.

He knelt up against her, he was mocking her now. “The ball cock’s working fine,” he laughed.

“I’m delighted to hear it.”

“So Big Kay’s the Black Mantis!” He shook his head in amazement. “I should have guessed after what you did to me the last time. But you can’t do anything lying in bed, can you? I think maybe we can come to some arrangement so that the police don’t find your little cache!”

She wanted to scream ‘Don’t touch me. I can’t stand it,’ but instead she closed her eyes, resigned to the inevitable. Sex. I can take it or leave it, just help yourself and get it over with. Tell me when you’ve finished.

She blanked out her mind, it wasn’t hard to do in view of Paul’s discovery. Trying to work out a plan, remembering how it had taken them a week to find the guy in the gas works. They’d trace Paul back here, for sure, though. Which ruled out killing him.

“A partnership?” She spoke her thoughts aloud.

There was no reply. She peeped through half-closed eyelids. He was taking her steadily, savouring her, an expression of ecstasy on his face like there always used to be. And that was when her hand crept under the pillow, located the chunky oblong object, curled her fingers round it. She tested the blade, clicked it out, back in again. He was totally oblivious to what she was doing.

She felt him jerking, shuddering, looked again and saw how his back arched, his head was back and his eyes were closed. He had obviously finished. She waited for him to withdraw, pushed the blade out again.

She struck with unbelievable swiftness in one perfectly co-ordinated movement. Her body came upright with a litheness that belied her size, her left hand grabbed, her fingers found what they sought and stretched the elasticated, slippery flesh. Her right hand struck true, a sideways slash that severed with expertise.

With one bound she was off the bed, leaping for the door. Strange, it was bolted, he must have secured it behind him to trap her in the bedroom. She wriggled it free, stumbled for the bathroom. Behind her she heard him screaming, writhing on the blood splashed duvet, clutching his wound.

He was yelling. “Kay, Kay!”

She ignored his cries, struggled with the bathroom door handle; it was always temperamental, it needed a new spring. One day it would snap and either lock somebody in or out. It wouldn’t budge; she used her shoulder as a lever, still holding that piece of treasured, bloody flesh. You’ve seen, Paul, now you’re one of them.

Dizziness hit her, now she was using the handle to support herself, feeling consciousness ebbing from her. Her vision blurred, everything was going black. Just for a second, then it was light again; blinding light that seared her eyeballs, had her turning her head away.

“Kay, what’s the matter?”

Christ, he had followed her out here; she didn’t want to see him. A pang of pity, remorse, her lust had got the better of her, in a moment of impetuousness she had circumcised her lover. Her ex-lover. But it was his own fault, he had only himself to blame. He had forced his way into her bedroom, blackmailed her. Raped her.

I do apologise.

No. It’s too late to be sorry, you got what you asked for, you can’t complain.

“Kay, are you all right?”

“I’m fine, it’s you that’s …” That was when she turned and saw him, stared in disbelief, felt suddenly faint again.

Paul stood there, wearing just a pair of polka dot boxer shorts, concern rather than pain and anguish in his expression. There was no blood, he wasn’t clutching his groin.

The living room gyrated, steadied. Kate looked down at her hands. She wasn’t holding a length of severed flesh between her forefinger and thumb, flexed her fingers just to make sure. Something hard and cold nestled in the palm of her right hand; she gripped it, slid it behind her back just in case he noticed.

“I … I don’t understand …”

“You were sleepwalking,” he took her arm, held it firmly but gently. “Your shout woke me up, I heard you rush out of the bedroom. You look absolutely dreadful.”

“I … I feel sick, that’s all,” she pushed him away, tried the door handle again and this time it clicked downwards. “I guess I was feeling sick in my sleep, rushed for the bathroom. Just woke up, I’ll be okay, really I will. Please go back to bed, Paul, and leave me in peace.”

Reluctantly, he turned away. She let herself into the bathroom, bolted the door behind her. She glanced up almost afraid of what she might see. But the crude cupboard door was still wedged in place, jammed at the same angle which she had left it earlier. Precarious, but it had not been touched.

She walked unsteadily across to the bowl and threw up.
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Loony Liz hoped fervently that she might see something unusual in the red light area of the city. Because if she did, then she would be able to phone Mister Ford, tell him and talk to him. She even thought about a contrived call, making up something. Lying.

She changed her mind. He was a policeman, if he found out then he might arrest her for wasting police time. Not that she objected to being arrested by him because he touched her then, sent a tingling feeling all over her. He had taken her in for soliciting on more than one occasion. But she decided to play it by the rules, really try to see something which she could report.

They had found a dead man in the compound of the old gas works; it would have worried her if the corpse had been female because that would have meant that Amanda Chapman’s killer had struck again. If another dead prostitute was found then Liz would keep off the streets. Most of the other girls on this beat had ducked for cover already but that was because of the latest police purge. If you were picked up then you might find yourself charged with murder. The pressure was on the cops to find the Black Mantis; she was more important to them now than the killer or a whore. They wanted a conviction at any cost.

They said she was in her mid to late twenties, big and fair and always dressed in black. Liz didn’t know what a Black Mantis was but it sounded scary.

Neither did she understand about circumcision. Why would any man want to have his foreskin cut off? And why would a woman want to circumcise a man against his will? And now this mystery woman had cut off a guy’s prick . That was understandable, the way some men treated street girls.

Still, the Black Mantis wouldn’t hurt her, she didn’t bother with women, she only preyed on men. And Sergeant Ford wouldn’t arrest Liz for soliciting, that was exactly what he has asked her to do. It was like an amnesty, the only time when you could stand and wait for a client without fear of prosecution.

Liz decided to make the most of it, and if she noticed anything suspicious, however insignificant, then she would walk down to the kiosk on the corner of Barker Street and ring Ford. And he would come down right away. Whichever way you looked at it, tonight was an unprecedented bonus.

She pulled up the hood of her duffel coat, hid her face in shadow. She was under no delusion about her looks; she liked to have a bloke’s money in her pocket before she let him see her. That way he wouldn’t ask for his money back. She was ugly, all right, but she didn’t have BO. She had certainly never been aware of it.

She only saw a couple of prostitutes on her way down the street, usually every doorway and alley was occupied. One of the girls called out as Liz passed by; she ignored the insult, the other just didn’t like competition.

On a good night Liz might have up to ten clients. All quickies. She offered them a stand-up job much cheaper than one on the back seat of a crawler’s car. After all, it was only mating, like cats and dogs did and they didn’t make a lengthy process of it. That cost you money. By the time a bloke had found a suitable place to park up, done what he wanted and, hopefully, driven you back to where he’d picked you up, you could have served another couple of customers. Another thing, the risk was greater in a car, he could do you in, drive your body to wherever he wanted to dump it. That way you ended up like Amanda Chapman.

So, Liz always stuck to the straightforward, nothing fancy. If a client wanted to play about then there were plenty of other women who would give him what he wanted, and charge him for it. She wouldn’t do anything outside the norm. No, sir! Except, perhaps, for Ford. She’d do just anything he asked.

Strewth! The man gave her a start; he must have come up the alley from the bottom end by the demolition site. She jumped, peered in the dim orange glow cast by the streetlights.

“Is that …” for a moment she half thought that it was Ford but this guy was even shorter than the detective.

“Who did you think it was, sweetheart?” His voice was cultured, sounded muffled; it looked like he was wearing a duffel coat with the hood up like herself.

“Just one o’ me boyfriends.” Liz was apprehensive, she didn’t like anybody sneaking up on her. She was trembling, too, her big teeth chattered.

“I am one of your boyfriends,” he laughed. “A new one.”

He wore trainers that had enabled him to move silently. She was aware, too, of the almost overpowering smell, which emanated from him. Some kind of aftershave; it was sexy. It was the way he stood that was disconcerting, a kind of crouch like an animal about to spring on its prey.

His hand went to his pocket; she heard a clink, it was probably money.

“It’ll cost you twenty,” there was a tremor in her voice. “Straight, no messing about.”

“Lie down on the ground!” A grunted command that was vibrant with lust.

Liz hesitated. She might have fled except that the stranger stood directly in front of her, barred her escape route either way. “Twenty quid, please.”

Something that rustled was pressed into her hand. She didn’t try to examine it; it might have been just a piece of paper. Awkwardly, she lowered her cumbersome body down onto the rough concrete. The sooner she got this over and done with, the better.

There was an urgency about his movements. He was desperate, overcome with lust. She often had clients like this one, at least they didn’t waste time.

He rested his hands on her shoulders, there was no foreplay. He was remarkably strong for his size.

There was a car coming down the street, cruising slowly. It was probably a police patrol. It’s headlights played on the alley wall, reflected. And it was then that Liz saw her companion’s head for the first time. It was impossible to see his face because it was covered by some kind of balaclava helmet.

Fear gripped her; she tensed, tried to raise herself up on an elbow but he was too strong for her.

“What’s goin’ on?” Her head was banged back on the floor, steely fingers closed over her throat.

“Be quiet, please.”

His almost courteous manner was far more terrifying than if he had cursed her, despised her for the slut she was. But his contempt did not detract from his lust.

“Hey, let me go, I’ll give you your money back.”

“I said, be quiet.”

“That’s a police car,” the headlights passed, the vehicle was almost level with the alley. “Look, let me go or I’ll scream, I’ll ‘ave the bloody police on yer. This is bleedin’ rape!”

She had a brief glimpse of something in his hand, knew instinctively that it was a knife.

“All right, I’ll be quiet, I won’t …”

The masked man scarcely paused in his copulative movements, pinned her down with his left hand, his right was raised.

At that point Loony Liz made up her mind to scream. Her thick lips parted, the cry was gathering in her throat but it was choked by the severing of her jugular. A gurgle, her head went back, and then thick, arterial blood was jetting, pumping. Spraying.

Even then the other did not check his movements, thrust with his powerful thighs until he was finished, seemed unaware of the crimson fountain which washed over him, saturated his clothing.

Finally, he was done, easing himself off her, kneeling there with bowed head and shoulders, seemingly remorseful. He had not intended to kill this time, it only happened when his victim enraged him by protesting or resisting. With hindsight, he need not have come masked, could have had what he needed so desperately for twenty quid. Except that she might have recognised him. It was unlikely but he could take no chances.

He wiped the hobby knife on his clothing, retracted the blade and returned it to his pocket. Then he stretched up to the full extent of his short height as though to ease his cramped muscles, took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

The urge had come and now it was gone again. He stepped back, stood looking down on the still form whose blood was pumping weakly now.

“I do apologise,”he muttered, and turned back the way he had come.
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It was the first time that Ford had seen Doctor Whittaker. Even the name had been unfamiliar until Dawson had mentioned it.

Ford acknowledged the doctor; Dawson might not even have been aware that the detective sergeant had entered the room. Suddenly the chief’s HQ office seemed crowded; there were only two chairs door side of the desk, this was a haven of confidences, the gallery was full. You sensed the tension, even the doctor fidgeted with his hands.

Clem Dawson took his time lighting his pipe, he seemed hell-bent on thickening the existing fog of tobacco smoke. He had come straight from another press conference; the Ripper saga would gain momentum. The papers would exaggerate the gory details, come up with their own theories. It would compete with the Black Mantis for front page space.

The police pathologist was already preparing his report on Loony Liz. Nobody doubted that his findings would link the killer to Amanda Chapman. Doubtless every reporter nationwide was jumping the gun on that. Dawson expected it, there was no point in asking them to hold back.

“It would appear that we have two serial killers on the same patch,” his briar was drawing to his satisfaction, he bit on the stem, spoke through it in barely audible tones. “Technically, we need a third murder to qualify, according to the FBI. Doubtless we shall get one,” he stated a fact, there was no melodrama in his voice. “In the other case, I think we can count circumcisions along with castrations. According to fingerprints, the Mantis has no existing criminal record. We are left with the mode of attack to work from, nothing else. So, Doctor Whittaker?”

Doctor Glenn Whittaker blinked behind his rimless glasses. He had prepared some notes, he glanced down at them. “We have a rapist who kills big women and a big woman who commits genital assaults on small men,” he cleared his throat. “An interesting antipathy.” If it was intended as a subtle joke, nobody laughed. Because these two policemen seldom expressed mirth. “Both use a hobby knife, apparently. I don’t think there is any significance in that, only that they can be bought easily and cheaply and are ideal for castrations, circumcisions and murders. Also they are so common that their purchase would be very difficult to trace.”

“Give us the profiles, Doctor,” there was a hint of impatience in Clem Dawson’s tone. His own men would compile a report on the weapons, he wasn’t accepting one from a GP.

“Of course.” Whittaker’s reply might have been intended as an apology for stepping beyond his psychiatric boundary. “As far as the prostitute murders are concerned, these are usually committed by men with a grudge against women, perhaps a jilted lover. In some cases the killers claim to have heard voices telling them to go out and rid the world of prostitution, as in the case of the Yorkshire Ripper. I do not have enough facts at this stage to be able to comment on this one, only that two large women have been murdered. This smacks of serial killing, the murderer only going for a particular kind of victim. If there is a third,” Whittaker hesitated, “it will be interesting to note the build of the unfortunate woman.”

“And the Black Mantis?”

“I would suggest a revenge campaign, on the lines you mentioned to me on the telephone, Superintendent. At some stage she has been either raped by a small man or sexually assaulted in some way. It might even go back as far as childhood. Doubtless, the man concerned was uncircumcised so her intention is to circumcise all small men. Like all serial killers, she is convinced that she will never be caught. There could be a religious connection but I doubt it. I would say that almost certainly she had been wronged by a Gentile.”

“Why doesn’t she just kill them?” Dawson asked.

“Murder is not her line. Even if … when you catch her, you will only be able to charge her with manslaughter. Even now she might be suffering terrible remorse because her castration victim is dead. She might, in future, spare any circumcised men she comes across. In all probability she was so psyched up when she discovered that her last victim had no foreskin that she took his penis instead. I cannot say. But I would say categorically that her intent is just to circumcise.”

“Have you ever performed a circumcision, Doctor Whittaker?”

“Yes,” he paused, looked up, tapped his nose with a forefinger. “I’m glad you asked me that because it brings to mind another possibility.”

Dawson and Ford watched him intently, every possibility had to be explored.

“Circumcision, on rare occasions, figures in sado-masochist games, either separate from, or allied to, flagellation. I had one such patient come to me for emergency treatment a couple of years back, a game that had gone over the top. His foreskin was three quarters cut through; it could have been stitched but I chose to circumcise him, mainly because it might have benefited him psychologically. A childhood resentment against his parents for not having him circumcised, he had pursued his longing for the operation into masochistic games with a nineteen year old girl. Deep down he was frightened of the operation but once it was done his inhibition was cured. Which was why she broke off their relationship. I’m afraid I cannot give you the name of this man. Patient confidentiality prohibits me. Suffice to say that he now lives a normal married life with his wife, as far as I know. Whatever the ethics, circumcision benefited him. It is a minor operation, even in an adult, but it does need medical supervision. The cut skin needs to be folded back and stitched to stop the bleeding and care must be taken that no infection gets into the wound. Which is why the Mantis could kill by circumcising. The man who was brought to me for treatment would have died from loss of blood otherwise. We were only just in time as it was.”

“This girl you mentioned?” Dawson’s relaxed posture was gone; he laid his pipe in the ashtray.

“She’s not a patient of mine so I can give you her name,” Whittaker pursed his lips. “I don’t know where she is, she may have left, moved on. The man did not lodge a complaint; his concern at the time was to protect her. She had done it with his blessing even if their game had gone too far. At first he came up with the excuse that he had caught his foreskin in his trouser zip, afterwards he changed his story. It wasn’t a police matter so I didn’t report it. He did, however, tell me about the various games they used to play which might be of help to you, Superintendent.”

“Go on.”

“He wasn’t the type to go looking for prostitutes even to satisfy a strange whim. Up until the time they met he had satisfied himself in a variety of masochistic masturbations. Unknown to his wife, of course. Had she indulged in his fetish he might still have been pursuing a life of marital foreskin games. He met this girl quite by chance, a seemingly nice and attractive teenager. She, too, pursued secret sexual variations, unknown to her parents with whom she still lived. She possessed a full wardrobe of leather gear and whips, and acquired a nazi commandant’s cap from some souvenir shop. When she had the house to herself, she used to dress up. Fantasise about a variety of tortures. An introvert, she had no contacts with whom to share her pleasure. Having met Mister X, as we will call him, their mutual pleasures developed slowly. He told me all about them, it was as though circumcision had finally rid him of a lifelong curse and he wanted to get it out of his system. In the beginning they used to write so-called erotic letters to each other, make phone calls when the opportunity presented itself. The whole thing took a year or more to develop. She made him various implements of self-torture; a couple of miniature whips with which to lash his foreskin, a guillotine that only lacked a blade, various bulldog clips. Innumerable devices which he used and wrote to her at length of his painful experiences. Eventually, they got together and carried out their sado-masochism for real, totally uninhibited.”

“Do you think there was any deliberate intention upon her part to circumcise him?” Dawson asked.

“I think so but only with his express consent. That’s something we’ll never know. Apparently, on the evening when it all came to a head, he was bound and helpless, pleading with her for the ultimate. She was pretty turned on, too. Either she couldn’t stop herself or the knife slipped. He claims it was an accident.”

“What kind of knife?”

“A hobby knife.”

“Go on, please.” Dawson glanced at Ford.

“There is an outside chance,” the doctor continued, “that we are dealing with a minority area of sado-masochism, a woman who is living out her fantasies. Men who share these fetishes are few and far between so without willing participants she seeks out unwilling ones. It matters not to her. But her intention is not to kill; you can take that from me. It is either a revenge campaign or a fetish, we shall not know that until she is caught, Superintendent.”

“What’s her name, Doctor?” Dawson’s eyes hooded.

“Her name is Tanya Mitchell.”

That was one of the few times when Ford betrayed surprise. Only a slight stiffening of the body, a sudden narrowing of his eyes, but the chief saw and understood.

“Know her, Sergeant?”

“I’ll go and talk to her,” outwardly Ford’s voice was devoid of emotion. In this game you resisted the temptation to jump to conclusions. A girl had circumcised an older man in an over-the-top sex game. That, in itself, was no proof that she was the Black Mantis. On the other hand, she might be.

Jason Ford would find out.
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Kate saw the placard outside the newsagents at the bottom of the council estate. A passing, disinterested glance was instantly transformed into gut-wrenching shock.

BLACK MANTIS KILLING

NOW IT’S MURDER.

Panic. Fear. But she did not experience remorse. Just an instinctive fear of being caught.

She got herself back under control, resisted the temptation to go into the shop and buy a first edition of the Observer. She didn’t want to read it, she didn’t need to. She knew far more than they did, their wild suppositions would only serve to anger her. Neither did she wish to collect press cuttings. She had her own collection of souvenirs in her bathroom hideaway.

Kate walked on steadily. They would not catch her. Ever. They didn’t stand a chance. They had nothing to go on. But she needed to make certain changes, both in her appearance and method of operating. The city’s red light area would be too dangerous from now on.

There was a buff coloured envelope lying just inside the door, she saw the council’s franking as she bent down to pick it up. A reply to her request to be relocated. We’re sorry but there are currently no available single person flats. We give priority to drug addicts, lawbreakers, unmarried mothers. Fuck the lot of them. She tore at the flap, smoothed the enclosed sheet of paper out. Jesus, miracles will never cease.

