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1

June 15 - Amersham, a small town near London.

Jane was on her way back home. It was rather hot and she was perspiring. She took out her hankie and wiped the perspiration from her forehead. She had just stepped out after a tough day at the office; her boss – who was full of himself – had ticked her off, one of her colleagues had blamed her for something, and her work was a mess.

Her mother had then rung her up, her voice sounding as if she had been drinking again. Jane just couldn’t understand her mother. Why had she fallen into that trap? Her parents had divorced when Jane was thirteen but she still remembered happier times as a child, such as when she and her older sister had gone on holidays with their parents, which happened often. Her older sister had married when she was only seventeen and had later settled down in the US. She never had to bother about her family, but for Jane, it was a whole other story.

It wasn’t a mystery to her that their parents’ eighteen-year marriage ended in divorce; it was because of her father’s affairs and their constant squabbling. Jane remembered that, as a child, she would stand at the door of her parents’ bedroom, listening to their shrill voices while shaking constantly. She dreaded the fights.

Her father had married again and had moved on with his life while her mother’s life had gone into a tailspin. She picked up the wrong men and suffered for it., gradually turning to alcohol for solace. Jane was shipped off to boarding school and was shuttled between her parents. As she grew up, however, she began to spend more time with her mother.

She had tried everything in the book to control her mother’s descent into alcoholism, from hiding her bottles to arguing and chiding her. She had even tried to get her into a rehabilitation centre but her mother had simply refused to cooperate. She used to scream at Jane that all she wanted was to be left alone. 

After getting a job, Jane moved out. The parting with her mother ended in a bitter scene in which her mother tried to emotionally blackmail her, saying she would not survive without her and that Jane was being cruel. But Jane was determined - she walked away and didn’t look back. She knew it was necessary for her sanity; she would have gone mad if she’d remained there a minute longer.

Sometimes, Jane envied her older sister. She seemed happily married with two beautiful children and a loving husband. Her life had been smooth.

Jane thought tiredly, why did everything have to go wrong on some days? Simply nothing seemed to click. Even Eric had cancelled their date over the weekend, and the phone call had left her in tears. He said he was too busy but Jane knew that he was lying. Maybe he had found someone else, was simply fed up with her, or wanted a change of scene. It was difficult to hazard a guess. 

She had seen it coming for the past few weeks but had simply refused to face facts. There were little things that had hurt her and she knew that he was giving hints about what was to come. On their last date, he seemed peeved and slightly upset, and it was obvious that nothing she did pleased him. He yawned as if he found her conversation boring. She made excuses for him: maybe he’d had a bad day at work? But even then, she had a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach that she knew the truth - he was tiring of her. Why did men tire of her so easily? It usually happened just when she had become attached to the person, just as she had with Eric.

Jane felt sick inside. Beads of sweat lined her forehead, and she took a tissue from her bag and dabbed at it. Fortunately, her flat was only a few streets away. All she wanted was a quick shower and to simply flop onto her bed. She would order a meal later, but now, she didn’t feel like eating. All she wanted was a shower. 

She was just quickening her pace when something hit her. All she felt was a small pinprick and a pain in her back, and then Jane pitched forward, crumpling down on the pavement.

Soon, a small crowd gathered around her. Someone called the hospital and when the ambulance arrived, a doctor jumped out and attended to her. “She’s got no pulse but her body’s still warm; we’ll try to revive her!”

The massive effort to revive Jane at the hospital was to no avail. The cause of death was questionable but when her body was examined they found a tell-tale hole in her back. Something like a poisoned pin had hit her and her body had turned blue. The doctor in charge suspected foul play and handed the case over to the police. 

Inspector McCain at the local police station agreed, “The death is being treated as murder. The killer seemed to have used an unusual weapon, something like a poisoned dart. What information do we have of the victim?”

Constable Jeffery, who was standing beside him, replied, “her name was Jane Ferrier. Around 25 years old with green eyes and blonde hair, she lived at the Hilltop apartments and worked as a data operator in Ransoms. She was on her way home from work when she was struck by the poisoned dart. As far as her personal life is concerned, she was dating someone named Eric Forester.”

The Inspector responded, “We’re still completely in the dark, so we’re going to hand it over to Chief Inspector Patrick Campbell for further investigation. He’s one of the best in his field.”

2

July 15

Sarah was enjoying her weekend. She had just managed to get away from her nagging, invalid mother, her work at the department store, and Tony’s constant irritability, which had made life anything but bearable. 