There was a flat available. Valley Tower, just off the Oxford Road, those unsightly edifices that had design faults and were scheduled for extensive repairs one day. When treasury funds permitted. In the meantime residents would have to put up with the damp. A freak hurricane might topple the lot, an unforeseen twister came straight from the West Indies. Number 177, 13th floor was available from next Monday. They needed her decision by tomorrow. She would accept. And fuck you, Paul Roden.

Where was Paul? He wasn’t home; she checked the bathroom, the bedroom. He was probably out job hunting. He wouldn’t be looking for accommodation because he couldn’t afford any. And he would not be moving to Valley Tower because they were single person flats.

You’re out on your arse, Paul.

There was a note pinned to her easel, scribbled in red ballpoint. He had a habit of using red ink, because the press supplied biros in that colour. He would not be back until late. That was fine, absolutely marvellous. She needed the time alone for a lot of reasons.

She took a leisurely bath, let her thoughts stray. Her father, the rapist, Paul; they all made her angry. Only Doctor Whittaker did not. Just thinking about him had her skin goose pimpling in spite of the warm water. He was so … understanding. An older man had so much more to offer. Experience, for a start. They had already begun a kind of relationship; he had told her things he probably had not told anybody else. He admitted to masturbating but not in a lusting way. She felt sorry for him and that was a good thing because it stopped her feeling sorry for herself. The only other time that had happened to her had been a mistake but she was in the process of rectifying it.

Doctor Whittaker was different. She wished that she could call him ‘Glenn’. She wondered what he was like outside his consulting room. Was he easy-going, sympathetic? Or pedantic, short-tempered? You didn’t know until you lived with somebody.

He was good looking in a kind of professional way. Scrupulously clean, naturally. Softly spoken yet masculine. I’m, getting fond of you, Miss Leonard. Call me, Kate, please, Glenn. I like you too. Would you like to come out for dinner with me one night, Kate? This time the prickling went right the way up to the nape of her neck. 

I want you to make love to me Glenn. That was when her hand smoothed its way downwards, her sensuous fingers touched herself in a way that they had never before done voluntarily.

Jesus Christ! The thought hit her hard, had her sitting upright like a sea lion surfacing in a zoo pool, splashing water over the side, flooding the floor with puddles. Angry with herself because she had spoiled it all, shell-shocked by a fantasy that was so beautiful.

No, I daren’t, because … She tore her hand away as if the water had suddenly boiled and scalded her.

Because Doctor Whittaker might be uncircumcised and that would leave her with only one choice. And afterwards he would not love her.

Anguished, she wrung her wet hands together. She did not know for sure, that was the awful thing. There was no way she would know until … she tried to console herself with optimistic thinking; 60% of the male population in the world were circumcised, she had read it in that library book. Which gave Doctor Whittaker a 60-40 chance. If he came from a medical family then they would probably have had it carried out in infanthood for reasons of cleanliness. Or if he had been born in a tropical climate. Or if there was any Semitic blood in his ancestry; even high church. Any one of those was a positive sign. That way she could love him, she dared not even think about a relationship until she knew for certain.

He might not want a relationship with you, Kate.

Another disturbing thought. Just because he had talked intimately did not mean that he wished to go any further. He surely would not risk his career. In which case she could always register with one of the other doctors. If he had given her a cue then she had not responded to it.

She decided to seek another consultation with Glenn Whittaker. That was easily contrived; during its course she could steer the conversation round to his place of birth, his ancestry, his religion. But she must not mention circumcision, not in view of its current publicity. Yes, there were ways of finding out what she wanted to know. She laughed softly to herself but the urge to lie back in the bath, and continue with that which she had almost started, was gone. For the time being. Until she knew for certain.

She got out of the bath and began to dry herself.

She dressed in blue Levi’s and a black and white checked blouse. Then she searched the washbasin drawer until she found a pair of hairdressing scissors; on occasions she trimmed her own hair, primarily because she could not afford a visit to the hairdresser. Usually she made a passable job of it, enough to see her through until her finances improved. Tonight, though, she had something much more drastic in mind.

In less than two hours the job was complete, a handful of wet hair deposited in the pedal bin. The need for a ponytail was gone; she checked the line with the aid of the mirror in her compact bag. Not a bad line, it could be improved upon but she would seek the professional finish in a day or two. Right now it had served its purpose, put her one move ahead of …

Somebody was knocking on the outer door, a heavy tap of knuckles on the opaque glass. Three taps. They had an authorativeness about them, which instinctively had her hurrying to make herself presentable. It wasn’t Paul, he had a key, anyway. And, even if it was, he never knocked like that, he drummed with his fingertips. A housing officer, in all probability, a follow-up visit to that letter. We have a queue of applicants for Valley Tower, Miss Leonard, we need an instant decision. I’m sorry, Miss Leonard, but since we wrote to you circumstances have changed, we can no longer …

She almost ran to the door, was aware that she had left the bathroom door open and steam was drifting into the living room, condensing the mirror. Through the frosted glass she could see uniforms, navy blue like the gasmen wore.

It was the police.

A tall constable stood just behind a WPC, hands clasped behind his back like the traditional bobby in black and white cop films. His expression was stoic, he was probably bored.

His companion was young, probably a rookie who had just qualified, Kate thought. She had a clipboard in her hand, smiled as the checked it.

“Miss Leonard?”

“That’s me,” Kate’s voice was even but her stomach knotted and churned. They couldn’t have anything on her, she was too clever for them.

“May we step inside a moment?”

Kate stood back, held the door, closed it after them. The bobby was looking round, his gaze settled on her studio area.

“Just routine, Miss Leonard, we’re sorry to bother you,” the WPC’s clipboard was under her arm now.

“You’re doubtless aware that there have been murders in the vicinity.”

“Oh … Yes. That prostitute, you mean?”

“Yes, that and … a rather nasty assault on a man which ended in his death. Which is what we’d like to speak with you about.”

Oh, mothershit! Kate’s vision blurred momentarily, the room swung, then steadied. She heard herself say in a voice that sounded a million miles away, “Oh, sure, if I can be of any help.”

No, Kate hadn’t been in the vicinity of Barker and Bird Streets, nor the gas works, on the dates mentioned. She was right here. Painting. “I’m off sick at the moment. I work at the bank. My hobby is painting.”

“Ducks, I see,” the female police officer stepped nearer to the paintings. “I recognise the setting; the park lake just down the road.”

“That’s right.”

“Those pictures are absolutely magnificent. Are any for sale?”

“I haven’t finished them yet. I’ve got four on the go at present. I do a bit of one, then another; I’ve always worked that way. Eventually they all get finished.”

“I’d be interested in one myself,” the officer’s eyes flicked from picture to picture. “If you decide to sell one, perhaps you’d let me know. I’m down at the main station, you can either phone or call in, leave a message if I’m not there. I’m WPC Braithwaite. Seriously, I’d like one.”

“Thank you, I’ll let you know.” Kate hoped her relief didn’t come over too strong. “It could be three or four weeks before I’ve got one ready.”

“There’s no rush. In the meantime, I’d strongly advise you not to go out alone after dark. Also, if you see anything suspicious, a man hanging round or a woman with fair hair done up in a ponytail, about your build and age,” the WPC looked up, looked back down at the printed circular which she held out to Kate, “then please contact us on this number. Don’t engage in conversation with anybody matching this description.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” Kate took the proffered piece of paper, “but I generally don’t go out at nights. Not alone, anyway, my boyfriend has always been insistent on that.”

“And quite right, too.” The constable opened the door, held it for his female colleague.

“I’ll let you know the minute I’ve got a painting finished. Or if I see anybody suspicious matching that description.” Kate was glad that the mirror was opaque with condensation. She added, on impulse, “They shot the geese, you know, and some of the ducks.”

“We know all about that,” WPC Braithwaite’s smile vanished. “We’ve had nothing but complaints from the residents since. But I’m afraid it was all above board, there’s nothing we can do about it. Unfortunately.”

Then the door was closed and the police officers were gone. Kate leaned back against the wall, she was sweating. No, it hadn’t been a close call, far from it. House-to-house enquiries, the cops had called after that first prostitute was murdered. Paul had talked to them, she’d been in the bath. Like this evening. A routine enquiry, they had been and gone, they would leave her in peace now. And no way was she going to offer that WPC one of her paintings, she didn’t want to phone or call at the police station. They were the enemy.

It was some time before her thoughts returned to Doctor Glenn Whittaker. Pleasant thoughts that detracted from police visits, only one thing marred them. One question which needed to be answered and only the doctor could tell her what she wanted to know. Somehow, in a roundabout way, she would find that out. And then, depending upon that answer, everything would be beautiful.




23.

“I take it this isn’t an official visit, Sergeant?” Margaret Underwood’s attempt at light-heartedness failed miserably; there was a distinct tremor in her voice. Police calls at her mock Georgian house in the city’s stockbroker belt were seldom welcome. She was uneasy; she had flirted with the law successfully for almost fifteen years, one day her luck must run out. She prayed that it wasn’t today. She had never been prosecuted but there was always a first time.

Ford smiled, eyed her up from her dyed raven hair right down to the toes of her black leather boots. She wore a tight-fitting cat suit that showed off a well-maintained figure to perfection, successfully hid any lines and wrinkles; a careful use of cosmetics masked those on her aristocratic features. At 60 she was still attractive; she had to be for the sake of her lucrative business. “It’s unofficial,” which wasn’t altogether true, merely bordered on a lie. “We’ve given up raiding Madam Pain’s Punishment Parlour. At least, until there are changes in the law. In our favour.”

“That’s nice to hear,” she ushered him into the lounge, a huge room the breadth of the house. He felt his feet sink into the thick pile carpet, noted the Regency table with matching chairs. A grandfather clock ticked loudly, it was accurate to the minute.

“I do wish you would stop referring to my clinic as if it was some seedy chamber of correction, Sergeant. You really should know better by now. Can I get you a drink?” She opened the double doors of a mahogany cocktail cabinet, Ford saw the array of bottles, an extensive choice of wines and spirits.

“No, thanks. I’m teetotal.” Which was true, his greatest worry was that he might start hitting the bottle again when Serena’s departure really hit him. At the moment he had plenty to occupy his thoughts.

“Promoting the don’t-drink-and-drive campaign, I suspect.” A retaliatory jibe for his reference to her business. “My business is therapy, as I’ve told you many times before. No way is it a cover for a brothel. My clients come to me to rid themselves of phobias and fetishes which have made their lives a misery. Thank goodness corporal punishment has been abolished, you’ve no idea what it did to the pupils of the last generation. They come here to relive those horrors, rid themselves of lifelong hang-ups. Am I not providing a valuable service? I am doing what doctors, psychiatrists have failed to achieve. And I can say with all honesty that my success rate is second to none.”

“I’ll take your word for it, Maggie,” he lowered himself into an armchair, crossed one leg over the other. He needed to put her at her ease if he was to win her co-operation. “You’ve never been charged so what are you worrying about? A few years ago a tenant in a house owned by a cabinet minister was doing exactly the same thing you’re doing. When the honourable gentleman discovered what was going on there was an almighty scandal but nothing came from it.”

“You’ve got some fetish you wish to rid yourself of?” She poured herself a dry sherry, pushed the doors shut.

“Maybe, maybe not, I don’t really understand it myself. But if you’re asking me if I’ve come here to have my backside lashed by some wench in studded leather, the answer is ‘no’.”

“You’ve come about this woman you call the Black Mantis,” it wasn’t a question this time. “Well, I can vouch for all my girls, you’re wasting your time, Sergeant.”

“You learn something new every day,” he put his fingertips together, stared up at the rose scrolled ceiling. “I learned something today.”

“Yes?”

Ford hesitated, experienced a rare moment of embarrassment. “That some men get pleasure from … Foreskin tortures, simulated circumcisions and the like.”

“I guessed that was what you’d come about,” she seated herself on the arm of the settee, sipped her drink. “Well, I don’t think you’ll find your Black Mantis under this roof, Sergeant.”

“Who knows?” He seemed relieved now that he had said it. “It will probably turn out to be the most inoffensive person imaginable. Murderers often are. Tell me, do you get men coming here to have their foreskins whipped, make-believe circumcisions and the like.”

“From time to time,” she answered him spontaneously in a matter-of-fact tone. “Mostly they are ex-public school pupils. It all stems from some kind of rivalry that used to exist between boys at these establishments. To be circumcised was macho, a kind of ‘just look at this, that’s what I had done to me’. You’re considered inferior if you’ve still got your foreskin. You know, young teenagers giving one another the once-over in the showers after sports. That was where it all began, I don’t think it exists to that extent today, probably because most public schools are mixed and the boys have something else to occupy their minds. Homosexuality has decreased in public schools as a result.”

“We can’t rule out that the woman we’re after attended a public school, picked up her fetish there.”

“You’ve got a point, Sergeant.”

“Do you have any such girls working for you?”

“No, I can vouch for that.”

“I’d like to talk to Tanya Mitchell,” he watched her carefully, saw her tense slightly.

“Why?”

“Because she once partly circumcised a man, a doctor had to finish the job for her. Does she still work here?”

“Occasionally. When she’s short of cash mostly.”

“Where can I find her?”

“I can give you her address. She lives with her parents so please be tactful.”

“Naturally.”

“Very well.” The other got up, went over to a writing desk in the corner, lowered the desktop lid and rummaged through some pigeon holes until she found the notepad she was seeking. Ford saw that she used a magnifying glass to aid her writing; she was too proud to wear glasses and possibly contact lenses did not suit her. “Here you are,” she came across to him, held out the sheet of paper, “But, like I said, use your discretion. Her parents have no inkling …”

“And they won’t have from me,” the detective folded the sheet into four, slipped it into his pocket. “I just want to talk to her.”

“Take it from me, she isn’t your infamous Black Mantis.”

“I never thought she was. I have to pursue every avenue in an investigation on this scale. One other thing before I go …”

“Yes?” Madam Pain’s suspicions returned, she had learned long ago never to trust a policeman.

“This is a dual enquiry, we’re hunting a sadistic killer, too. He’s already murdered two prostitutes.”

“Let’s hope he sticks to prostitutes, then. Some kind of holier-than-thou killer, by the sound of it. My girl’s aren’t whores, he won’t harm them.”

“He’s likely to kill any woman he comes across. Especially big ones. The Mantis goes for small men. There’s a pattern to both of them, I’m just warning you to be on your guard.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” her lips moved, stretched. “I’ll bear that in mind. And may I, too, give you a word of warning before you jump in with both feet?”

“Go on?”

“Tanya is an odd girl, doubtless. I don’t think anybody really understands her, perhaps I’ve come the closest. But underneath her apparently hostile and sadistic exterior, there’s no harm. Just a sweet girl who’s somehow got lost in the process of growing up. Her sadism is all fantasy. Occasionally I’ve used her here when demand has dictated it, then she really lets herself go. But deep down she’s sweet. She loves animals, particularly cats, takes in any stray that turns up. She’s got a cattery all of her own. That’s all, I just wanted you to know in case you prejudged her.”

“Thank you,” Ford said and let himself out. He had not for one moment thought that Tanya was the Mantis, he just wanted to find out what made somebody like her tick. Like Dawson said, they had no profiles; Ford was attempting to draw one.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

The girl had short-cropped hair, wore a T-shirt and cut off denim shorts, went barefooted. Ford noticed that she wasn’t wearing a bra. At a glance she might have been taken for fifteen, sixteen the most.

There was no response to his knocking on the front door of the off-white 1920s house that stood back from the road, so he followed the weedy path round to the rear. The garden had gone untended for some years, waist high grass with tracks trodden through it, fruit trees that withered with canker. It was long and narrow, maybe 100 metres in length.

“Cassy, no! Oh, you are wicked, how many times have I told you not to kill birds! There are loads of mice, go and catch some of them.”

She was sitting on a stool outside a dilapidated shed, a limp sparrow in her cupped hand, staring at it through tear-filled eyes, stroking it in the vain hope that it would suddenly revive, that it wasn’t dead. She sighed, put it down and looked up at Ford’s approach.

“Cassy will never learn,” her voice was husky. “I’ll have to bury it later. Hi, there.”

“My name’s Jason Ford,” he squatted alongside her. “I just wanted to chat to you.”

“Feel free,” there was a haunting sadness about her, a wide-eyed innocence that set her apart from other girls of her own age. A black and white cat sidled up to her; she lifted it up on to her knee, stroked it. “This is Taggy. She doesn’t bother with birds, she catches rabbits, there’s a lot of them on the old railway embankment at the bottom of the garden. I’ve seen you before somewhere.” She stared at her visitor, furrowed her forehead as she tried to place him.

“I’m a police officer,” he smiled disarmingly, “but don’t worry, I’m not here on official business.”

“Oh!” She drew her legs up, clasped her hands around her knees, a kind of withdrawal into an imaginary cocoon. “I don’t want my folks to know that the police have called. They’ve gone shopping but I’m not expecting them back for another hour. I’d like you to be gone by then.”

“I’ll make sure I am,” he stretched himself out, it was relaxing here, did not have the artificiality of landscaped gardens.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” She bent forward, kissed the cat on her lap. It purred, settled itself more comfortably. “Do you like cats, Mister Ford?”

“I love ‘em,” he watched her carefully.

“I’m glad,” she smiled. “I love animals more than I love humans. Which is why I belong to the ALF.”

“And the National Front, too?”

“No!” A sharp denial, almost a hiss. “I wouldn’t have anything to do with them. I’m only interested in protecting animals and birds.”

“You wear a nazi cap, though.”

“Sure, but that’s only when I’m angry. I have to make myself really angry before I can flog anybody. I tell myself that they’ve been killing cats, shooting or trapping them. That gets me in a frenzy, I can do almost anything then.”

“Could you kill somebody?”

“I … don’t … know,” she looked thoughtful. “Maybe, maybe not. I wouldn’t want to, though. Why do you ask? What is it you want me to do for you, Mister Ford?”

“I want you to help me catch a killer, Tanya,” he spoke softly, almost guiltily. It wasn’t fair, he’d enlisted the help of Loony Liz and she’d ended up dead. Prostitutes are expendable; Dawson said the day they found Amanda Chapman.

“Why me? How?” Suddenly she seemed to have matured, grown ten years older in a matter of seconds. The cat on her lap was forgotten.

“Why you? Well, you’re shrewd; you might know how this particular killer thinks. That’s what I want you to do, I want you to help me get inside her mind. That’s the only way I’m going to find her, Tanya.”

“The Black Mantis?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve read about her in the paper. She’s crazy. She’s clever, too, which is why you’ll never catch her. Not without my help, anyway.”

Ford’s heart seemed to flip but not a muscle in his face betrayed his excitement. “That’s why I’m here. You’ll help?”

“Yes. Tell me what you want to know. By the way, I’m not a prostitute, you know. I only flog men, I don’t let them do anything to me. I’ll tell you something but you won’t believe me. I’m a virgin.”

“I believe you, Tanya. I’d swear on the bible.”

“Thank you. But keep the bible out of this, I don’t believe in God. I believe, though. In a power. I’ve never let a man do anything to me. A lot have wanted to but I refused. Even Gerald never fucked me.”

“That was the guy you three parts circumcised?”

“How did you know that?” She sat upright suddenly, suspicion clouding her features. “Tell me, or I’ll refuse to help you.”

“Doctor Whittaker told me. He finished the job you started, stitched up Gerald. Don’t worry, you didn’t break the law, you did it with his permission.”