She had lost her father in a car accident when she was twelve years old and her mother, who had Sarah late in life, was left to bring her up on a salary earned from working in a sewing factory.  Sarah had been looking after her mother since she’d turned twenty. They were a family of two now. 

Though her mother somehow pulled through, the struggle for survival took its toll on her. Money was never sufficient and there were days when there was no work—days of misery and fear and being on the dole. Sarah remembered her mother, already grey haired, putting on her best dress - a sky blue outfit - to go job hunting. In the evening, mother and daughter would try to get scraps of meat and bread for a bargain from the market. Somehow, life had tumbled on and Sarah had graduated. Her mother never remarried, although there were men.

Sarah knew when someone new came into her mother’s life. Her eyes would shine and she laughed more. She would act funny, simpering and giggling, and going out more often. Sometimes she came back with a cheap trinket, a new dress, or chocolates, which she shared with her. But as her mother grew old, these instances became rare. She was eventually plagued by ill health until arthritis played havoc with her and she was confined to her wheelchair. 

Though Sarah was a bright student, she gave up her dreams of getting through college and began to take odd jobs, some of which were good, while others really weren’t. She knew that she would have to shoulder the responsibility of taking care of her mother and running the household. There were always plenty of household chores waiting for her when she got home from work: dirty dishes, dirty clothes, meals to be cooked and medicine to be administered. On top of this, her mother had her own long list of things to do, which she handed over to her daughter. 

As she got older, her mother became increasingly demanding. She was always grumbling and never satisfied despite the amount of work Sarah did.  Life became hell. She had a string of boyfriends who always disappointed her, and even Tony - her last boyfriend - had let her down.

Now at last, thanks to Jeremy, she was getting away from it all. He had rented a room in a motel at the edge of town so that both of them could spend time together and enjoy some peace and quiet. At last, Sarah thought she would get a much-needed break from her troubled existence. The countryside was also nearby, and she imagined long walks and simply lying down with Jeremy in a secluded spot munching homemade scones and tarts. True, this was not her idea of a great holiday (she had always longed for the sea and to hear the sounds of waves crashing around her) but it did offer an escape of a few days from her life.

Now, as she sat swinging her bare legs in the motel room, a wave of satisfaction swept over her. At last, she was alone – Jeremy had gone to the market to fetch a few things. How she had craved for the luxury of solitude in the past few years. 

Suddenly, the doorbell rang. It must be room service, she thought as she swung from the bed and headed towards the door, barefooted. Before she knew what was happening, she collapsed, groaning, on the floor, her bare legs writhing around on the carpet. 

Later, when Jeremy found her, she was stone dead. How or what had happened? He stood, petrified, looking down at her still figure. 

3

August 15

Michelle was sitting in a park. She felt rather miserable. Why wouldn’t things ever work out? She was brought up in luxury and had led a pampered life as the daughter of a rich businessman. They lived in a lovely home with a pretty garden - rather old-fashioned yet worth its weight in gold. She was an only child and enjoyed much of it. She remembered having everything that life could possibly offer: a room full of toys and pretty dresses, vacations to foreign countries, eating at the best restaurants, and generally living it up. Her mother was always laughing. Michelle could hear her tinkling laughter as she went about the house, singing like a lark. Then, their world had come tumbling down when her father’s business crashed. He lost all of his clients and was forced to sell his business and their pretty home and move to a small flat. 

How Michelle hated those days; it was as if she had dropped from heaven with a huge thud. She moved from a privileged existence to being part of the run-of-the-mill crowd, struggling for survival. She was determined to make something of herself and by dint of hard work, she put herself through law school and became a lawyer who dealt with civil cases. While her professional life was meeting with some success, it was her personal life which was depressing her. 

Her parents were now a pale shadow of their former selves. Her father had failed repeatedly at trying his hand at one business or another and his health deteriorated while his movements became restricted. 

Similarly, her pretty mother - who always looked like a forever-smiling porcelain doll - now wore a perpetually harassed look with new lines on her forehead. She had taken a job to help and somehow the family pulled along, rolling through the years. Michelle found the atmosphere at home depressing and took the first opportunity to move out. Now she lived in a cushy apartment, but still failed completely in her personal relationships. All her life, she yearned for a meaningful relationship. Yet she never found it.

Each time she met someone, it ended in disillusionment and she emerged with her heart battered and bruised, going through days of emotional turmoil.