“Not quite. We used to play this game, his favourite. I had to act anti-Semitic, of course. Gerald was accused of taking ducks from the park because everybody was starving. I was telling him that he was going to a concentration camp with three thousand other Jews. He was tied up, couldn’t move. Then he started to whine that he wasn’t Jewish so I said there was one sure way to find out. That was when I’d unzip him, pull his foreskin and shout my rage. ‘I’ll fucking well make you so as nobody can tell the difference!’ Often I’d whip his foreskin till it bled. Then, when I got my knife out, he’d start to plead for mercy at first but when I got him really turned on he’d beg to be circumcised. The night I did it we’d been playing the same game; for me, it was getting boring. He knew sodding well that I wouldn’t cut him, and I knew it, too. Maybe he sensed I was losing interest. So he started to taunt me about my cats, said he was going to sneak down one night and kill ‘em all. I just went crazy. I’d cut through most of his foreskin before I suddenly thought, My God, I’ve gone too far! That was when I untied him and called the doctor. Gerald wrote to me a couple of times afterwards but I’ve never answered his letters.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’d enjoyed those circumcision games, and now that he’d been circumcised there wasn’t anything left to play for. Okay, it was a game of pretend up until then, but several times I really had to stop myself from making it real.”

“I see. Did you enjoy circumcising him?”

“For about three seconds I was ecstatic. I virtually orgasmed. It was the shock of actually having done it that brought me to out of it. I’d say, in all honesty, that those three seconds were the most exciting of my life. I just wish that I hadn’t chickened out and left some bloody medic to finish what I’d started. If I had my time all over again, I’d cut him right through, then phone for help.”

“Could you circumcise another man?”

“Oh, sure. As I said, the pretend part was making it boring but once I’d done it, I knew I could do it again. Not that I’m looking to but I sometimes fantasise about it.”

“I’m curious to know why the Black Mantis circumcises men. All small men. And why she castrated the last one.”

“I’d say because she’s got a taste for it. Like I have but I wouldn’t do it unless a guy asked me to. If that happened, I couldn’t hold back. You ask why she cut his cock off … Well, if I’d gone back to Gerald I might have done just that. Out of frustration, because there wasn’t any foreskin. Do you see what I mean, Mister Ford?”

“Yes, I do, Tanya. Could it be that she’s been another game player, like yourself, and the pretend part became boring?”

“Could be,” Tanya didn’t sound convinced. “Could be also that she hates small men, either she’s been raped by one or jilted by one. So she’s collecting foreskins. Maybe she played games and the guy ended up screwing her against her will. If Gerald had done that then I might’ve wanted revenge on men in general. Gerald was big, though, weighed nearly sixteen stone.” Just in case you think he might have been small. “So I’d have gone for big men.”

“Quite. Tell me, Tanya, do you get many men come to the Punishment Parlour looking for simulated circumcisions or maybe just foreskin tortures?”

“Occasionally,” she was thoughtful; “maybe two or three times a year, and often then it’s the same blokes. When they ring to book, Madam usually phones and asks me to go in. I guess after Gerald she thinks I’m an expert. But she always gives me an imitation plastic knife!” Tanya laughed. “She doesn’t trust me but she says the clients always ask if I can attend to them. She hasn’t called me for sometime, though. Not for that anyway. It isn’t a common hang-up, just two or three regulars. There’s one who’s probably popped his clogs by now, he was well into his eighties. I always used to worry about him having a heart attack, he used to get so excited. Mostly the customers at the Parlour are younger, thirties or forties. They like flagellation sometimes they plead with me to urinate on them. That’s dirty, I don’t like it. In fact, I‘d prefer not to go in at all these days. I’m happy just to be with my cats. I love my cats.”

“Do you think the Mantis is a prostitute?”

“I’d say it’s unlikely, she just solicits to get her victims. She’s probably middle class, too clever for the police.”

“We’ll see. Do you think she has a husband? Or a boyfriend?”

“No, because if she did then when the urge was on her, she’d circumcise him, and if he was already circumcised then she’d castrate him. She couldn’t help herself. I know that, Mister Ford, believe me, I know only too well because I’d do exactly the same if I was in her place.”

“Surely she must love somebody or something? A lesbian, perhaps?”

“A possibility but very few real sadists, like me, have got any time for women. I really hate Madam and all the other girls at the Parlour! No, I’d say she doesn’t love a human but she really loves animals or birds, has a strong love for a particular species. With me, it's cats.”

“So she might love something?”

 “Oh, sure. It could be cats, dogs, rabbits, ducks, anything. Take it from me, when you hate humans, you have to balance your feelings some way. Whoever she is, wherever she is, she has to have a safety valve. She has to think the way I do, you couldn’t circumcise anybody cold unless you were a surgeon. You have to have a feeling for it, a lust. And when you’ve satisfied that lust, you have to turn to something to love.”

“Thank you, Tanya,” Ford stood up, eased his cramped muscles. “You’ve been a great help to me. Right now I don’t know where to start looking but at least I know what I might be looking for.”

As he threaded his way back through the overgrown garden, he heard her starting to talk to the cats again. It was as if she had forgotten that he had ever called. Right now, in his mind, he saw a Big Girl, her back towards him, dressed in dark Levi’s with a sweater to match, her fair hair tied up in a ponytail. She stood on the edge of a lake somewhere, anywhere. In her left hand she held a wrapped sliced loaf, with her right she was skimming the slices out across the water. Ducks quacked and churned up the water as they chased after the bread, squabbling.

It might not be ducks, it could be anything. But ducks were as good a starting point as any.




24.

Kate, habitually, never liked Monday mornings. In some ways this morning was worse than usual.

The hired van arrived and the driver’s mate carried her belongings from the flat, loaded them into the back of the Transit.

Her request to “please be careful with the paintings” was answered by an insensitive grunt. By ten o’clock they were unloading at Valley Tower and carrying everything up to the thirteenth floor. The job was completed by eleven thirty and then she set about arranging things the way she wanted them.

She had carried the mauve sports bag on her lap, sitting in the centre front seat of the vehicle between the two men. She took care to hold the bag upright; in spite of the foam rubber packing the jars inside clinked as the driver negotiated the ‘sleeping policemen’ on the service road leading to the tower block.

“Make your own jam, do yer, luv?” the co-driver asked.

“That’s right,” she answered, stared straight ahead of her, braced herself for the next bump. “Every autumn I make wild fruit preserves.” One year she had done just that but not any more.

“Wouldn’t mind tryin’ a jar. My missus used to make jam but ‘er ain’t made any lately, seems to ‘ave gone off the idea.”

“I’m sorry, I’ve only got a half a dozen jars left. Perhaps next autumn, if you’re passing by …” And I hope to God you forget.

Paul had not returned last night, he had probably stayed over at Matthew’s place. His belongings were still in the flat, he would probably collect them later, leave the spare key on the table. Kate was glad that she had managed to get out before he arrived, the final parting of their ways might have been difficult.

Number 177, Valley Tower, consisted of a living room, single bedroom, bathroom and small kitchen. Basic fittings in every room, the cheapest that some chain of building supplies could provide. It was much smaller than her previous accommodation but it was adequate, room enough for herself and her painting but nowhere for visitors. So that ruled Paul right out.

She had nothing to worry about. Nothing at all. She was one step ahead of everybody, she would make sure that she kept it like that.

That afternoon she called in at the bank to deliver her latest sick note, went to the enquiry counter and rang the bell. One of the senior clerks scrutinised the note, his expression undisguised scepticism and contempt.

“You’ve been off work a month now,” a veiled reprimand that went beyond his authority. “I trust you’ll be back after this one otherwise they’ll insist that you’re seen by the bank’s doctor. Relief expenses are mounting up.”

Kate checked a retort. “I can only heed my own doctor’s orders,” her voice trembled. “Perhaps you’d be good enough to pass the note on to the manager, that’s his concern.” Not yours.

The other closed the bulletproof screen, went away. As Kate left the bank she had already made up her mind that she wasn’t going back. She couldn’t face a formal nine-to-five job, shackled by convention, again. She would find something else to do. Painting. She would sell her pictures, distribute them round the city restaurants, they often had pictures for sale, took their commission. The art centre café, too, was a useful source. Dammit, people made a living out of painting, she could paint ducks better than most, Peter Scott had done just that in the early stages of his career. She’d give it a try, after her sick leave on full pay expired. And she already had a prospective customer; WPC Braithwaite. Kate would even visit the police station in order to get a sale.

The clock on the Guild Hall said 4.30. By public transport, Valley Tower was a ten-minute ride; it took twenty minutes to walk the distance. Kate was in no hurry, she decided to call at a café for a snack, afterwards she would decide by which means to return home.

It was as she munched on a Big Mac that she made an on the spur of the moment decision; she would call in at evening surgery, see Doctor Whittaker. He had told her to keep in regular touch, she would take him at his word. The idea had her spine goose pimpling.

“Miss Kate Leonard for Doctor Whittaker, please.” She was the last patient in a previously crowded waiting room, it was as though he had deliberately left her until last. Perhaps because he had to talk to her at length. Psychiatric consultations took longer than run-of-the-mill diagnoses. She stood up, felt slightly dizzy, walked unsteadily down the long, emulsioned corridor. The nameplate on the half-open door said DOCTOR WHITTAKER. She experienced an almost orgasmic sensation; it passed as quickly as it came.

“Ah, Miss Leonard, sit down, please.” Doctor Whittaker was washing his hands at a small sink in the far corner of the room; he was meticulous in everything he did.

Kate seated herself on the straight-backed chair in front of the desk. The doctor was behind her, still washing his hands. She swallowed guiltily, the visit was contrived, he was shrewd enough to see that.

“I didn’t expect to see you quite so soon,” he said drying his hands now.

“I’m sorry …”

“Not at all,” he’d done with his hands, flicked the towel before he hung it back on a hook. “No drastic problem, I hope?”

“No.” None that she was going to confide in him. “I’ve just been relocated.”

“You mean you’ve moved to get away from your boyfriend?”

“Yes.” It was as if he read your thoughts, she was regretting her impulsive decision to come here this afternoon.

“Rather drastic, don’t you think?” He didn’t give her time to reply, asked, “Where to?”

“Valley Tower. Thirteenth floor.”

“Dear, dear,” he clicked his tongue disapprovingly. “I don’t think that’s a very clever thing to do, Kate. The block is virtually condemned, structural and damp problems, hardly the place to recuperate in.”

Her brain reeled; he had called her by her first name. “I had to get out, he wouldn’t go. This place is a single flat.”

“Well, let’s not go into all that,” he moved into her field of vision, seated himself at the desk. She noticed that her file went unopened. “Now, how are you feeling?”

“Much the same,” which wasn’t exactly a good reason for a return visit so soon.

“One can hardly look for a lightning recovery,” he slid his glasses down from the bridge of his nose in a gesture of admonishment. “But you want to talk to me, I can tell that. You’re edgy. Calm down, take your time, there aren’t any other patients waiting out there.”

Her intestines seemed to know. I’ve only come here, Glenn, to find out whether you’re …

“A broken relationship is disturbing,” he seemed to sense her embarrassment, a man who knew when to speak and when to remain silent, “however turbulent it has become. Logically, no relationship is better than a bad relationship, but it hurts just the same. Am I right?”

“I guess so,” she could not meet his eye. “I’m sorry, Doctor, I’m wasting your time coming here with emotional problems which I have to sort out myself.”

“Not at all,” his kindness flooded her with guilt at her deception. “Your relationship has a definite bearing on your mental and physical health. Which is where I can help. I admire your common sense in coming to see me right away. Now, the worst thing you can do is to begin another affair on the rebound, as they say. You need time to sort yourself out. Are you still painting?”

“Yes.”

“Ducks, of course.”

“I rarely paint anything else.”

“That’s fine. Carry on painting them, it will help your loneliness. Perhaps, eventually, and I hope it won’t be too soon, you’ll find somebody else.”

“I don’t want …” Yes, I do, I want you, Glenn. Which is bloody stupid, a crush, and all I really want is …

“I’m an atheist, Doctor.” She blurted it out clumsily, a confession that was designed to turn the conversation towards religion.

“There’s no harm in that. Everybody is entitled to their own beliefs. I have mine.”

“You’re religious?” She held her breath, expected a brusque answer. Mind your own bloody business.

“In a way. I believe in a divine power but I don’t go to church. I was brought up C of E.”

Oh, shit, that tells me nothing. RC, high church, Jewish, Muslim, any of those would have been a pointer to his circumcision or otherwise. He was in no-man’s-land.

“I shall carry on painting … I may find someone else.”

“Good, I would say then that we are making progress. I’m worried, though, that you are living in Valley Tower. Apart from its structural health risks, it isn’t a good area for an attractive girl to live alone. Do you have a telephone?”

“No. Not yet, anyway. I’m considering it.”

“I think it’s vital that you do.”

“You’re thinking about this rapist? I thought he only murdered prostitutes. Like Jack the Ripper.”

“So far,” he stroked his chin meditatively. “One can never be sure. The man rapes and kills when the urge takes him. If he is desperate, he will take the first woman to hand.”

“I read in the papers about some woman called the Black Mantis,” somehow Kate managed to keep her voice even, almost casual. “Sounds a dangerous nutter.”

“Dangerous, certainly, but we don’t know yet what motivates her. There has to be a strong psychological reason behind her attacks. It would seem, though, that her desire is principally to circumcise. It is the already circumcised men who are in the most danger, as we discovered by her last victim.”

“What’s the point of circumcision, Doctor, I never could work it out?” She made is sound like small talk, asked out of idle curiosity; the answer didn’t really matter.

“Hygiene, religious reasons, sometimes a boy’s foreskin causes discomfort and has to be removed,” the stock answers she was expecting. “I think female circumcision is barbaric, should be outlawed except for medical reasons and only then when there is no other alternative.”

“And male circumcision?” She was trembling in anticipation of his reply.

“Again, only for positive reasons. If a male is going to reside in a tropical climate, then it is advisable. I don’t think it should be carried out as a matter of course.”

Damn! Stereotyped answers even if they were his own opinions. “I see.”

“But I don’t think that you’ve anything to fear from this woman, Kate. She’s only interested in men, and they have to be of small stature.”

“I’m glad.” But I’d be even more pleased if you’d just give me a clue, Glenn.

“Still, I’d be happier if you were on the telephone. That way you’re never isolated, day or night. If you feel the need to talk to somebody, you can. I wouldn’t mind in the least if you called me just because you wanted a chat. That's part of my job. Likewise, if you had a bad night and felt you couldn’t stand it any longer I’d come right out to you.”

“That’s very reassuring,” she knew that she was trembling visibly now, hoped that he would mistake it for the nervous condition for which he was treating her. “In fact, I think I’ll take your advice, I’ll call in at BT on my way home, ask them to install a phone.”

“Good girl,” he got up out of his chair, a sign that the consultation was at an end. “Just a moment and I’ll write you a note saying that I recommend that you are connected at the earliest possible opportunity. That way you should be on the phone within a few days. They always give priority to people under medical treatment living alone.”

“Thank you,” she accepted the note, just managed to stop herself from saying, ‘Glenn’. “I’d only phone you if I was really desperate, though.”

Which, she reflected as she left the health centre, was inevitable.

Doctor Glenn Whittaker had given her no indication of what she most wanted to know, it was a 50-50 chance either way. She would savour the build-up to finding out for herself. But in the meantime he had given her something else, a renewed lust for human male genital flesh.

Any male so long as he was small.




25.

Micky had drifted into the city the same year that he was due to leave school. His emaciated appearance was accentuated by his threadbare clothing, scuffed trainers with soles that flapped loose and wet his feet on rainy days. Filth grimed his skin yet, facially, he was attractive. With caring parents and a proper education he might have made his mark in later life. But he had neither of these, languished in the remedial class until he finally made the decision to leave it all behind him.

He had run away from home principally because of the court order against him. In effect it was a curfew, the direct result of his being charged with 69 counts of theft in varying degrees from shoplifting to burglary. The order meant that he was not allowed outside his parents’ council house unless he was supervised by an adult. His folks were shits, both of them, he had told the court that but they had ignored him. The prospect of being confined in the house with his mother and father was daunting.

He could have phoned Childline, asked them to come round and look at his bruises, told them that his parents went to the pub every night except Wednesday when they played bingo, and to ensure their son’s good behaviour in their absence, they roped him securely to his bed. Look, see the rope burns on my wrists and ankles! A length of sticking plaster was taped over his mouth in case he tried to shout for help. Its removal upon their return was exceedingly painful for one just going into adolescence.

But Micky didn’t shop his parents because it would have undoubtedly resulted in his being taken into youth custody. The magistrates had warned him upon his last juvenile court appearance that one more misdemeanour, however small, even if he only broke his curfew, would have dire consequences for him; he would be arrested and taken to prison where he would remain until his next court hearing. He had been ordered to return to court for sentencing on May 16; there was a hint of possible leniency depending upon his behaviour in the meantime.

Micky ran away from home in mid-April; if the police hunted him then he was not aware of it. Possibly his parents would not report his disappearance until just before the social worker’s next visit was due.

He headed for the subways on the north side of the city, badly lit tunnels that stank of urine and worse, an accumulation of litter that was seldom cleared, where dropouts in their dozens existed in alcoholic or drug induced degradation.

In the beginning Micky couldn’t afford even to buy food; the cash which he had taken from the old teapot on his parents’ mantelpiece was stolen from him whilst he slept the first night.

A couple of men, he never learned their names, showed him how to earn a living. It disgusted him the first time, it hurt him physically, but after that he learned how to blank out his mind and body to it.

There was a demand for boys on the Ringway, men came from all parts of the city looking for them; some paid exceedingly well for their pleasures. Micky’s boyish stature was an investment; he was never short of clients.

After he was able to buy food, he moved on to drugs. Cannabis in the beginning, then heroin and crack. The drug pushers walked unhindered in the subways, usually in twos or threes because addiction could drive those at the lower echelon of society to violence in an attempt to satisfy their craving when money was short. Men came in search of boys. The subways were a hubbub of twilight industry but seldom was a female prostitute seen there; her wares were low on the client’s shopping list of perversion.

Bodies lay stretched out in the shadows, either sleeping or drunk. Alcoholism was often fuelled by methylated spirits; it was oblivion not flavour that these wretches sought. Violence amongst themselves was rare, their strength had ebbed from them, hastening death to release them from the torture of living. Sometimes a corpse went unnoticed for days, nobody was interested in the fate of their colleagues. The police seldom came here; it was a no-go area which was best left to sort out its own problems.

Micky tossed restlessly, his soreness after a night’s work prevented him from sleeping. He sweated and shivered alternately with a virus that he had contracted; it would pass, it always did. He had found a hessian sack outside the fresh ground coffee shop up on the high street above, used it as a sleeping bag. The aroma of coffee beans was strong, heady. Figures moved around him, there was just the sound of laboured breathing, the rasping of diseased lungs. The others would not interfere with him, there was an unwritten code amongst this community; you didn’t help anybody but you never harmed them intentionally.

A dim glow from the few lights that remained provided a shadowy light, enough to see silhouettes by. He turned over, thought he glimpsed a figure close by, couldn’t be sure. He dozed.

Suddenly, he awoke with a start. Somebody was leaning by his side, their hand had trespassed into his bed sack. Stealthy fingers that had already found his lower regions, stroked them sensuously.

“Oi!” He would have sat up but the stranger was leaning on him, pinning him down. “What the fuck …”

“Sssh!” It was a woman’s voice, husky and cultured. “Don’t wake the others up.”

“What do you want?”

“A nice young man,” her breath smelled of peppermint-flavoured toothpaste, a waft of perfume assailed his nostrils. He coughed, he wasn’t used to it. “Wouldn’t you like a girlfriend instead of all these perverts after your ass?”

The thought was exciting. Micky had never bothered with girls back home; he hadn’t started to mature until after he left. “I don’t mind.”

“You certainly don’t!” She laughed, unzipped him, started to rub him faster. A gasp of satisfaction escaped her lips; she had obviously found something that pleased her.

Her other hand slid down the coffee sack, he drew his knees up, made a kind of tent so that it would be easier for her. Something hard and cold touched him, made him flinch. “What’s that?”

“A little something that will add to our pleasure.” He sucked in his breath sharply.

“That’s nice.” Then, “ooh, you’re pinching me!”

“Not for long.”

Micky screamed shrilly. His filthy hands groped at himself in the enshrouding hessian, tried to find out what had happened to him, the extent of his injuries. He felt her draw back, brushed his face with her hand, knew that she had leaped to her feet.

“ What the fuck have you done to me?”

He was writhing, crying and screaming, his ragged trousers already saturated with blood. He screamed again, louder this time.

Somewhere further along the stinking passageway a huddled shape stirred, a slurred voice said, “shaddup!” Screams were not uncommon within this ghetto of depravity; you learned to ignore them, just protested when they disturbed your drunken slumbers …

Micky struggled to his feet, the bloody sack was entwined around his ankles, constricting bonds like his parents used when they roped him to the bed. You ain’t goin’ nowhere, Micky.

The half-light was darkening, streaked with crimson. He felt his senses slipping from him. Even as he fought to free himself from his shackles, oblivion claimed him. He tottered uncertainly for a moment, then fell backwards. There was a resounding crack of splintering bone as his head struck concrete stanchion. He slid to the floor, rolled over, lay face downwards, blood seeping out from beneath him.

Nobody stirred, the protester had already gone back to sleep.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Kate walked breathlessly through the shadowy side streets, her body quivering, her nostrils flared as she scented blood. So easy, but it did not detract from the excitement. She had hunted. And found.

One frightening thought, it only crossed her mind for a second, she had known that she would not find the one she sought in the kingdom of dropouts and rent boys. That had not mattered, tonight had been a diversion, a means by which her craving could be satisfied.

She knew that even if she found him, she would not stop. She could not. Her lust for human flesh was insatiable.




26.

Ford was shocked. He was also uneasy and embarrassed. Everything that he was, he suddenly was not.

Because the chief had phoned him at home and invited him over for Sunday lunch. Detective Chief Superintendents did not socialise with Detective Sergeants. Except for a very special reason. And not knowing that reason troubled him most of all.

“My wife and I would be delighted for you to join us, Ford,” Dawson’s voice was a crackling whisper over the line, he probably had his pipe in his mouth, too. “We thought that you might like to join us for matins, also. At the cathedral, ten-thirty sharp. Meet us by the west door.”

“Thank you, sir, very much,” Ford’s voice was devoid of its usual staccato brusqueness, he just hoped that the other did not notice the slight nervous tremor. “I shall look forward to it.”

“Excellent. Ten-thirty on Sunday, then.” The line went dead, the dialling tone came back.

Shitfire, this was the last thing Ford needed! It was like one of those crazy dreams where you were going somewhere but never got there. He stood there holding the receiver, looking at it with a kind of disbelief. Looking for reasons, not finding them. For a moment he suspected a hoax, one of the PCs mimicking the chief’s voice. Maybe the rest of them would mingle with the congregation to witness Ford’s embarrassment. Dawson wouldn’t be embarrassed, whatever, he never was.

No, it was for real, all right. Which was worrying, particularly for a non-socialising man, one who seldom mixed, even at work. For sure, neither Fallon nor Melton had ever been to the chief’s house for Sunday lunch. Possibly nobody ever had because the Dawsons weren’t the party type. So why me.

Because it was all part of an indoctrination process, mentor entertaining protégé, the DCS was stepping up the grooming. A vice squad chief was a 24 hours a day, 365 days a year man. He wanted to ensure that Ford didn’t stop off for a breather en route; you boarded the train and you stayed on it until you reached your destination.

Ford decided upon the light grey suit which he wore for formal occasions, court appearances and inquests. This was likely to be the most formal of all. He chose a claret tie to go with it.

The congregation was surprisingly sparse, a scattering of city socialites who liked to be seen worshipping in a high place; faces which were vaguely familiar to the detective, he recognised the Lord Mayor and prominent dental surgeon.

Dawson didn’t shake hands, just the faintest of nods as he left the other to follow his wife and himself down the carpeted aisle to the fourth pew from the rear, leaving Ford to sit on the outside. One thing, he thought, the chief didn’t come here to be noticed, he seemed intent on insignificance. Possibly few of those present knew who he was.

Ford played his own version of follow-my-leader. He knelt as the Dawsons knelt, eased back when they did. He found the hymns, marked the pages in readiness. So organised, he hadn’t expected to be anything else.

A junior deacon officiated. The choir was made up from the cathedral’s own choral school.

Ford mimed the words to the first psalm; he could not hear the Dawsons singing, either, even though he strained his ears. Somehow he made it through the service and then everybody was filing back out into the warm May sunshine.

The chief did not own a Mercedes or a BMW. Nothing so ostentatious, just a red Mondeo, as immaculate inside as it was out. The man’s private life was comfortable but not luxurious, he neither coveted his neighbour’s wife nor his possessions.

The modest red-bricked house stood on the bottom of Sandford Avenue, it had been there before some far-sighted builder had envisaged a tasteful cluster of Swedish-style stockbroker residences, possibly some move had been made to buy out the previous owner so that it could be demolished. The latter had refused, perhaps turned down generous offers in his stubbornness so that the house became the poor relation of the more illustrious edifices that surrounded it. It was fringed by trees, fast growing poplars planted by the nouveaux riche in an attempt to hide this eyesore. They had hidden the Dawsons with it and that was how Clem liked it. He stayed back and let others create his anonymity.

“A dry sherry to sharpen your appetite,” he handed a glass to Ford. I know you’re teetotal but everybody should drink a glass of dry sherry on a Sunday and a glass of claret or white wine with their meal. It was an order that had to be obeyed.

“Thank you,” the other felt decidedly awkward.

“Do sit down, Mister Ford,” Maggie Dawson had removed her coat, revealed a mauve two-piece that had been fashionable in the late fifties, “I’ll just go and check how the roast is doing. We’ll be eating at one, sharp.”

The chief stood by the fireplace; it gave him a commanding position. A sip of sherry and a glance out of the bay window and then his steely eyes settled on his guest. “The congregation has become abysmal this last couple of years. Twenty-one this morning, counting ourselves. A sign of the times, the godless society in which we live. I really wonder what people do on Sundays, even Sunday shopping proved to be a non-event. You don’t go to church, Ford, so you told me.”

“No.” Guilt, but the chief would have despised him for lying.

“But you said you believed?”

“Yes. A couple of occasions when by rights I should have been dead but I lived. Somebody looked after me. Mostly I work on Sundays.”

“So do I, Ford. After matins. This evening I shall write my report to submit to Scotland Yard. I fear that we shall receive Metropolitan support in this business before long. The force will not tolerate some slip of a wench making a fool of it indefinitely. A full complement of undercover officers were deployed into the red light area, mostly CID support, and she switched to the ring road subways. The body wasn’t found for four days. It was as if she knew.”

“That would be impossible.”

“Intelligent guesswork that anticipated police procedure,” there was bitterness in Dawson’s tone now. “And one doesn’t expect intelligence from whores, Ford.”

“I don’t believe she is a whore. I think we are up against our most cunning and sophisticated adversary for many years.”

“And for what purpose? She debases a religious rite, mocks God. Certainly she does not gain monetarily, so it is perverted madness. I read your report on your interview with Tanya Mitchell. I fail to see the significance of the cats.”

“Not necessarily cats, it could be any animal or bird. Somewhere this circumciser gives love to something. If we find her, I think that will be the key to her undoing.”

“If?”

“When. I’ve gone through the Wuornos file again. It’s the only profile we’ve got to work from. Prior to her arrest, the FBI had to rewrite the rules. In a conversation with her, a guy named Dick Mills was amazed at her awesome comprehension and knowledge of art. She was also well versed in parapsychology and ancient history. Back of it all they all have something normal. The Mitchell girl loves her cats, Wuornos knew art. We have to find out the Black Mantis’s normality before we can catch her. We already know about her abnormality and, right now, that isn’t helping.”

“It’s logical,” another sip of sherry as a sign of approval. “I want her found soon, Ford, before we hand over the reins to the Yard. I want this to be our success, not theirs.”

“Lunch is ready if you’d like to come through,” Maggie leaned round the door, almost an apology for her intrusion.

The dining room was plainly furnished, looked out on to a wide lawn at the rear. A weeping willow shaded the far end, killed the grass beneath it. The borders were filled with shrubs, the only gardening task would be mowing. Ford had a bet with himself that Maggie Dawson saw to that.

“Even roast beef, a true British tradition, is going out of fashion,” Dawson spooned horseradish sauce liberally on to his plate. “This new generation claim that vegetarianism promotes a healthy body and sound mind. Mentally and physically we have never had a sicker society.”

Ford noted that Maggie Dawson rarely conversed throughout the meal, fussed over whether both men had enough vegetables or if their meat was tender enough. She opened the predicted bottle of claret, poured it. Obviously she had carved the joint, too. She knew her role, accepted it without humility because it was expected of her. Ford could not envisage the Dawsons quarrelling, perhaps they had never done so. Totally humourless and yet they were happy that way.

Dawson dictated the conversation in a stilted, staccato style. Unrelated subjects being raised and then discarded with equal suddenness.

“Have you ever holidayed in Poland, Ford?”

“No, the only time I’ve been abroad was on a day trip to Bologne.”

“You should try Poland. You won’t find anywhere more like pre-war Britain.”

Ford won another bet with himself that apple pie and custard would follow. Tea in preference to coffee, and that he and the chief would take their cups through to the lounge whilst Maggie cleared the table and washed up.

“You know, Ford, sex is the focal point of most evils,” Dawson spoke with his back to the other, stood looking out of the widow down the driveway. “Men kill for it, crimes of passion. Prostitutes sell it on the streets, without it they would not be able to afford drugs. I can never understand why God, in His wisdom, did not invent a less troublesome means of procreation. Doubtless, He put one major temptation before man in the hope that he could resist it. As the French police say in murder cases “ Cherchez la femme”. We have to do that and I hope that your theory will lead us to her. Time is running out. Incidentally, your wife has left you, I hear.” The chief turned around, his expression was one of undisguised disapproval.

“I’m afraid so. She walked out on me a few weeks back, she’s living with another man. I haven’t heard from her since.”

“I’m sorry, Ford,” genuine sympathy now. “I admire you for keeping it to yourself.”

“I’m coping.”

“I’m sure you are,” a hint of a smile. “Again, we have evidence of the heartbreak which sex causes. I think that is something which a civilised society should learn to dispense with. There is a society, you know, attempting to prove that a relationship can be equally as happy without sex as with it. Its members aren’t old fogies; a lot of youngsters are joining. It gives you hope for the future.” He paused, turned back to the window. “I applied for the vice squad on principle, as a young man I thought that possibly prostitution could be eradicated. That is an impossibility, you merely drive it underground. You have to learn to live with it. Up to a point. You accept its existence but you don’t condone it. It’s the pimps I hate most, the whores are their slaves. I only learned to segregate the two comparatively recently. Those who exploit sex are the real offenders, not just the pimps, but the purveyors of pornographic material, paedophiles. Perverts. She’s a pervert, you know.”

“Yes.” Ford thought that was unlikely but it would have been unwise to tell the chief.

“We have to get her, Ford.”

Mrs Dawson appeared with the teapot, offering refills. Ford wondered how much she knew, if anything, apart from what she had read in the papers or seen on television. Maybe she didn’t read the newspapers or watch TV. In all probability she and her husband did not enjoy a sexual relationship, maybe never had. Their own personal protest which nobody knew about.

“You have to be a kind of automaton to run the unit successfully,” Clem Dawson sat down at last, there was a notable change in his attitude. Confidentiality whereas before there had been arrogance. “One hundred per cent devotion to duty at the expense of all else. You don’t do it for money because if you did that you’d be as bad as the enemy. You do it because it’s right. Everybody hates you, your own men, too, if you do the job properly. I can think of many parallels. You keep on killing the enemy, keep them at bay, but you’ll never defeat them. The sad thing is they won’t salute you for bravery; they’ll never ever withdraw. Remember that, Ford, the only thing you’ll ever get out of it is what they call job satisfaction and pride in yourself. You can’t expect anything other than that, not even thanks. It isn’t like any other job in the force. And it’s the toughest. I just wanted you to know that.”

“Thank you,” Ford said, and meant it.

“I generally take a short siesta at three before I start work again.”

Ford saw by the clock on the mantelpiece that it was ten minutes to three. It was the chief’s way of telling him that the time for socialising was over.

“I have to get back, too,” which was what he was expected to say. “I have to find out what she loves. Then I’ll find her.”

There was no sign of Maggie Dawson on the way out. Perhaps she, too, slept after lunch on Sundays. Ford walked down the gravelled drive, knew that the chief was watching him all the way. He had delivered his own brand of pep talk, the one and only time he would do it. Somewhere on the confidential files he would write a report recommending Jason Ford for the position of chief in years to come. The Detective Sergeant had the right pedigree, he just had to prove that he could apply it to the job. The Black Mantis had to be caught.

Ford’s train of thought led to Serena but he had no regrets. What had happened was for the best. But he knew that he needed a woman again; Dawson’s philosophy did not work for everybody.




27.

Kate had gone back to the park that warm Sunday afternoon. Not to paint the ducks, nor to watch them objectively. Not in the hope that her nemesis might return.

Fine weekends were not suited to any of these occupations. The park would be crowded, youths playing football and cricket, children yelling and screaming, their parents shouting at them to ‘shaddup’; pensioners dozing on the lakeside benches. The ducks would be overfed, gorged on non-nutritious white bread so that the spring hatches of ducklings would start life with a handicap.

Towards mid-afternoon the ice cream van would arrive to a fanfare of repetitive musical chimes which echoed in your brain for hours afterwards. A long queue would form, wrappings from choc ices, cornettos and lollies would litter the well-trodden grass. Noise and disturbance from every direction.

She used not to go to the park on Sundays between May and September, it left her with a feeling of depression and frustration for the rest of the week. But now the tower block was depressing her, she finally admitted to herself that the move was a mistake. It was a cowardly way of getting rid of Paul. She could just have ordered him to leave, threatened to ring the council and report him as an unwanted lodger if he refused to go. Instead she had run away. From him.

Now she was paying the price for volunteering to inhabit one of the hellholes in Valley Tower. Floor thirteen, lucky for some. Decidedly unlucky for her.

It was claustrophobic; it had its own peculiar smell, which you took with you wherever you went. The sour damp odour of mustiness. It was dark in there, too, north facing so that you had to have the living room light on in the daytime. That cost money, the council made no deductions for their mistakes.

At night vandals infiltrated the stairways, sprayed obscene graffiti on the walls, urinated on the landings. That added to the smell.

It might not have been so bad had she been working, out during the day. But a solitary life at home in those cramped quarters was akin to a prison sentence.

That Sunday following her move Kate knew that she had to get away, if only for a few hours. She wasn’t in the mood for painting, and even if she attempted it the distractions would reflect in her work. Which wasn’t fair to the ducks.

She tried to think of other places she might go. Neither ice skating nor the cinema appealed to her. Walking the streets, window-shopping in empty shopping precincts were little better than staying here. So, she decided on a compromise; she would go to the park, not as an artist nor as a bird watcher, but as one of ‘them’. She would laze in the sunshine just like they did, let her mind go blank.

It would be a new experience.

She went to her favourite place, the old tree stump, everybody else seemed to have avoided it. She curled up into a foetal position, closed her eyes, thought she might even manage to doze because the noise from all around meant nothing to her.

Except for the quacking of the ducks.

She experienced a pang of jealousy because somebody else was feeding them, an urge to rush down to the water’s edge, shout ‘Stop it! They’re mine! You’re killing them with white bread.’ Which took her thoughts back to Doctor Whittaker. Glenn.

She had almost called him out last night. Instead, she had gone to the subways, found herself an easy, futile victim. It was a stupid thing to do, the risk was becoming greater each time. She had achieved nothing, an urchin adolescent who could not possibly have figured in her search. Lust had ruled her. Next time she must be more selective.

Which again had her thinking about Whittaker. He was the kind of man she could … She pushed the thought from her, such thoughts were dangerous. Emotion clouded clear thinking.

It was very warm, possibly the start of an early heatwave. She ought to spend more time out of doors, come here again tomorrow perhaps. And the day after. The crowds would be gone then.

Her eyes were starting to close. Sleep was a premium she could not afford to ignore.

It was as though she had only been asleep a few moments when she awoke with a start, knew immediately that something was wrong. Some in-built alarm system had shrilled a warning to her.

She knew the man standing there watching her even before she opened her eyes and saw him.

Instinctively she was afraid, shying from him as she struggled up into a sitting position.

“I’m sorry if I startled you.” His voice was scarcely more than a whisper; he sounded embarrassed.

I do apologise.

He was small, the way she knew he would be. Short cropped fair hair, he wore his grey suit awkwardly as if he was not accustomed to formal wear and had put it on especially for her.

Ford had wandered into the park on impulse. His intention had been to walk straight home from the Dawsons’ house, change into some more comfortable clothes; think through everything that had been said over lunch, the Mantis case. Somewhere, something was waiting to be noticed. The chief had disturbed him in lots of ways, had him taking a long hard look at himself. The unorthodox ‘briefing’ had set him thinking about Serena again. A longing, not for her because her return would have been nothing less than a continuation of their declining relationship. Something much stronger, a basic human need. He could not remember when he last had an erection.

Perhaps, subconsciously, he had come into the park in search for a woman. No, that wasn’t true, there was no way he could have picked one up cold. Then just to look at a woman, any one of the twenty or so scantily clad females who sunbathed here, aroused the innocent voyeur. A longing for a mate he couldn’t have, he didn’t want another permanent relationship. Neither was he seeking a one-night stand. Just the erotic thought, a fantasy, Dawson would probably even have disapproved of that.

The girl lying curled up on the old tree stump had seemed to draw him. His intention had been to look and walk on. As it was, he had only lingered a few seconds but it had been enough to wake her. She was nervous, edgy. More than that, scared.

“You startled me,” she gave him an embarrassed smile. “I didn’t hear your approach.”

“I’m just killing time,” he felt awkward, too, he was no spontaneous conversationalist. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I was bored, fell asleep,” it was as if she needed to justify herself. Then, “Do you come here often?” There was a directness, an insistence about the question, demanding an answer.

“I think I’ve only ever been here once before,” he fidgeted with his hands, needed to do something with them so he thrust them into his trouser pockets. “I’m not used to leisure time. Some friends invited me round for lunch, it spoiled my usual routine. I’d’ve outstayed my welcome if I’d stopped on for tea, so I thought I’d use up half an hour in the park on my way home. Sundays can be a drag if you’re not used to doing nothing.”

“Too right,” she wasn’t scared any longer but neither was she relaxed. Just wary. “Weekends are a bore when you’re off work sick and you’ve been trying to get through each weekday.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Stop bloody apologising all the time! “Nothing drastic, I’m thinking of packing the job in, anyway. Working in a bank bores the pants off you the whole daylong. What do you do for a living?” Come on, I want to know.

“I’m in between jobs right now.” Which, in its broadest sense, was true; hunting the Black Mantis and keeping an eye open for a psychopathic rapist at the same time. “What’s your name?” My turn now.