Her current boyfriend, Neil, was over-possessive and suspicious, which irritated her to no end. When she first met him, she thought she had met Mr Right. He seemed safe, polished, and devastatingly handsome. She found him an interesting companion who could make her laugh and was sympathetic to her needs. He seemed attentive and caring. 

However, all this soon evaporated into thin air. She found to her horror that Neil couldn’t stand her getting remotely friendly with any other man, even her colleagues. He seemed to burn with jealousy every time she got a harmless phone call from a male. He would suddenly become cold and even shout at her, which she found unbearable. 

She had decided that this was impossible and that she wanted to break it off with him. The worst part was that she loved him with all her heart and soul. How many times did her heart have to break? Surely, life had treated her unfairly. As she sat on the bench in the park, brooding over her life, a sudden pain shot through her and she doubled up in pain. There was darkness all around and then oblivion.

Alan - a small boy playing in the park - noticed something unusual and called to his friends, “Hey, look at that girl on the bench! She’s not moving... maybe she’s ill?”

His friends agreed. “Let’s take a look.” Alan bent over Michelle and tried to shake her, but the moment he touched her, she fell on the ground. Alan screamed at the top of his lungs which attracted a small crowd of onlookers who had started to gather around Michelle. Someone felt her pulse. “She’s stone dead.”
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Chief Inspector Patrick Campbell looked on the burly figure of Inspector Geoffrey. Campbell was around 50 years old, with greying hair at the temples. He was lean, and sported both a handlebar moustache and a French beard. 

“Three murders in three months,” said Inspector Geoffrey. “The first: Jane Ferrier, 25 years old, attractive, green eyes, blonde hair, and killed by a poisoned dart on June 15th. On July 15th, Sarah Parker, also with green eyes and blonde hair, killed by a poisoned dart in her motel room. On August 15th, Michelle Pearson, again a blonde with green eyes, was killed by a poisoned dart in a public park.”

Patrick raised his bushy eyebrows. “It's obvious that we’re up against a serial killer, possibly one with a thing for blonde-haired, green-eyed girls. All the murders are following a pattern, at least. The killer is using an unusual weapon: a poisoned dart, and the poison which is used on the tip of the darts appears to be very powerful. The killer is apparently striking on the fifteenth of the month and is selecting the victims with care. They seem to know about the habits and personal lives of the victims and may have been following them for some time. We have yet to distinguish whether the murders were sexually motivated.  Remind me again what the victims were wearing when they were killed?”

“Jane was wearing black trousers and a purple shirt. When she was found, the first two buttons had burst open revealing her chest. Her handbag - which was a simple affair -had business cards, a lipstick, a compact, a handkerchief, and her mobile, which was switched off. The second victim, Sarah, was wearing yellow shorts and a red spaghetti strap top—nothing expensive. She was perhaps relaxing in her room when maybe the doorbell rang; she was barefoot when she went to open the door and got struck dead. The dart hit her left arm. Her partner, Jeremy, says he had gone out.  There was only an overnighter and a small backpack in the room. The backpack seemed to belong to Sarah and it contained neatly-folded jeans, a tee shirt, a short red dress, and a rather transparent short negligee. Jeremy’s overnighter, however, seemed hurriedly packed with pyjamas, shorts, jeans, and tee shirts. The way the bags were packed, the couple seemed to have left in a hurry; his clothes were crumpled and disordered. Of course, he could just be naturally untidy.”

Patrick interrupted, “Perhaps Sarah’s murder will be easier to investigate. Have you talked to the motel staff?”

“Yes, but there are no leads. We talked to the people in the reception area but no one spotted an intruder entering or leaving the motel; there were only the usual motel guests. We also talked to other members of the motel staff, including room service. They heard and saw nothing unusual. There were no strangers in the motel. Sarah and Jeremy had checked in at noon, laughing and seemingly happy. There seemed nothing unusual about them. They stayed in their room for the next couple of hours and ordered room service - fish and chips - which the waiter, Albert, carried into their room. An hour later, he carried back the empty tray. Again, he noticed nothing. According to Albert, the waiters at Rose Motel are trained to be discreet and keep their eyes lowered. Apparently, the couple were talking in a low tone when he entered. The girl seemed quite happy. At around 4 p.m. the receptionist noticed Jeremy going out. He was whistling a tune and returned an hour later loaded with packets. No one went into the room while Sarah was alone.  Within a couple of minutes, he screamed, apparently when he’d found the door of his room wide open and Sarah sprawled on the floor. There was a dart lying on the carpet which the police recovered. There were no traces of fingerprints.”

Patrick fidgeted with the paperweight at the table. “So unless Jeremy is lying, the murderer struck between 4:00 p.m. and 5:00 p.m. What about the third murder?”

“Michelle was wearing a short navy blue skirt and a white top. She was carrying a simple purse which held a lipstick, some change, and her mobile. Again, her mobile was switched off. She was sitting on a bench when she was struck at 4:00 p.m. and there were plenty of people in the park. However, no one noticed anything suspicious. Her body was discovered by kids playing in the area. Alan - the boy who found her - said they’d seen her sitting on the bench, but that he didn’t notice anything unusual. He doesn’t quite remember when he spotted her lying on the bench, in what he said was ‘a funny way’. He thought that maybe she’d fallen asleep. He touched her to wake her up and she fell. By that time, Michelle was dead.”

Patrick mused, “we’re dealing with a bold murderer who doesn’t hesitate to strike, even in a crowded park in front of everyone. Unfortunately, many people hardly notice anything in these situations, but someone may have. It’s also clear that the murderer was familiar with the lives of his victims; he knew their routine and other details. For example, he knew when Jane left the office to go home. He could, of course, have been following her for some time. The same with Michelle’s case. What is shocking is that he seemed to know about Sarah’s plans to get away and stay in a motel with Jeremy.”

Geoffrey nodded in agreement, “yes, we’re trying to get a low down on everyone close to the victims.”

Patrick again asked, “what about work? There could be a spot of trouble there too. Let’s investigate that angle further.”

“We already have a few facts: Jane was a data operator who had a rather rocky relationship with her boss. On the day of the murder, Jane’s colleague, Gladys, noticed that she was very upset, as her boss, Keith, had ticked her off a number of times. Jane told Gladys that she was sick and tired of Keith’s attitude towards her - he was always finding fault, even where there was none. He definitely seemed to have a grudge against her.

“Sarah was well liked in the department store where she worked. She sold cosmetics over the counter. On Friday, the normally cool Sarah was ruffled. She had exchanged heated words with one of the customers and the manager of the store, Douglas, had to intervene to calm down the irate customer. He then said a few words to Sarah, which left her near tears.

“The third girl, Michelle, worked for Lawson and Sons, a legal firm. One of the cases she was handling was proving to be a tough nut to crack. On Thursday, she had worked late into the night. On Friday, she reported to work, and - according to her colleagues - appeared to be her usual self. She started work, and halfway through the day, complained of a headache and a spell of dizziness. Though she was scheduled to meet an important client later in the day, she cancelled the appointment, took leave, and went home early, just after lunch. At around 3:30 p.m., she was seen by the gatekeeper of her apartment compound, leaving her flat. We know she went to the park but we don’t know if she meant to keep an appointment with someone.”

“What about the murder weapon? It seems rather unusual,” Patrick interjected.

Geoffrey nodded in agreement. “The dart is only around four inches long. It has a sharp, knife-like, poisonous, pointed tip which can easily pierce the skin of any victim. The small dart can simply be carried in the palm of one’s hand or can be flung at the victim from a short distance. The poison is very effective and the victim collapses almost immediately.”

Patrick stared at Geoffrey thoughtfully. “Something like that shouldn’t be too difficult to trace.” 

Geoffrey smiled. “My men are already working on it.”

“Well, we have a few leads to work on,” Patrick said. “Put as many men as you can on the case. The murderer has got to be stopped or terror will reign in the town.”
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Carla Carson arrived at the police station panting. She had parked her car at a distance and had walked at a brisk pace to reach the police station, meaning that she was now in a huff. Carla was in her early fifties with partially grey hair, which she refused to colour. She was wearing steel-rimmed spectacles. 

She had to do it. She had no other option. It was important. Though she had never visited a police station in her life, she felt excited. What she had to say could make a difference. She had at first thought of taking a friend along, but then had decided to come alone. Maybe it was for the best.

Geoffrey took Carla into Patrick’s office saying, “Patrick, meet Carla Carlson.  She insisted on meeting you personally. She says she has something important to say about Michelle’s death.”

Patrick looked at the middle-aged woman. She was wearing a simple tweed skirt and blouse. “I’m Patrick Campbell, the man in charge of the case. You can speak freely here.” He paused, taking in her harassed appearance. “Are you alright? Please feel free to calm down and catch your breath. Then you can tell me what you have to say.”

Carla sank into the plush leather chair with a sigh. “Last Friday, I had taken leave from work - I’d woken up with a splitting headache. I didn’t feel like getting up from my bed. You know, some days you feel so
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