“Kate. Kate Leonard.”

“Jason Ford.” And you won’t find me in the phone book when you check up on me.

“I’ve just moved flats,” she seemed to be warming to the conversation now as if she had been looking for somebody to talk to before she’d fallen asleep. “The one I was living in wasn’t too bad until my boyfriend moved in. Then our relationship fell apart and, short of seeking an eviction order against him, I couldn’t get rid of him. So I applied for relocation. They put me in Valley Tower, off the Oxford Road. Number 177 on the thirteenth floor. Unlucky for me.” She laughed, it sounded forced.

“I live up on Weedon Road.” And I’m not telling you the number. “I’ve had problems, my wife left me some weeks ago. Another man.”

Her expression said, ‘they all say that’. “Life is full of problems,” she lowered herself back down. “Why don’t you sit down, Jason?” She patted the edge of the stump. “We might as well be comfortable whilst we both kill time.”

He perched on the edge of the bole, wondered if she had noticed the protrusion behind his zip; he folded his hands across his crotch, and tried to will his arousement to subside. It refused.

“I often come here to paint. To pass the time. Or sometimes I just feed the ducks.”

“Painting’s something I would have liked to try but never got round to.” He half-expected her to say, ‘come round some time and look at my etchings’.

Instead, she said, “I like ducks. The other week they closed the park so that some men with guns could come and shoot the Canada geese. It was awful, it really upset me. There were dead and wounded geese all over the surface, some of the ducks got shot, too. Supposedly accidentally.”

“You were here?”

“Right here, in this very spot. I climbed over. The shooters arrived later. If I’d known they were coming I would have gone and frightened all the birds off. But by the time I realised it was too late.”

“Oh, dear.”

“I guess I’m over it now. I’ll never forget it, though.”

She was big but there was no fat on her. Attractive to the point of being beautiful. He was trying to visualise her naked. His hardness wouldn’t soften so he might as well enjoy it.

“It isn’t safe for a woman to be alone in the park, particularly when it’s closed,” he was having difficulty in finding something to say. What he wanted to say was best left unsaid.

“I can look after myself,” Kate’s hand smoothed down her thigh, settled over the reassuring weight that nestled in the pocket of her Levi’s.

“They all think that.”

“Who?”

“Girls. Women.”

“That’s sexist.”

“Sorry, it wasn’t meant to be. I was just thinking of your safety.”

“That’s nice, nobody’s ever done that before. All the same, I’ll still come here whenever I feel like it, regardless of what you say.”

She was stubborn, all right. “There’s a rapist at large, he’s running rings round the police. I read it in the Sunday Express.” Liar, you never read the papers, you hate the Press.

“He only goes for prostitutes.”

“At the moment. Who knows who he might attack next?”

“I could handle him,” it sounded childishly arrogant. “According to the papers you chaps have got to start looking over your shoulders, too.”

“Oh, you mean this Mantis, or whatever they call her?”

“Something like that. She must be a right screwball. Apparently, she’s started castrating them now.”

“So I’ll have to watch myself, either way.” He made a joke of it.

You bastard, you’re as uncompromising as Doctor Whittaker. Kate’s flesh began to tingle, she rubbed the hobby knife in her pocket, its feel was electrifying. She had noticed the other’s arousement. Sod those people crowding the park. Fuck off, the lot of you.

She said, “Beats me why the police haven’t caught her by now.”

“Maybe they know who she is but they’re just biding their time until they’ve got enough evidence to pull her.”

“Personally, I couldn’t give a shit whether they catch her or not. If a few guys loose their foreskins or privates it’s no skin off my nose. Sorry, pun not intended.”

He laughed.

“Do you like ducks, Jason? Or anything like that?”

“I don’t mind ducks, I can take ‘em or leave ‘em. Never did find time for a hobby, maybe I ought to cultivate one now that I’m on my own.”

“You have to have an interest,” the conversation was degenerating to boring small talk again, “otherwise you get bored.” Kate was staring around her, checking on the crowds, hoping that miraculously they had dispersed. They hadn’t, people were still coming down the track from the entrance, the ice cream queue had virtually doubled. Inevitably, before long the vendor would have sold out, disappointed a lot of kids. “You got any kids, Jason?”

“No, I’m afraid I’m not a family man.”

“I hate ‘em, the little bastards!” Her tone was suddenly venomous, her eyes scanning those who were throwing bread to the bunched mallards. “They seem to delight in cruelty for cruelty’s sake. They throw stones at the ducks.”

“Valley Tower’s due for renovation and refurbishment. I read somewhere,” he changed the subject suddenly. “There’s an outside possibility that they might even pull it down. So, the council will have to move you again.”

“I expect so,” she shifted her position, checked the bulge in her pocket again. “You never know what the future holds for you. Me, I live from day to day. Where was it you said you lived, Jason? Weedon Road?”

“That’s right.” And I’m not telling you the number.

“It’s nice up there.”

“It’s okay. I might move before long.” When they rehouse me into single accommodation.

“What did you say you did for a living?”

“I didn’t. I’m not doing anything in particular at the moment.”

Fuck you.

“I guess I’d better be going,” he got to his feet, turned away from her and hoped fervently that she had not noticed his erection and that she wouldn’t see it now.

Jesus, I’m not letting him walk right out on me now that I’ve finally found him. Her heart was pounding, her intuition had gone wild. The build, the stance; she tried to blank out his features, visualise them with a hood over them, the lusting eyes staring through the twin holes. Everything fitted her mental identikit picture.

Her gaze lowered, it mattered not that he swivelled another quarter turn away from her. That was right, too, she saw it again, the surplus flesh that had eluded her. She even heard the voice camouflaged through a nylon filter.

“I’ll see you around sometime, Kate.”

Sheer desperation, she tried to make it sound casual, “Why don’t you call round one evening, Jason? We’re both alone and bored. Just coffee and a chat, or maybe go out for a drink. No involvement, if you see what I mean.” It sounded tartish. Come round and fuck me one night. And I’ll circumcise you. Or castrate you. I’ll kill you, too. Afterwards. The thought was becoming orgasmic; she was fighting to hold back.

“Maybe I will,” he paused in mid step, “but I’ll have to be on my way for now. Valley Tower, thirteenth floor, number 177. I can remember that.”

You might forget it. Or change your mind. Dates aren’t your scene; only a rape will satisfy you. And I’d be happy with that if I could be sure. Just one last time.

“See you, then,” he was walking away, not looking back.

“See you, Jason. And don’t forget!” She had to shout over the blaring music from the ice cream van.

He was hurrying. Because he had to get home, relieve his feelings in a way he had not done for a very long time. And then he’d be all right.

Which was why his habitual sense of alertness was temporarily inactivated. He had no reason to suspect that she might follow him, stalk him with all the cunning of a night hunter of human flesh. She just wanted him to call round and screw her. And that would be breaking the chief’s trust in him, a professional betrayal. Sex is the focal point of all evil, Ford.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

At least he had told her the truth. She stood back, saw him let himself into number 19, Weedon Road. Then she turned and retraced her steps. The hunt was drawing to a close; she scented blood, trembled with anticipation.

But all that had happened in between, her trophies in their new shrine beneath a loose floorboard in the flat had not been a waste of time. It had been a process of learning, savouring. There would be others after Jason Ford. And she had not forgotten Doctor Glenn Whittaker.




28.

Tanya Mitchell promised herself that before long she would give up working for the punishment parlour. After the police had caught the Black Mantis. Ford had asked her, albeit in a roundabout way, to help him. It was just a question of keeping her ear to the ground, nothing more, snippets of conversation with clients, particularly when they were turned on. Nothing dangerous. So, she would take it as it came, not go looking for anything. If Madam phoned her …

Madam did.

An irregular, but old-established, client had requested a home visit. That put the price up, an extra twenty quid. Spencer Rees-Edwards could well afford it, he was loaded and a good payer, often tipped the lady who attended to him in a generous manner. And Tanya had still to pay her previous month’s council tax contribution.

“You know him, you know exactly what he wants and how he likes it done,” Madam was forceful, if ever you had made up your mind to turn her down, you somehow never did. “Tomorrow morning, about eleven. His mother’s going on a coach tour, you’ll have the house to yourselves.”

“All right, I’ll go.”

“Don’t sound so enthusiastic, my dear,” Madam was a firm believer in dedication to duty; if a customer had a fetish, no matter how weird, you were expected to satisfy him as if it was your own personal turn-on. “We can’t afford to lose custom. This Black Mantis publicity has frightened a lot of men off, we’re fifty per cent down on takings already this month. There’s a good girl, I know I can rely on you.” Which meant that she was having her doubts on that score.

Tanya had serviced Spencer a couple of times before, the last almost three years ago. He only called the parlour when his particular fetish had reached such a pitch that he was no longer able to satisfy himself with his own self-torture implements. He was a foreskin freak.

At 41, he was a rich, unmarried wimp who lived with his 85 year-old mother. Spencer had neither the need nor the desire to work; his father, a multi-millionaire industrialist, had died twenty years ago and left his widow and only son a large Victorian town house and an inheritance that far exceeded the demands of their reclusive lifestyle. They never took holidays; instead they embarked upon regular day outings with a local coach firm. Always separately. The house must never be left unattended in case of burglaries.

Spencer was the victim of a public school education. Neither a scholar nor a sportsman, he had endured unrelenting bullying up until he left school at the age of 17. The fact that he was ‘pretty’ added to his misery in the beginning. Later he discovered sexual ecstasy within his own predicament as a ‘pash boy’. Prefects and senior pupils found in him a source of pleasure but only rewarded him with contempt.

The school was divided into two factions, ‘cavaliers’ and ‘roundheads’ according to one’s circumcised state, or not, as the case may be. Spencer was a cavalier and consequently his foreskin became prime concern to his tormentors and, latterly, to himself. His guilt became his secret pleasure.

His school day tortures transcended the bizarre. The spartan bath and shower area was in a building separate from the main block and was, therefore, ideally suited to perverse games. And in the unlikely event of a duty master entering at an unfortunate moment, having breached the customary ‘cave’ sentry, then this was the place where one expected to find pupils naked.

The tortures were many; Spencer’s foreskin swelled and bruised to the stretching and pinching of clothes pegs and spring clips, and from the frequent lashings with birch twigs. Whereas originally that small part of his anatomy had been modest and of little consequence, within a year it had lengthened and thickened to unsightly proportions, and had become of major significance to himself and overseers.

One night, Spencer was convinced that they were going to circumcise him; they had toyed with him for so long that pseudo rituals were becoming boring. They had stolen a scalpel from the biology laboratory, a needle and thread from the sanatorium’s emergency cupboard, together with a jar of antiseptic. He was terrified to the point of ejaculation. But it was all just another game. He sobbed, pleaded with them to circumcise him, but they backed off at the crucial moment. Because they were spineless, gutless. They laughed at him.

All right, give me the scalpel and I’ll do it myself. You can watch. They snatched the instrument away, held it out of his reach. Later that night Spencer attempted to cut off his foreskin with a table knife, made a botch of it and had to undergo emergency stitching by the matron. And all because he had gone for a piss in a hurry and had caught himself in his zip. They believed him.

At least, he was proud of his scars.

After that the others got scared, left him alone; it was frightening even to try to guess how far Spencer might go. His fetish left school with him, stayed with him. In the privacy of his own room he devised new tortures and carried them out. He fitted acoustics to the walls to mask the sound of his stereo from his mother; the last thing he wanted was to cause her any annoyance. She was grateful for his thoughtfulness.

Periodically, when satisfaction eluded him and his frustration became too much to bear, he phoned the parlour and specifically booked Tanya. She was the only one who knew exactly what to do and how to do it. After all, rumour had it that she had once circumcised a man for real. And there was always the outside chance that she might do just that to himself, albeit accidentally in the heat of the session. The secret was to enrage her; in the past meetings he had discovered her Achilles heel. Cats.

Recently Spencer had fantasised about this so-called Black Mantis woman. He had even considered venturing down to the red light area in the remote hope that she might select himself for her next mutilation. It was only the prospect of being accosted by an ordinary prostitute that prevented him. He was terrified of the sex act, both heterosexual and homosexual.

He was a virgin.

His slim body was covered only by a red silk dressing gown when he answered the door to Tanya’s ring. She wore a full-length dark dress. When she removed it, she revealed a black leather bra with studded belt and G-string to match, and thigh length boots. She carried an assortment of miniature whips, a curved ceremonial knife of debatable origin, together with other means whereby pain might be inflicted, in a green carrier bag.

She seemed distraught, uncommunicative.

“Chin up and smile, we’re going to have a barrel of fun,” he fingered himself in anticipation.

“I’m sorry,” her lips moved but there was no smile reflected in her dark eyes. “My favourite cat is poorly, she isn’t eating. I’ll have to take her to the vet this afternoon.”

“What would you like to do to me first?” He seated himself naked on the edge of the bed, clearly piqued because her attention was not focussed on his erection, even when he stretched his foreskin meaningfully to an unbelievable length for her voyeuristic pleasure.

“It’s entirely up to you, you’re paying,” she tipped out the contents of the carrier. “Ask and it shall be yours.”

A mock bow and they both laughed.

She whipped him, made him hold himself so that his foreskin flowered, used a bobbled lash to bruise and swell it quickly. His knuckles and fingers were streaked with her flogging but it was not these weals which had him screaming and urging her to even greater efforts until she was forced to pause for breath. She was shiny with sweat, her leather strapped bosom rose and fell.

Spencer lay back gasping, whispered hoarsely, “That was … beautiful. Now, I want you … to … Circumcise me. For real!”

“If I’d circumcised you the first time you begged me to, you wouldn’t be having fun now, would you?” She was bent double; she always got a stitch when she exerted herself beyond her limits. She would take it steadily from hereon.

“Don’t sound so bloody eager!” He was always annoyed when he couldn’t get his own way. “I want you to this time. You’ve done it to a chap before, haven’t you?”

“How do you know that?” Her voice was sharp, angry.

“Madam told me. A long time ago.”

“Madam has no business telling lies just to turn-on her clients.”

“I believe her. Don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul.”

“You’d better not!” She would ask Madam about that sometime. More than likely her courage would fail her, you always wilted in Madam’s presence.

“I think I know who you are,” his eyes were closed, he was breathing fast.

“Go on, to tell me. I’d really love to find out after all these years.”

“You’re the Black Mantis and don’t you deny it! It figures, nobody could circumcise so regularly and as efficiently as you.”

Jesus Shit! “And I guess you’re this rapist they’re looking for.” There was contempt in her tone.

“No!” His eyes opened; there was an expression of horror on his darkly handsome features. “Not that! I wouldn’t want to have … intercourse with a woman!”

“All right, let’s keep our wild suppositions and accusations to ourselves from now on, shall we?” She tested the knife blade; it brought a trickle of blood to her thumb. Sod it, she’d have to be really careful, remember only to touch him with the blunt side. Mere contact with cold steel would have him writhing and jerking ecstatically on the bed.

“I’m going to circumcise you, Spencer,” she tried to sound threatening. It wasn’t easy, it was all so bloody boring. “And this time I’m not pretending.”

He began to moan, groaned for her to hurry. “I’ve waited forty-one years for what should have been done when I was eight days old. But it’s been worth every second. This is the Eighth Day!”

“This is it, then,” she reversed the blade, drew the unhoned topside across his taut skin. “Now!”

He bucked upwards, flopped back down, lay quivering with an anguished ecstatic expression on his sweat glistening face. His eyes opened, he raised his head and stared in disbelief at his uncut foreskin still stretched between Tanya’s forefinger and thumb. His look changed to one of anger, he yelled, “stop playing at it, you bitch. Do it!”

“Look, I …”

His eyes narrowed, his expression altered once again, this time to sudden guile as an idea hit his masochistic crazed brain. He was tottering on the brink of his supreme fantasy; he wasn’t going to fall off ignominiously.

“Your cat is ill, you told me so.”

“Yes.” Tanya stared, disbelieving her ears.

Spencer Rees-Edwards didn’t give a shit about anything except circumcision, his entire warped life revolved around it.

“I hope it dies!” He laughed. “Slowly and painfully, suffers to the very end. I’m sure it will, probably has already. It’ll be lying on it’s back, belly upwards, dead as a dodo when you get home.”

“What!”Her stomach knotted with fear. Then uncontrolled white-hot anger. Spencer didn’t know anything about cats; the vet would come round, everything would be fine. “You’re talking crap. Shut up!”

“No, I’m not, just common sense. Your flea-ridden cat is dying and I hope when you get back it’s dead, that it’s suffered. Do you keep any other cats?”

“Yes,” she snapped, “not that it’s any of your fucking business!”

“Then I hope when you get back you find them all dead. I’ve a good mind to go round to your place and feed ‘em some poisoned meat. That’d teach you. Then perhaps you’d get round to doing your job properly. No, I take back what I said; you’re not the Mantis. You wouldn’t have the know-how nor the guts to circumcise anybody!”

“You fucking shit bastard!” It was as though fire burned in her brain, heat scorched all reason, any fear of consequences. A volcano of fury erupted over her entire body, had her gripping the knife with an intensity that cramped her palm. Reversing the blade, snatching for that softened wrinkled flesh, tugging it up to its full extremity.

A tiny voice inside her turmoil screamed at Tanya to stop, but it went unheeded. A cry which she scarcely recognised as her own, didn’t care whether it was or not as she slashed sideways.

Spencer screamed, he always did when she was on form. But not the way he screamed now.

Tanya leaped back off the bed, stared aghast at what she had done. Something warm and sticky was clutched in her fingers, a particle of bleeding, severed flesh. She cried out, threw it away from her, shook her hand and splattered fresh blood all down her naked thighs. She tried to scream but the scorching bile in her throat drowned her cry. Any second she was going to spew.

Spencer Rees-Edwards was pressed back against the headboard, holding himself with scarlet fingers, blood welling up between them, starting to soak the duvet.

“You fucking bitch, just look what you’ve done to me!”

Tanya wanted to tear her eyes away but the scene was hypnotic. A game she had played for sick men on several occasions, titillated their fantasy with a simulation of circumcision. Now, suddenly, it had become reality. Oh, Jesus God, it was awful.

“I might die!” He wailed, writhed, his face was deathly white. “You might’ve killed me. And it was only a fucking game!”

She threw up, managed to jerk her head away, staggered towards the doorway.

“Come back. Help me. Oh, help me, call an ambulance.”

She managed to clutch the stair rail in time to save herself from falling headlong down to the hallway below. Holding on, step by step, hearing those cries upstairs becoming weaker and weaker.

An old fashioned ivory coloured telephone stood on the oak hall table, a squat monster regarding her with its single eye. She staggered towards it, lifted the receiver. With a shaking, blood slimy finger, she began to dial; it took her three attempts before she successfully managed the trio of nines.

“Emergency services. Which service do you require?”

“Ambulance. There’s a man circumcised himself at … I can’t remember the address, I’ll give you the phone number …”

Breathlessly, she rushed out into the street, fled blindly. A patrolling police car spied her, overtook her and came to a halt. Two uniformed officers alighted, approached her with caution.

This, indeed, was their lucky day.




29.

“Surely to God you don’t think I’m your fucking Black Mantis!” There was despair in Tanya Mitchell’s screamed denial. The WPC standing behind her in the crowded charge room stepped forward a pace, made ready to grab her if necessary.

“Nobody’s accused you of that,” Buckle, the bespectacled solicitor, hastened to reassure his client. “Just answer their questions, or not, as the case may be.”

“But you admit to attacking Spencer Rees-Edwards in his own house this morning?” Detective Superintendent Frank Melton continued undeterred.

“Yes … no, I didn’t attack him.”

“He says you did. Fortunately, he’ll recover after medical attention, otherwise you could be facing a charge of murder. For the moment you’ll be charged with serious wounding.”

“He’s lying, he begged me to circumcise him, he paid me to.”

“He paid you to indulge in perverted sex games. You went too far, against his wishes, committed a deliberate injury to him.”

“Ask Mrs Underwood, if you want to know the truth.”

“We have already spoken to her. You were requested to go to Mister Rees-Edward’s house for a sado-masochist session, part of which would be a simulated circumcision. You decided to do it for real, fled the premises and you were picked up by a patrolling police vehicle. You told the officers what you had done, you made no mention of having been requested to do it.”

“Jesus Alive!” Tanya buried her head in her hands. Melton looked at Fallon, then across at Ford, resisted the temptation to gloat. They’d pipped the upstart to it, the chief’s blue-eyed boy. There had been a major hunt in progress for the female killer known as the Black Mantis, incorporating the Special Support Unit of the Regional Crime Squad, backed up by the Technical Support Unit. And she’d been bloody well picked up in the street in broad daylight by two patrolling PCs from Q Division.

So, fuck you, Ford.

Ford’s expression was inscrutable, he stood beside Arnold. The door opened, the chief shambled in, clicked it shut behind him. The tension escalated, everybody was on trial. Heads would roll if they failed to get a conviction. Even Buckle was nervous.

Fingerprinting was routine for all charged suspects. Tanya allowed her wrist to be held by the WPC, her resistance was broken.

The questioning might go on for another three or four hours, depending upon her co-operation. Where were you on the nights of … Between the hours of … There would be an identification parade at ten o’clock sharp tomorrow. Maurice Gee would attempt to pick his circumciser out of a line of eight women.

Ford shook his head in bewilderment. Somewhere, something had gone terribly wrong. Okay, to his knowledge Tanya Mitchell had circumcised two men but for very different reasons from those of the Black Mantis. She wasn’t the Big Girl. No way.

Which was why the Mantis had to be found. Fast.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

“Well?” Dawson spoke through the stem of his unlit pipe. Nicotine bubbled in the bowl when he sucked on the well-bitten stem.

“They haven’t finished questioning her yet, Sir.” ‘Sir’ because everything was going sour, the protégé had failed his mentor.

“Naturally, we’ll wait for all the facts but I think that we have every reason to be optimistic.” It wasn’t like the chief to jump the gun. “We’ll see what happens in the morning.”

“The Mantis is a big girl, half as big again as Mitchell. That’s where it all falls apart.”

“She was only seen by her victims in the dark. Darkness and a state of perverted eroticism are an unreliable combination. Apart from that, hair can be dyed, cut short. A female serial killer is the rarest of predators, a circumciser even rarer. But we shall know for certain soon enough. And, in any case, she’s a perverted slut.”

You want it to be Tanya Mitchell, Ford thought. Because all perverts are guilty in your book. You need a conviction, that’s all that matters, and if the mutilations continue then there’s a copycat at large. Blame Tanya. If she’s not the Black Mantis then she’s the next best thing. A guilty scapegoat.

“We want a double murder charge as well as the mutilations,” Dawson confirmed Ford’s thinking. “Her folks hadn’t the slightest suspicion that she was into sado gaming. They’re shocked out of their minds. They’re refusing to have her back under their roof but I guess that prospect won’t arise for a very long time!”

“The evidence is slight so far. All we’re working on is coincidence.”

“We’ll close that sick parlour down!” Dawson’s thinking was blinkered; he was already extending his radius of vengeance. “I’m hoping that we can charge Underwood as an accessory to assault.”

“Maybe, maybe not. She’s registered as a therapy unit.”

“We have an unprecedented opportunity to strike a major blow at criminal perversion, Ford.”

“I still think Mitchell isn’t the Black Mantis. Sir.”

“I’m hoping that by tomorrow we can close the files. The Black Mantis has already cost the taxpayer a fortune, restricted our manpower.” He paused to light his pipe. “There are rare occasions in this job, Ford, when you actually feel that you are winning. Those moments are to be savoured. This is one of them. Then you start all over again. Hopefully, we shall be able to divert all our resources into catching this psychopath now.”

Tanya felt sick and close to fainting. It was warm, she smelled her own sweat beneath the oversize jeans and matching dark blouse which she had been ordered to wear. The seven foot high brick wall gave her a claustrophobic feeling like it had moved inwards, restricted the stone flagged yard area. An urge to scream, to become hysterical. They’d have to call off this farce then. But she fought it off because it would not serve any purpose. It would only be a postponement.

She stood there, frightened and uncertain of herself, glanced at the other seven girls. Thin ones, plump ones, tall ones, short ones. They had been conversing in muttered voices, clustered into two groups. Waiting. She heard one of them laugh in a silly, high-pitched titter. Because, for them, it was all a game. Maybe some were WPCs, others recruited from mundane walks of life, probably being paid for their time. Money for nothing, they had nothing to lose. There was only one sure loser. Herself.

A uniformed constable stood with his back to the iron gate which led off from the police station, hands clasped behind his back in the traditional British bobby stance. Nobody came in or went out without his say so.

She heard voices from outside the yard, approaching footsteps. The officer moved, lifted the latch. Tanya squinted against the bright sunlight, saw four men coming through the entrance; the fourth attracted her attention by his very nervousness, his stumbling walk. Not just small and thin, he reminded her of a skeleton that had had a covering of skin stretched tightly over it, a size too small so that they had had to tauten it and secure in wherever it met. Pinched features, head bowed as if he tried to hide his shame beneath the brim of a greasy trilby hat. His hands were thrust deep into the pockets of a fawn raincoat in spite of the heat; his trousers were either too short or braced too high, exposing pathetically thin ankles in ruckled navy blue socks. He fumbled out a handkerchief, hooted his nose. 

The gate was clanged shut, the policeman resumed his former stance against it.

“Stand in a line please, space yourselves out,” the man giving the orders was obviously a Detective.

Bodies shuffled, Tanya found herself second from the end. The thin man was staring down at his feet, he gave a bronchial cough. What a fucking wimp, she found herself thinking. The principal witness, she categorised him immediately. A downbeat ageing Rees-Edwards, another jerk who’d had the skin cut off the end of his dick. She visualised him, a revolting turn-on with every bone showing beneath a transparent skin. No stamina, a bony arse, his excitement temporarily straightening out the wrinkles in his genitals. A foreskin freak. I want to be circumcised. Go on, I mean it, I want it for real this time.

God, she’d bet a year’s tips that he’d screamed blue murder when the Mantis had cut him. He probably hadn’t had a hard on since, never would again. His kind asked for it, pleaded for it, but it was the last thing they really wanted. Because there wasn’t anything left for them afterwards.

“Stand still, look straight ahead of you, please.”

Tanya fought against her escalating panic. There was no way she’d circumcised that wimp, she’d never seen him before today. So she didn’t have a thing to worry about. Everybody said that the Mantis was big so he wouldn’t give her a second glance.

Would he.

Sweat ran in her eyes, stung them and blurred her vision. He was starting up the other end; he’d probably pick out one of them before he got this far. She glanced out of the corners of her eyes, saw how his shoulders bowed, his hands were clasped behind his back; stretching his neck but having to lift his head up at the same time in order to see, scrutinising features, leering silently over boobs. The dirty old fucker.

He shambled on to the next. Maybe this one had got a button on her blouse undone, the way he stared. He almost lost his balance, kicked one ankle against the other as he moved on.

Tanya wondered what they gave you for a circumcision. A hundred quid fine and six months in prison, suspended. If you were lucky. Bail? Her folks wouldn’t pay bail, that was the only sure thing, so she’d have to stop in clink. Her parents wouldn’t have her back home, one of the policemen told her that, they had refused the invitation to visit her in the cells. Her belongings would be piled in the front porch when she was ready to collect them and please don’t knock the door. They didn’t owe her anything, she was no daughter of theirs now.

Another wave of giddiness came and went. That old guy had got to number five; the way he was leaning forward it was like he was trying to sniff her crotch. Maybe he got a thrill from that, too. Let me snuffle your cunt, darling.

They’d wanted her to sign a confession. To mutilation and murder. Oh, come on, you know it’s you as much as we do. They don’t hang you these days, you know. You get a much lighter sentence if you don’t waste the court’s time. With remission, you’ll be out before you realise. You castrated that guy in the gas works compound, circumcised a juvenile dropout in the subway below the ring road. Look what you saved the social security, they’ll take that into consideration.

No!

It’ll come to it in the end you know, and then they’ll really lump it on you. A nice young girl in a top security women’s prison, mixing with realmurderers. You’d be amazed at what they use for dildos. You’ll bleed for a week. Every week. Ever heard of female circumcision …

No. I’m innocent.

He was looking over the woman standing next to Tanya. Jesus, he touched her! She stiffened, cringed. Just checking if you feel like her, darling. No, not quite right. Almost, but not quite.

Tanya looked into his eyes, just for a second. Grey orbs that were filled with sick lust. And something else. God, he’d have someone for nicking his foreskin. Anyone, but they needed to be more or less right. She couldn’t stop herself from shaking.

He peered closely, his breath smelled foul, had her starting to retch. Hollowed cheeks that puffed out as he breathed, a trickle of dribble running down from the corner of his thin lips. A mental masturbation, he’d been working himself up all along the line. Almost there …

His head was pushed right forward, he was sniffing her denims, maybe trying to recognise a scent. She hoped her BO was real strong. If she broke wind it might be with disastrous consequences; her guts were churning, putting pressure on her bowels. She wanted to wee badly.

Did you steal my foreskin, bitch.

No fucking way, I wouldn’t risk touching it.

I think you did.

Her vision clouded, the yard began to spin. Clockwise at first, then it changed to anticlockwise. His face was a blur, he was mouthing at her, stringing his old man’s spittle like a metronome gone crazy. She drew back in case it hit her. He felt at her, she’d faint at any second. She pressed her thighs together tightly so that his skinny fingers couldn’t worm their way in between. Trying to push his other hand away. Don’t you dare touch my tits.

“Keep your hands down by your sides!”

It was going darker, a cloud had passed in front of the sun. Crimson streaked blackness. People were talking, she got the feeling that they were crowding in on her. Go away, fuck off.

Tanya felt herself starting to fall. A hand grabbed her arm, caught her. Somebody shouted. A rasping voice that shook, accused.

“That’s her!”

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Ford had gone home early. Fuck goes my promotion, he thought. The chief hadn’t sent for him, that was either a good sign or a bad one. He’d either stay on as a DS or get a sideways move back to Regional Crime. Fallon would tell him tomorrow, give him a letter confirming it in writing if they were kicking his arse out.

Not because a duty PC picked up the Black Mantis but because you disagreed with your DCS. You’re not entitled to an opinion of your own. If the chief says she’s the one, we have to make sure she is. He’s never wrong and shit the man who tries to prove him wrong.

Ford wondered if Tanya Mitchell would have the stamina to hold out. They surely wouldn’t pick her out at the parade; Gee had told him himself that it was a Big Girl. Even if that jerk had a change of mind, an ID parade wasn’t 100% conclusive. A pointer. You needed evidence to back it up. They’d haul her back into the interrogation room, start right from the beginning.

We know you’ve circumcised two men, you’ve admitted it. What’s four, eight, ten? Okay, we’ll charge you with murder, change it to manslaughter, you didn’t mean your victims to die even if you didn’t give a shit if they did. You’ll be sent for psychiatric treatment, you’ll benefit from that. When you come out, and with remission you’ll only be in for around three years, you’ll be normal. Our shrinks are unbelievable, they can work wonders. Confess, and make it easy for yourself.

And us.

Tanya Mitchell wasn’t the Black Mantis. Ford experienced a feeling of guilt. He’d got Loony Liz to help him and she’d ended up raped with her throat slit. Tanya had gone and sliced herself a sicko’s foreskin and they were crediting her with all those that had gone missing. The blame came squarely on Spencer Rees-Edwards, he’d goaded her on, got what he’d asked for and claimed he didn’t want it. And Mummy would probably seek compensation.

Tanya, my love, we’ve all dropped you in the shit.

Ford was barely inside the hallway when the phone started ringing. That was probably Fallon ringing to tell him to report to RCS in the morning.

It wasn’t the DCI, it was Chief Dawson.

“Ford?”

“Yes.” As if you didn’t fucking know.

There was a trace of undisguised jubilance in the Chief’s voice. “We got a confession. You can go catch that rapist now.”
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Kate came to a firm decision to start selling some of her paintings. It wasn’t easy, each one represented a different facet of herself, her mood at the time. Angry ones immediately after the cull, erotic ones following her circumcisions. These would not be evident to anybody except herself, it was akin to selling her soul.

Nevertheless, if she was to pursue a life of unrestricted freedom, and Doctor Whittaker would not continue to give her sick notes indefinitely, then she needed an income. And there was no better way to earn one’s living than from that which one enjoyed doing most. She would begin by offering her existing works, paint some more. Day after day spent sketching down by the lake. And always pictures of ducks.

She checked on the art centre first. Members were permitted to hang their work in the café area. If sold, the society took a 10% commission. If stolen … “We’ve had about six stolen during the last twelve months,” the secretary informed her in an exaggerated confidential whisper, “but we insist that members do not inform the police or the press. It could give us bad publicity. You see, the thefts happened during the discos, we have to let the room for functions in order to make some money or else we wouldn’t survive. But if it was common knowledge that pictures got stolen, people might think that the thieves were in the society. You do understand, don’t you?”

Kate didn’t but she accepted the risk. She left two small paintings, priced them at £40 each.

The Weir restaurant was decidedly upmarket, evening meals were only by prior booking, the wearing of ties was compulsory. Guests were not permitted to remove their jackets in the dining room.

“We only take the highest quality work,” the portly manager was annoyed at being disturbed from his morning paper. “Nothing priced under £100 and we charge a commission of 15%. We accept no liability for loss or damage, and all payments are made at the end of the month following the sale. By cheque. Are you VAT registered?”

Kate wasn’t but she detected a hint of enthusiasm in the other when she unwrapped her lake scene and held it up for him.

“We don’t sell many,” a brief nod of approval, “perhaps a dozen a year.”

She marked up the price, left the picture in reception. It was worth a try. She might be lucky.

She needed a sale under her belt, she decided. A confidence booster. Provided that WPC Braithwaite had not changed her mind, that could be achieved almost immediately.

Kate was wary of going to the police station. It was a daunting prospect, a big risk factor. They had put photo fit pictures in every newspaper, showed them on the television, and displayed them on every available council notice board. They even stuck them in shop windows.

 

 

DO YOU KNOW THE BLACK MANTIS?

 

 

Was it worth the gamble for £40? The policewoman would probably haggle; knock her down a tenner on the asking price of £50.

Then Kate noticed the news placard outside the paper shop.

BLACK MANTIS ARRESTED

WOMAN CHARGED.

Holy shit! She bought the Observer, scanned the lead feature. It didn’t tell you a lot, they had bulked it up, went back over case histories. But it told Kate enough to bring a gasp of disbelief to her lips.

A girl by the name of Tanya Mitchell had been charged with the murders of Carl Vallance and Micky Smith. She had appeared at a three-minute hearing at the magistrates’ court that morning and had been remanded until May 28. Reporting restrictions had not been lifted. Bail had not been applied for.

Somewhere along the line somebody had lost their marbles. Kate shook with excitement, thought about her hidden cache of human flesh beneath the floorboards. Somebody else was paying the price for them. The police had pinned the rap on this girl, apparently dismissed the description of herself given to them by the survivors. They needed a conviction and they were half way to getting one. Bully for them and fuck the scapegoat.

Her eyes narrowed as she remembered Doctor Whittaker. And her fleeting encounter with the stranger who called himself Jason Ford. Both men were on her list, there would be no reprieve.

Then she made her decision to go down to the police station. It was safe now.

WPC Braithwaite was on the afternoon shift, she was due in about quarter of an hour. Kate accepted the desk sergeant’s invitation to take a seat and wait.

The WPC arrived ten minutes later; punctuality was one of her ‘things’, she explained. She always allowed a margin in case of delays.

“This is absolutely magnificent,” she took the painting across to the window, propped it up against a rack of anti-theft leaflets. “It’s really, really beautiful. Each and every one of these ducks has been painted in minute detail. It’s as if they’re alive, you can almost hear them quacking. I can’t wait to hang it in the lounge at home.” She glanced at the price sticker. “Will you take a cheque?”

“That’s fine.”

“You must really love ducks.”

“I do. I go and watch them most days even when I’m not painting. They fascinate me, I guess it’s become an obsession.”

“And a very healthy one. How are you getting on in the flat?” She ripped out the cheque, gave it to Kate.

“I’ve moved now. To a single apartment in Valley Tower.”

“Oh, dear,” the officer pursed her lips. “That’s not good news. A bad place, vandalism mostly but we’ve had some muggings there.”

“I’ve never had any trouble. Anyway, I see from the news placards that you’ve caught the one you were after.” An opportunity for a subtle cue.

“I hear they’ve charged a woman with the serial killings and mutilations but it wasn’t her I was worried about. There’s still a psychopath at large.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Well, keep your door locked, don’t answer it to strangers, and my advice is if you haven’t already got a telephone, get one installed.”

“I’ll do that,” Kate folded the cheque, tucked it in the pocket of her jeans. “Thank you so much.”

“My pleasure, and just you look after yourself.”

Kate felt herself start to swagger down the police station steps. Head high, she grinned up at the late afternoon sky. Up you! She had fooled them all the way, even sold them a fucking painting, and the bonus was that some slut was going down for it. They’d close the file.

Until she began again.

Maybe next time it called for a slightly different technique, she’d work something out. That was when she got the idea to phone Doctor Whittaker. Not right now, later on tonight. He’d said to call him if she needed him. Too right, she needed him.

And before long she’d go looking up Ford, too.
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Kate took her time, savoured every moment, attended to every last detail. The loose floorboard had jammed like it wasn’t meant to lift up any more. She had to find a screwdriver to ease it up a fraction, got a splinter down her fingernail. A hunt for a pair of tweezers; she found them in her handbag, extracted the tiny sliver of wood from her skin. It hurt, made her gasp aloud. She treated the tiny wound with TCP and it didn’t bleed any more. Back to work.

She arranged the jars on a circular drinks tray, set them out in chronological order except for the phallic which she used as a focal point. The set-up was fine, she put it on the three-legged coffee table in the centre of the room, viewed it from every angle, rearranged it several times until she was satisfied. It looked good. Real good. Then she covered it with a tea towel, a visitor might presume that she had prepared some cocktail nibbles, wasn’t chancing any flies settling on the peanuts and twiglets. She found a half bottle of cinzano in the kitchen, an added touch of realism. Would you like to see my collection? Perhaps you’d like a drink first? You might need it.

Then she bathed leisurely, there was no hurry. She soaped her body, it seemed as though she had a thousand different erogenous zones but she fought off the temptation to indulge in pointless pleasures. Tonight she would enjoy the ultimate delights of mind and body, she wasn’t risking impairing them. She tensed, relaxed, tensed again. Come to me, my dearest, for tonight you shall be mine in every way.

Doubts nagged at her. Suppose Doctor Whittaker wasn’t home, he was out on a call or had attended some social function that entailed a late return. No matter, the night was young. Midnight, three, four, he would come if she called.

She rehearsed her script. I just can’t sleep, Doctor (not, ‘Glenn’ yet), the tablets aren’t working. It’s the dreams that are worrying me; I keep getting this urge to … to do away with myself! That would bring him, all right. Just so long as he didn’t phone for one of the other doctors to come. Even if he did, then he was only postponing the inevitable. There was tomorrow night and every night after that. In the end, he’d come.

But, please, I want him tonight.

She dressed as she always had, the dark Levi’s and matching denim blouse.

The Black Mantis.

It was a shame that she had cut her hair short, wasn’t able to fasten it back in a ponytail. But, no matter. She checked her watch. 9.15. She’d better leave it an hour. She didn’t want to rush the ultimate.

She checked the knife over, ensured that the blade moved smoothly: she couldn’t risk any technical hitches. She made the bed, turned the duvet back, left the lamp burning on a low wattage bulb. It looked romantic. I know you want to fuck me, Glenn.

Strangely, the thought of intercourse was not repulsive to her. Neither was it particularly exciting. It was something that she would do as part of the build-up. And she’d do it well. Fake her pleasure. It was akin to bathing, you cleaned yourself, tried to enjoy it as much as you could.

She didn’t want to think beyond, how soon it would be before they missed him. Men had a habit of walking out of their own lives, even doctors. He wouldn’t record the call out, she was sure of that. His car would have to be removed, parked elsewhere. She had had basic driving lessons but had not taken a test. She thought she would be able to drive it anyway, maybe park it down by the railway station. That way they might think that he’d taken a train or intended to.

Circumcision was not going to be enough where Doctor Whittaker was concerned. What happened afterwards was entirely up to him. The urge was too great for her, an unstoppable driving force. Whatever the consequences, she had to cut him.

She changed some pictures around, lined up a few along the scuffed skirting board like an art exhibition that had been over-subscribed. He liked ducks, he’d told her that. It was he who had warned her of the dangers of feeding them a diet of white bread.

Perfection, she checked the time again. Five minutes past ten. That was near enough, by the time she had walked down to the phone box it would be fine. She let herself out of the flat.

Instinctively she kept to the shadows, that was not difficult in the vicinity of Valley Tower where only three streetlights out of six were working and only a smattering of the flat windows were lit. It doesn’t matter any more, she reminded herself, they won’t be looking for me. They might be after tonight.

Voices, kids playing in the dark, probably vandalising the scrubby play area at the rear. A girl was laughing, somebody shouted. Kate hurried on.

The telephone box was unlit, that could be to her advantage. Only as she approached was she aware of a muffled conversation, stared and made out a vague silhouette through the glass. Shit, somebody was on the phone. Well, at least that proved that the phone wasn’t out of order.

She hung back, hugged the cover of a scrubby privet hedge. Her pulses were racing, God, how much longer were they going to be? It didn’t mater, there was no urgency. Whittaker would come, whether it was now or in three hours time.

A heavy door thudded, she heard footsteps walking away. This was it.

She had the doctor’s number written on a scrap of paper, she had not bargained for there being no light. Oh, fuck! Just at that moment she heard a car coming down the road, saw its headlights illuminating the pavements on both sides. A 20p coin went in the meter, she began to press the digits frantically in the sweeping glare which would be gone in seconds, memorised the number as she punched it in.

Thank God, just in time. It was pitch dark again; the car had passed by and was gone.

She heard the phone ringing at the other end.

Oh, come on! She found herself counting the rings; eight … nine … ten. She always counted them; if nobody had answered by the twelfth then it was a fair bet that there would be no reply.

Twelve.

She was on the point of hooking the receiver back when she heard the dialling tone cut out. Her heart seemed to miss a beat, right then there was a constriction in her throat, she could not have spoken a word. She almost dropped the phone, just managed to catch it.

“Doctor Whittaker.”

“Hello!” She blurted out, felt foolish, sucked for saliva.

“Who’s that speaking?” Terse, annoyed. Few doctors welcomed nocturnal calls.

“Kate Leonard.”

There was a pause; an intake of breath, Kate braced herself for whatever he might say. Everything could fall apart. Don’t get phoning me after hours, ring the surgery if it’s an emergency and they’ll connect you to the doctor on night duty.

“Kate! Are you all right?”

Sheer relief flooded over her, she almost said, ‘Yes, I’m fine’. “I’m glad I’ve got through to you Doctor Whittaker.”

“That’s all right, I was just getting out of the bath, anyway.”

Oh, Jesus, he might be standing there naked; she saw him in her mind. Saw him how she wanted him to be.

“What’s the matter? You sound upset.”

Bloody nervous, you mean. She smiled to herself in the pitch-blackness. “I’m having a bad night, I just needed to talk to you.”

“How bad?”

“Dreams, nightmares. Every time I close my eyes I hear voices. They keep telling me to …”

“To what?”

“To … to do away with myself!” She thought she made a good job of it, blurted it out in a rush like she was afraid to put it into words.

“Don’t be silly.” He was concerned, she could tell, he spoke casually to try to calm her.

“I’m sorry Doctor, I am silly. Now that I’ve spoken to you I feel better already. I’ll walk back up to the flat, go back to bed and everything will probably be all right.”

“Where are you now?” His tone changed, it was one of urgency.

“In the phone box just below Valley Tower.”

“Good God, you ought not to be out alone. Give me your address to save me turning up the file.”

“Number 177, thirteenth floor.”

“Go back home, I’ll be with you just as soon as I can make it over there.”

“There’s really no need …” Act it right out to the bitter end, you’ve done brilliantly.

“Go back and wait for me!” The line went dead and she heard her coin drop down.

Kate sighed loudly, knew that she would have to use some more deodorant before Whittaker arrived. It might take him ten minutes, less if he drove fast. She began to walk quickly.

She was trembling now that it had worked, maybe deep down she was hoping that there might have been a snag, a legitimate let-off. Her mouth was dry, her stomach had balled. She just stood there in the centre of the living room listening to the empty silence. It was like the whole block was deserted, everybody had up and left except herself. Then, in the distance, she heard a car slowing down to turn in off the main road.

She didn’t have to go through with it. Doctors on late calls didn’t drink cinzano; he might accept coffee or tea whilst they talked. She had no reason to unveil … those. You shit of a coward! He’ll see them, every one of them.

Afterwards.

The car turned into the service road below, came to a halt. The engine died. It couldn’t be anybody except Whittaker.

This was it.

He looked different somehow, standing there on the threshold. His hair was damp and lay flat on his head, he had been telling the truth about bathing. And why should he lie? He wasn’t wearing his glasses, he squinted slightly without them. And all that he wore visibly, right down to his suede shoes, was a thick plaid bathrobe, turned up at the collar like a winter overcoat, belted around the waist. He had not wasted time in his urgency to get here.

“Now, we’d better talk this through,” he followed her through to the living room, sat down alongside her on the frayed and scuffed sofa. “What time did you go to bed?”

“About eight, I thought an early night would do me good.”

“Often a mistake,” his hands were thrust deep into his side pockets; his legs were stretched out in front of him. “Even on sedatives, an early bedtime can disturb one’s sleep cycle. Tell me about the dreams.”

They came glibly enough, a hotchpotch of unrelated nonsense that she half-remembered from that bad bout of flu she’d had when she was fifteen. The walls had been closing in on her, the ceiling had been descending. And then voices urging her to take the rest of the pills all at once.

“I’d better take the tablets back with me when I go, Kate.”

Which meant that he wasn’t leaving just yet.

“Oh … fine.”

“It’s always worse when you’re on your own,” he smiled. “It can be dangerous, too. Which was why I stressed the importance of a relationship. A good one, of course. Beds aren’t meant to be slept in alone.”

“I had a bath earlier,” she watched him carefully as she spoke, she felt suddenly uneasy. For no apparent reason.

“Good,” he smiled, “so did I. In fact, I had just got out when the phone rang. I came straight away; I knew you were having a bad time. I didn’t stop to dress even,” he glanced down at himself almost sheepishly. “Please excuse my attire.”

“Of course, it was very good of you to come so quickly.”

“Baths are very therapeutic, Kate.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“Thank you. I always drink one after a bath. Tonight I didn’t have time. I really would appreciate a coffee.”

She got up, walked over to the kettle, filled it.

“Baths are also very erotic, Kate. Do you know what I was thinking about as I lay soaking in the warm water?”

“I’ve not the slightest idea,” she stiffened, her spine began to tingle. Her fingers gripped the handle of the kettle, she felt her pulses begin to race. His tone had changed, it was almost a whisper.

“All right, I’ll tell you, then. I thought about you, and I tossed myself off!”

There was a roaring in her ears, a constriction in her throat. She thought she detected a movement behind her as if he had stood up; another sound like that which a coat makes when it falls off a peg and hits the floor.

She began to turn round slowly. That was when she thought she had flipped, that her fictitious nightmares had become reality. That she was hallucinating.

Doctor Whittaker’s bathrobe lay on a heap on the carpet. In any other situation the sight of him standing there, stark naked except for his suede shoes and a pair of short grey socks, might have been comical. It might even have been amusing now had he not been holding a hobby knife with the blade extended in a threatening gesture.

Kate tensed, her gaze dropped below the knife, centred on his navel, travelled on down until she saw that which she knew she would see, that overhang of surplus skin which she would have recognised anywhere, such was its individuality.

“I do apologise,”Doctor Whittaker smiled with genuine regret as he stepped forward. “I really am sorry, Kate, believe me. I’ve been thinking about you ever since the last time, and finally I couldn’t wait any longer.”
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Ford did his utmost to keep his visits to the central police station to a bare minimum. This was due in part to his loner instincts because it was crowded by comparison with the vice unit building; it was also because of the rivalry that existed between his own department and the CID.

Seen any good dirty films lately, Jason? Going for a kerb crawl tonight? Gawd, it must be one big turn on up the road there, wish I’d got your job. Trouble is, I wouldn’t be much good to the missus if I had and she’d soon rumble me.

The jibes and bawdy jokes were incessant, the majority of them good-natured. But Ford had an aversion to dirty talk, it embarrassed him. Some of the detective sergeants were jealous of him, ‘vice’ was considered an elite squad, simply because it specialised.

He had gone off duty at ten. Or rather, he had left the office then, the chief had not restricted his hours. Yet. He needed to check on some files for the sake of his own conscience. He didn’t expect to find anything new on Tanya Mitchell but he had to try. He had to explore every avenue, he felt personally responsible for her predicament. Which, logically, was silly but it didn’t alter anything.

“Got one over you, didn’t we Jason?” There was a smirk on Detective Inspector Howarth’s broad features. “Beats me, blokes trained to catch sickos, and she gets picked up by a couple of patrolling PCs.”

“They haven’t convicted her yet, Don.”

“Come off it, she’s the one.”

“No, I’m serious. A lot of things don’t add up, I can’t see the evidence holding water. Right now, everybody’s seeing what they want to see.”

“She’s signed a confession.”

“So have hundreds of others over the years and got off on appeal. I just hate to think of that kid having to go through it all.”

“She cut a bloke, he’s made a complaint, she’s admitted it. So where’s the snag?”

“One guy, and I’d stake my pension that it’s unrelated to the other mutilations. He begged her to, never mind what he says now. I know these freaks and how their fantasies work. That’s all they live on, fantasies. Turn one into reality and they scream blue murder just like Rees-Edwards did. The girl fell for it; maybe he enraged her to make her do it. I’d like to talk to her alone if they’d let me.”

“Some chance.”

“That’s the problem.”

“Don’t go taking it personally, Jason.”

It was personal. Just like Loony Liz.

“Hi, Jason!”

Ford turned, saw Brenda Braithwaite, she looked like she was just going off duty. She had a flat oblong, brown paper parcel tucked beneath her arm. His pulses stepped up a gear for different reasons this time. Brenda had always been special to him. But, like most other things, he kept it to himself. He would never tell her and he didn’t want her even to guess. That could complicate his life still further.

“Finished for the day, Bren?”

“Yes, thank God, it’s been a pig.”

“Been shopping?” He asked the obvious simply because he found difficulty making trivial conversation.

“Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“I bought a painting. In fact, the artist brought it in here to me, I’d seen her work and expressed an interest in it. Here, let me show you, it’s absolutely fantastic.” She laid her parcel on the desk, began unwrapping it. “See what I mean.”

“It’s a beauty, all right,” Ford recognised the setting, the lake and its surrounds. “That’s the recreation park back of the flats.”

“That’s right.”

He held back from saying ‘I was there on Sunday afternoon’ because he felt guilty about it. He wouldn’t have liked Brenda to know that he’d been chatting to another woman. He wondered if she knew that Serena was gone. Somebody would surely tell her before long. Funny, he wanted her to know but he wasn’t going to tell her himself. And even then he wouldn’t do anything about it because he was scared of another relationship. He said, “There’s a lot of work gone into those ducks, probably as much as has gone into the rest of the picture.”

“She’s obviously got a thing about ducks. Funny. Despite their circumstances, so many people are prone to animal obsession, directing their hatred for humans into their love for animals.”

“How d’you mean?”

“I’ve been in with Mitchell, your Black Mantis, this afternoon. Just routine. She’s not bothered about the possibility of being sent down, maybe it hasn’t sunk in yet, her greatest worry is what it going to happen to her cats at home. She’s afraid her folks will get rid of them, either that or they won’t feed them and they’ll die. You can ask her things but all she wants to talk about is her cats. I guess the other girl is like that, too, but her obsession is ducks. But she’s lucky, she’s free, she can go and paint them, feed them, watch then every day if she wants to. I guess that’s the difference.”

“Who … Who painted this picture, Bren?”

“Nobody famous, I can assure you. A girl from the flats, you won’t have heard of her.”

“Who?”

“Jesus, what’s gotten into you, Jason Ford?” WPC Braithwaite stared in surprise; she had never known the other get worked up over anything before.

“I … have … to … know.” He was tense; his features appeared to have drained of every vestige of colour.

“All right, if it’ll make you happy,” she was humouring him, he was overwrought and overworked, he needed to look after himself. “Her name is Kate Leonard.”

“Kate Leonard! Of number 177, thirteenth floor, Valley Tower.” He reached the address out of his memory files, stored there in readiness for when they might be needed. And this one would never be needed more than it was right now.

“Yes, that’s right,” she looked up in amazement from re-wrapping her painting. “How on earth did you know that, Jason?”

“Jesus, it’s been staring me in the face and I was too blind to see it! Of course, the ducks are the link! Ducks, cats, whatever, she had to love something!”

He’d flipped for sure; he needed to see a doctor, a long rest …

“Bren?”

“Yes?”

“I’m going there, this very minute, to Valley Tower. It might be okay; I might be able to handle it. I might just be wrong but I don’t think so. Would you mind stopping on here, say for half an hour. If I haven’t called in by eleven, call Chief Dawson, here’s his home number. Tell him where I’ve gone and by that time I’ll need back up. We’ll need the Operational Support Unit by then. We’ve had serial killers before but not a woman. And she’s the most dangerous of the lot!”

“What, Leonard!”

“The Black Mantis, Bren. That’s who she is.”

“Jason, I think …” WPC Braithwaite glanced around the central office. Inspector Howarth was talking to a couple of DC’s. She almost called him over; she would have done had it been anybody other than Jason Ford.

Crazy as it all sounded, she had an instinctive faith in him. And, anyway, what was half an hour.

“All right, but no longer.”

“Thank you,” he squeezed her hand, the first time he’d ever touched her. “I think it’s best that I go on foot, it’s only a five minute walk. See you soon.”

He tried not to run, kept to a fast walk, took a short cut through an alleyway that probably saved him a minute. A gut feeling, he knew he was right, he also knew that it was a matter of life and death even if it was only his own.

The tower block dwarfed him, gave him a sense of insignificance. You sensed the dereliction even in the darkened silhouette; just one lighted window way up toward the top, a tiny pulse of life within a dead giant. He didn’t need to count the floors all the way up, he knew it was the thirteenth.

He blamed himself for not having realised; it wasn’t until he saw the painting that he knew, the way those ducks were portrayed with such loving care. Nobody could have bettered their lifelike reproduction. The girl by the lake had not meant anything to him until then.

Directing her hatred for humans into her love for animals. Ducks.

He took the stairs for the same reason that he had opted to walk here. She would have heard a car draw up, just as she would hear the lift. She must not know until it was too late.

The flights seemed endless, most of the bulbs had been smashed on the landings, the place was a minefield of empty drink cans. A huddled body snored loudly in a darkened corner, Ford heard rats scurrying at his approach.

Throughout the ascent he had counted the floors. One left to go.

His foot was resting on the next stair when the screaming started, the anguished shrieking of somebody up above who was in sudden mortal agony. That was when Ford finally broke into a run, knew that his hunch had not failed him, that it had been a matter of life and death. Now it was probably death.

It was a man who screamed.
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It was as though every nerve and muscle in Kate’s body had suffered instant paralysis, a living statue which saw and understood but was incapable of any reaction.

She stared at the erect organ, that all too familiar length of flesh hanging down from it like an unkempt beard on a tiny wrinkled face. It seemed to mock her with a gloating phallic smile.

“I would have come even had you not called,” Doctor Whittaker’s tone was one of mingled sadness and affection. “Maybe not tonight, nor even tomorrow, but certainly one night. As it happened, you could not have phoned at a more appropriate moment.” He fingered himself as he spoke. His other hand clicked the blade back into its metal sheath, then flicked it out again. There was no mistaking the threat.

Kate tried to speak, her lips quivered but no sound came from them.

“Sometimes I wish it didn’t have to be this way,” he was standing within a foot of her now, she could smell his peppermint flavoured breath. He had also used some heavily scented bath oil. “Other times, I’m glad it is. You see, once I was a happily married man, very much in love. That didn’t end completely when my wife left me because there was still hope. Whilst she was alive there was always the possibility that she might return. Indeed, I think she would have done eventually,” his glasses were misted. “But when she died, it was all over. I died then. And was reborn. Into what I am now.”

She managed to speak at last, a faltering whisper. “I’m sorry.”

“So am I. For both of us. But I understand enough of the human mind to accept that it is too late for me to change. There is only one way out, I tried and failed, it is futile even to think of it again. I found it impossible to take my own life. I am a coward.”

“I like you, Glenn. In spite of everything, even what I’ve seen now and understand and hate you for that one thing. I still like you.”

“I know. Oh, don’t think that I wasn’t aware of it. I could have had you if I’d wanted. Without this. But it was too late by then because I’d already taken you that afternoon. After that I knew that I couldn’t have you any other way, I wouldn’t want to. It was the most ecstatic screw of my live, far superior to anything which I’d ever experienced in my marriage, even. I would have searched for you and found you again had you not saved me the trouble by coming to me. I knew then that it was only a matter of time. I’ve anguished over it but there was no other way. You do understand, don’t you?”

“You don’t have to rape me, Glenn.”

“Oh, but I do, that’s just what you don’t understand, I don’t expect you ever will. Now, take off your clothes, please.”

Buttons and zip were difficult to manipulate with shaking fingers. He watched her undress but he made no move to help her. He had given the order, he expected to be obeyed. There was no hurry, they had all night. And beyond.

He saw her remove a crumpled tissue from the pocket of her Levi’s. She was entitled to that.

“You have a beautiful cunt,” he spoke with appreciation rather than lust. “My wife had, too. She was like you in many ways. Please lie down on the floor.” The knife blade pricked her neck.

He stood over her like a colossus; she viewed him from the underside. There was no mistake, she had never doubted that. She was neither scared nor repulsed. Just relieved. She could screw when she had to, she had long ago mastered the technique of divorcing herself from emotion.

“It’s afterwards that worried me most,” he knelt in between her open thighs. “That is always what troubles me. I’ve killed two of them. I had no cause to.”

“I read it in the papers.”

“Everybody read it in the papers. Yet I felt no urge to kill you, there has to be some significance in that but it eludes me. I hope I won’t kill you.”

“You don’t need the knife, you know.”

“I do! Otherwise everything is meaningless, I might as well have seduced you on the examination couch at the surgery. You have to fuck, you know, you don’t have any choice.”

“Why did you kill those prostitutes, Glenn?”

“Because they were slags, dirty whores who spread disease. They could have given me Aids. I might pass it on to you, kill you that way. Who knows? I lusted for their sleaze and afterwards I was ashamed of myself. I lusted for you, Kate, but in a different way. I used to lust for my wife like that. Once, in the early days of our marriage, she persuaded me to act out a rape fantasy she had. Just the once, I think she was ashamed of herself afterwards. She never asked me to do it again. Perhaps she didn’t realise how much it excited me, too. A lack of communication, she might still have been with me if we’d talked about it, gone on doing what we both secretly enjoyed. That’s something I’ll never know. Do you understand.”

“I think so.”

“You’re lying,” there was a trace of petulance in his voice now. “I don’t think you do. I don’t think anybody possibly can. Least of all me. So, please, don’t try to understand me, just accept me as I am.”

He leaned forward, made the first contact. There was an expression of almost ecstasy on his face, he closed his eyes, opened them again. “Do you know, Kate, I even considered asking you to marry me. Does that shock you?”

“No, the thought crossed my mind, too. A fantasy, perhaps. Is it too late?”

“I’m afraid it is. I wish you had come to see me before I found you that afternoon. It might not have been too late then. I could have forgotten the first slut, maybe put all that behind me. They’ll never catch me, you know, I’m too clever for them, always one step ahead.”

“The Black Mantis thought that and they’ve caught her.”

“How do you know what she thought?”

“I just think I do.”

“Nobody will ever know for sure, no psychiatrist will ever find out how her mind works.”

“Why do you think she circumcised men?”

“Because she had a hatred for foreskins that stemmed from something that happened to her.” He eased gently into her. Kate’s arms went up and back, folded beneath her head. She seemed relaxed, still held the tissue in her right hand. “I would say that it stems from either child abuse or rape. Whoever did whatever to her was uncircumcised and that is how she pictured all men. She was trying to erase her guilt by circumcision. She hadn’t been fucked by a circumcised penis so if all men became circumcised then it couldn’t have happened to her, if you see what I mean. It’s very complex, it doesn’t make sense, probably not even to her. I just think I know what she was trying to do. She would never have stopped.”

Kate stiffened as he pushed right inside her. By sheer willpower she deadened her senses; she wouldn’t orgasm. Not by screwing, anyway. She would fake it, if necessary; she hoped that she didn’t have to.

He grunted, went on. “I abhor circumcision for any reason except a medical one when there is no possible alternative. The foreskin is the primary male erogenous zone, just as the clitoris is that of the female. Right now I can feel my sensitivity beginning there. These freaks who derive pleasure from the thought of being circumcised, it is the fear that really excites them. They have no desire to lose their foreskins, that is the last thing they want, it is the sheer terror of the prospect of it happening that turns them on. It is the ultimate in masochism.”

“I see.” She closed her eyes.

His rhythm was steady, a gradual build up. Once the knife blade scratched her neck. It was his springboard to an orgasm. She sensed him starting, his back straightened like it had that time before, his shudderings were starting.

She shut herself right off.

Then he was easing out of her, the knife hand fell away, hung limply by his side. She looked up and their eyes met.

As she knew he would, he said, “I’m sorry, I really am.”

“Don’t think any more about it,” the hand holding the tissue went between her thighs. Then it came back up and he felt her starting to wipe him off.

“You don’t have to.” He looked surprised, disappointed, “I’m thinking …” He was obviously struggling with himself, “what we both thought about a relationship, even marriage. I’m wondering if it would be possible.”

“I don’t know, I’d have to think about it, too.”

“Perhaps, even now, it’s not an impossibility.”

“What do you think they’ll do to her, Glenn?”

“Who?”

“The Black Mantis.”

“Oh … I hope they put her away for a very long time. She doesn’t realise just what she’s done to those men. Or, perhaps she does, and that’s why she’s done it.”

He felt her extending his elasticated skin, dabbing at it, smoothing the tissue over it. The fingers that brushed against him felt hard. Too hard.

Suddenly, it was all over. He was circumcised and she was leaping back, bloody knife in one hand, his severed flesh held gloatingly aloft in the other. He did not even scream to begin with, just knelt, watched the blood pouring from his wound, forming a crimson pool between his knees.

“Bitch!” He didn’t even say it with venom. He didn’t even believe what he saw. The knife slipped from his grasp, bounced on the floor. His fingers moved, with difficulty secured a grip on the circumcision; he gasped his pain aloud as he pulled the skin right up, held it at its reduced extremity and then clamped it with forefinger and thumb of both hands. The blood flow slowed at once, became a seepage.

Doctor Whittaker screamed just once. His glasses had slipped at an angle, hung precariously. His lips were a thin line; his nostrils flared as he breathed deeply and slowly, closed his eyes. Maybe he was counting, knew the time limit on his improvised tourniquet as if he had prepared himself for such an eventuality.

Kate was perplexed, she had expected him to rile, maybe stagger for the door. Instead, he continued to kneel there, staunching the bleeding. And his improvised treatment was working.

“You can’t go to the police,” she mocked him, walked across to where his knife lay, picked it up. “And I certainly won’t.”

“I shall need to stitch the wound,” his voice sounded far away, like he spoke to himself to jog a fading memory of what had to be done. “I shall have to treat it for possible infection, too.”

“How long does it take to stop the bleeding?”

“About an hour.” He paused, regarded her through his tilted glasses. “Are you satisfied now?” He was sweating heavily.

“I … don’t … know.”

“Was it me you were hunting or somebody else?”

“You. And my father. I’ll find him one day. He abused me as a child.”

“And he was uncircumcised, had an abnormally long foreskin?”

“Yes.”

“It figures.” He was leaning back against the wall, his eyes were closed again. “I meant what I said, you’ve got a beautiful cunt.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re going to let this Mitchell girl take the rap?”

“Yes.”

“Funny, isn’t it, we were hunting each other and neither guessed until now. And it could have been so different.” His features were strained and white. “It still could be.”

“I don’t think so. I think you might die, Glenn, even if you are a doctor.”

“If I could only get to the surgery I could carry out the necessary stitching, take some painkillers. Also I’ll need something to guard against infection. I’ll be all right then.”

“You can’t drive and hold your prick at the same time.” She laughed, it bordered on hysteria.

“You could help me, Kate.”

“No”, her expression had changed to one of anger. “I’ve already thought over your proposition. The answer is ‘no’. I’d prefer you to die. First, though, I want to show you something.”

He licked his bloodless lips, turned his head so that he could follow her with his eyes across the room. He watched her remove the tea towel from the tray with a flourish, a conjurer who was exhibiting the results of a sleight of hand trick. See, ladies and gentlemen, here we have …

“Oh, God above!”

“Some lived, some died,” she held a jar, shook it so that it bubbled and the piece of flesh inside bobbed as if it was alive and swimming. “You’ll die, Glenn, not just for what you did to me but for what my father did, too.”

His head was resting sideways on, against the wall; he looked like he was going to throw up. “I think I would have killed you this time, Kate, you know. Yes, on reflection, I would.”

And that was when she slashed his throat because she couldn’t stand to see anybody spew.

He screamed because she had not cut deep enough to sever the jugular. His hands came up in an instinctive attempt to plug the gash and his lower wound began to gush blood again as the pressure was released.

“Like I said,” she had to yell through his screaming. “You’re going to die, Glenn.”

That was when Ford hit the door. Utility council workmanship burst apart under his weight.

He was small and terrible to behold in the smashed doorway, a demon from hell bent upon a mission of destruction. If he saw the bloodied figure hunched up against the wall, then he gave no sign, he had eyes only for the Big Girl and the knives she held. Tensed like a coiled spring, seeing and knowing that his gut reaction had not failed him. Angry because of Tanya Mitchell and the knowledge of what this mutilator had planned for himself.

“You!” Kate was momentarily shocked and then delighted. Ecstatic. Whittaker was the end product of her careful planning, Ford was an unscheduled bonus. One of the knives which she held dripped blood, thickly and steadily. Before this night was over both blades would be crimson.

Ford’s gaze flicked from Whittaker to the display of jars on the coffee table. He saw and understood.

“I’m a police officer,” he spoke softly, unhurriedly, he was functioning again like the human automaton he was. “I’m arresting you for the murders of Carl Vallance and Micky Smith.” And Doctor Glenn Whittaker. “You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you …”

“Very fucking funny!” She advanced a step. “Are you circumcised, Jason?”

A tiny chill prickled the bottom of his spine.

“Well?” An insistence.

“There’s more police on the way, Kate.”

She appeared to panic but only for a second. “They’ll have plenty to see when they get here.”

There was a thud as Whittaker’s body finally slumped, hit the floor. He was still bleeding. For him, time had run out.

Just as it was running out for Ford.

He strained his ears but he heard only the night sounds of the city, a distant hum of traffic. Brenda wouldn’t have phoned yet, maybe not for another fifteen minutes. Even then she might give him some leeway.

“I knew it wasn’t Tanya Mitchell,” his tone was almost conversational, he appeared relaxed.

“You’re so clever, Jason. But you wanted to fuck me in the park, didn’t you?”

“I thought about it,” he had not meant to say that, it just slipped out.

“Because your wife left you. Like his did,” she inclined her head towards her doctor’s body. “By the way, he’s the rapist you’re looking for. He’s raped me twice, tonight he was going to kill me but I got him first.”

Ford believed her; she still clung to a fantasy of invincibility. Probably the doctor had, too, right to the end. Kate had disillusioned him. “And now you want to kill me?”

“No,” she gave a peal of laughter. “Not at all. I just want to circumcise you.” Her eyes narrowed, her voice became a hiss, “Unless somebody’s already beaten me to it, an eighth day job. Come on, show me!”

Embarrassment, not fear, he knew he’d never make a flasher. God, they’d been married a whole week before he’d let Serena see him in the nude. Kate advanced another step; his hands dropped to his sides, moved over to his crotch. She craned her neck, tensed. After Whittaker, this was the biggest moment of her life.

He opened his zip.

She forgot his hands then until they grabbed her wrists, closed in a vice-like grip. Their faces were inches apart, strained and snarling like wild animals. His breath did not smell of peppermint.

She was strong, he would never have guessed how strong. He tried to bend her wrists back but they wouldn’t go, the knives gained an inch. He arched his back, too her with him.

Doctor Whittaker lay at their feet, either he groaned or it was an expellation of air which had been trapped within the corpse. Kate’s eyes dropped but Ford was in time to bring up a leg, stopped her from kneeing him in the groin. She grunted her frustration.

“Look,” there was a note of desperation in her voice, “just let me circumcise you. Please. I promise I won’t do anything else. I killed him because he raped me. And because he’s like my father. I don’t have any reason to kill you. I like you, Jason.”

“A child abuser, eh, your father?”

“Yes”, an intake of breath which she let out slowly. She was shaking with an anger that had nothing to do with Ford.

“I guessed as much before I even knew it was you.”

“I only want to circumcise you, Jason. Nothing else. Please let me.”

He knew that he could not hold her until the back up arrived. She was too strong for him, an almost superhuman strength fuelled by madness. He wondered if she might be on drugs, decided she wasn’t. Her obsession was her addiction.

“I’ll do you a deal, Jason.”

“What’s that?” I’m not negotiable.

“If you’re already circumcised, I’ll let you go. How’s that? You’ve just got to prove to me which ever you are. All you’ve got to do is let me look.”

He didn’t answer. No way was he loosing his hold on her.

“Which proves you’re uncircumcised!” She gave a shriek of rage, threw herself forward and almost caught him by surprise. His head banged against the wall, his vision blurred. He felt sick. But he kept his grip on her.

Then, somehow he threw her from him. He powered his buttocks, used the wall as a lever, and released his hold at the very moment when he felt her being flung back. She staggered but did not fall.

He was going after her, changed his mind, weaved. Feinted. Because she still had the knives, it would only be as before. He glanced towards the door but she had forestalled him, barred his path.

“You lost your chance, Jason!” She laughed, a high pitch shrill that reached a crescendo and died away. “Now I might do something else to you. Afterwards!”

He backed up against something that moved, scraped the floor. The coffee table. The jars clinked, rattled, bobbed their contents in the fluid like jellied eels. He heard her gasp.

“Be careful, Jason.”

He groped behind him; his hand touched smoothed glass, closed around it. He lifted up the jar behind his back.

“Jason, please …”

He hurled it with all the force he could muster; hit her square on the forehead. The jar burst, her brow opened up, jagged and crimson. Fragments of glass tinkled on the floor. Something plopped, wallowed in a pool of white spirit.

“You bastard!” Kate screamed, half stopped as if to retrieve the piece of flesh, jerked back, threw up her hand to protect herself.

Now Ford was throwing one jar after the other, bombarding her with unerring accuracy. Glass shattered, shards littered the floor, broken pieces and wicked splinters. Kate’s cheek was slashed, blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, a naked vampire that had fed on her victim but was now at bay.

Both Ford and Kate stopped, she stared aghast, oblivious of her injuries, desperately tying to convince herself that what she saw had never happened. It was yet another of her nightmares. A bad one. The worst so far.

Then she screamed the anguish of a child whose toys were broken beyond repair. Or of a mother discovering a cot death.

“My babies!” Her screech rose to a skull-splitting crescendo. “You’ve killed my babies! Murderer!”

Ford looked on in grotesque fascination. It was as if a shelf of bizarre specimens in some biology laboratory had fallen and smashed, strewn its contents over the floor, mutated ringworms or pink slugs that had grown back on themselves. Dying, but not quite dead yet, they twitched and pulsed in the spilled liquid, bloated and quivered. And one huge eel-like creature with an engorged eyeless head was trying to curl itself up beneath a central heating pipe where it had rolled, dust and filth adhering to it as if it was growing a protective fleece. Severed at one end, had it had the strength it would have wriggled off in search of the remainder of its body.

Ugh! He jerked his head away, looked for Kate. The bloodstained vampire had clambered up to a table beneath the window. The knives fell from her hands, she held on to the frayed curtain for support, clutched at it precariously.

“You killed them!” A sobbed accusation, her rage had turned to grief.

Ford didn’t answer her, just stood there watching her, felt a surge of sympathy for this pathetic creature who bled from a multitude of wounds. Gone was her lust, her fury; she wilted in sorrow, scarcely had the strength to cling to that shredding material. Her unbelievable strength had deserted her in her final hour of need.

He listened for the sound of approaching cars, motor cycles; they always brought an ambulance on stand-by. But still there were only the usual night sounds.

“They’ll have to drop the murder charged against Tanya Mitchell now,” he spoke his thoughts aloud, eased his conscience. “They’ll look after you, Kate, give you treatment, make you well again.” The talk-down technique, you always tried to play down a siege, make those holding out believe it was in their best interests to give themselves up. Sympathise, no matter how you feel about them. Right now, he felt sorry for Kate Leonard. It was the others he hated, her father, Doctor Whittaker.

Kate did not appear to have heard him. She was leaning back, parting the curtains, pulling them around her as if she was trying to hide her blood-smeared nudity from him. Just a shrouded shape, ignominious and anonymous. She began to sob uncontrollably.

And then glass was breaking again, cracking and shattering, falling into the room, showering across the floor.

“Kate!”

An empty curtain billowed, parted and closed again, allowed Ford a brief glimpse of a broken window, a jagged hole that led into the empty night. A draught chilled him before the drapes dropped back into place.

He found himself listening, counting the seconds. Bracing himself.

Six … Seven …

And then he heard the back up arriving, vehicles turning into the service road. Forming a barricade, engines still running. It was loud enough to mask the crunch of a body mashing on concrete, the final impact that would reduce it to an unrecognisable mulch.

Thirteen floors; in his mind he measured the drop.

Ford stayed where he was; there was nothing to be gained by going downstairs. Let them come. He would tell them everything they needed to know then, everything that Dawson wouldn’t want to know.

After a lengthy period he heard footsteps coming up the concrete stairs, padding across the landing. A cautious approach, flattening themselves along the wall. He made no move to go to them, did not call out.

Whittaker lay face down in his own blood. There was no hurry. He, too, was beyond help. It was the best way; it would save the taxpayer a fortune in court costs. You had to look at it in practical terms; you’d flip if you didn’t.

They were all here; Melton and Fallon, a chief inspector from Operational Support Unit. Thank you Brenda. He would talk to her later, probably tomorrow. There were a lot of unsaid things that needed to be said. After this, he would probably say them.

It was impossible even to guess Dawson’s thoughts, not so much as a flicker of his eyes; he nodded to Whittaker as if he had expected to find him here. The fact that the doctor had his throat slashed was nothing untoward. Just routine, more paperwork for the DCs.

“She do this to him?” He spoke to Ford without looking round.

Well, I fucking didn’t, just in case you were thinking that way. “And the rest. I was just a spectator.” No, I didn’t nearly get circumcised and castrated. “Whittaker’s your rapist, she lured him here but he was stalking her, anyway. They both got what they wanted, it seems.”

Dawson glanced at the foreskins, the phallic under the heating pipe. He didn’t comment, scene-of-crime would draw up a lengthy report; he’d read all about it then. A little bit of Maurice Gee and Carl Vallance was amongst that lot, he guessed. He had no sympathy for them.

Ford took his cue to leave with the chief. You didn’t get any credit, you didn’t expect any. You just hoped that the chief would file a report in your favour that somebody would notice when the time came.

“Ford.” They were out on the landing; everybody else was inside the flat. Down below scene-of-crime would be cordoning off the body, waiting for the photographers to arrive. It would be a floodlit job right through to daybreak.

“Yes, Sir?” Ford hung back; the other was already two stairs down the flight. Tense, half hoping for an abrupt ‘well done’. There would be no ‘you were right, I was wrong.’ The chief was never wrong.

Dawson didn’t even turn around when he spoke, had it not been for the desolation that echoed his words Ford might not have heard them.

“Your zip’s undone.”
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Freedom was a frightening prospect when it came without warning. One day you were locked in a prison cell facing murder charges, the next they give you back your clothes, turned you loose into the outside world.

Tanya paused in her task of swabbing out the long concrete floor of the cattery, attempted to get everything into perspective. It would be sometime before she adjusted, not just to freedom but to her new way of life.

She had got the job at the cattery; Ford had fixed that for her. Because, he said, she had helped him to track down the Black Mantis; she didn’t see how she had helped but she wasn’t going to argue. He had also told her that there would be some compensation coming her way in due course for wrongful imprisonment. That would be useful. Part of the deal with the feline boarding establishment was that Cassy and Taggy were given free boarding along with her own lodgings.

All of which, she scarcely dared to think about it, made life idyllic. It would all sink in eventually.

The murder charges had been dropped. Spencer Rees-Edwards had withdrawn his charge against her too, probably because his mother did not want the publicity.

She wouldn’t ever have to work for Madam Pain again, all she had to do for the rest of her life was to look after cats.

And try to forget.

A chorus of mewing interrupted her thoughts. She put the mop down, peeled off her working gloves. It was feeding time and right now that had priority over everything else. Later, she reminded herself, she would take a bag of waste bread down to the park lake, feed the ducks. Because they might be going short now that Kate Leonard wasn’t around to feed them any more.
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