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Prologue

June 30th 1984

Six-year-old Sean Wood didn’t like this house; it smelled funny and all the furniture was dark and old. He didn’t like the man who walked around wearing the long black dress either. He knew that the man was a priest because his mum had told him that he was. She’d also told him that they had to live in the presbytery next to the church, but he didn’t know exactly what that meant. They had their own house two doors down from this one. It was much smaller, with three bedrooms and a tiny garden, but it was big enough to play in with his A-Team action figures. He wanted to go and dig out B.A. Baracus from underneath the rose bush in the front garden where he had buried him last week, before he got eaten by worms or went mouldy. His mum wouldn’t let him; he had asked her this morning when he had finished his bowl of Snap Crackle and Pop. She’d gone mad with him when he said he wanted to go and get his toys and asked if she’d take him, so there wasn’t much choice.

He was going to come up with a plan of his own – just like Hannibal always did – and go on a rescue mission. He would wait until his mum had a bath. She always spent hours in there and wouldn’t notice that he had sneaked out of the door. He just hoped that the priest wasn’t an enemy working for the other side and wouldn’t drop him in it. His mum had been acting strange all week now and yesterday she hadn’t let him go to his sister Sophie’s funeral. Instead, she’d made him stay here, in this big smelly house with the woman the priest called his ‘housekeeper’. He liked her because she baked nice cakes and would let him eat as many as he wanted when his mum wasn’t looking.

Sean went upstairs to the room that had become his until he could go back to his own, with the Masters of the Universe and A-Team posters. This new room had a big wooden cross on the wall and the only thing to read was a thick black book, which had ‘Bible’ written in gold on the front. Sean had looked inside and then closed it again. The writing was so small it would take him forever to try and read it. He slumped onto the bed; it was boring here. At least when Sophie was alive he’d had her to play with – well, until she got poorly he did. It had started a couple of weeks ago, but a few days ago she’d got really poorly, saying words that he had never heard of and that were nothing like the French words they sometimes learnt in school. He didn’t understand what was going on but he knew it was something bad.

Sophie had been screaming the day she’d died, really screaming, as if the priest and their mum were hurting her. It had been so loud that he’d crept from this bedroom to see if he could help her, but her bedroom door had been locked. He had looked through the keyhole to see his sister on her bed with the man in the dress standing over her with a book like the one next to his bed. The man had been throwing water onto Sophie. Sean had watched as the priest had bent down and placed a wooden cross onto her forehead. He’d stared in horror as the cross burnt into her skin; the sizzling sound had made him feel sick and he’d pushed himself away from the door. He’d thought he was going to puke all over the polished wooden floor.

*

Telling himself to be brave, Sean went back to look through the keyhole again, to see Sophie thrashing around. She looked angry and hurt, then her eyes rolled to the back of her head until he could only see the whites of them. It was then that she began to choke. The priest was trying to lift her head and his mum was watching. Sean didn’t understand why she didn’t rush to help Sophie. He watched as his sister’s face turned blue and, just like that, the noise stopped. It was over and Sophie was dead.

The scream that came from his mum was far worse than seeing Sophie lying perfectly still, frozen in time. Sean scrambled to his feet and ran towards his room. Clutching a plastic toy to his chest, he fell to the floor and crawled under the bed, where he curled up in a ball and cried himself to sleep. He stayed there, hidden from sight, until the priest came looking for him hours later. Father John tried to talk him out but Sean didn’t want to leave his hiding place. The priest reached under to pull him out and Sean sank his teeth into his hand. There was a loud shout and a few bad words but then the priest lay flat on the floor so he could see Sean’s face. ‘Come on, son; you can’t stay there all day. Let’s go and get you something to eat.’

Sean shook his head, curling himself up even tighter. ‘I want to see my mum … Where is she?’

‘She’s fast asleep at the moment; the doctor has been to visit Sophie and your mum. He had to give your mum some medicine.’

‘What about Sophie? Did he give her some medicine?’

‘No, there is no medicine that will make your sister better, I’m very sorry to say.’

‘I want to go and see Sophie then!’

‘Are you sure? Sophie’s soul has left this earth and gone to a much better place. All that’s left is her body.’

Sean nodded; he needed to see if Sophie’s face was still blue and if she had the mark of the cross burnt into her forehead. He crawled out and stood up. Father John reached out and took hold of his hand. As brave as Sean felt, he still grasped it and held tight. They walked to Sophie’s room and Father John pulled a key from his pocket. Unlocking the door, he turned to Sean. ‘You’re sure?’

Sean nodded and stepped forward, pushing the door open as he did so. His legs were shaking and he knew he had to be brave, just like B.A., so he held his head up and stepped into the room, which was much colder than the rest of the house. He walked across to the bed. Sophie looked as if she was asleep, her long platinum-blonde hair spread out on her pillow. Her blue eyes were closed and her face was a funny white colour but it definitely wasn’t blue. Her forehead didn’t have a big mark on it and she looked like one of the dolls she played with all the time. Her lips were still pink and in her hand she had a cross and a Bible. Sean pulled his spare Hannibal action figure from his trouser pocket and reached out to tuck it behind her fingers. He touched them and snatched his hand back – they were so cold. Reaching out, he tried again and this time he managed to tuck it behind her hands, shuddering as he did so. Then he ran away from Sophie, the priest and the end of his childhood to the empty room, where he scrambled back under the bed.

*

Now Sean wandered along the dark passage until he reached the bathroom, then pressed his ear against the door. He could hear his mum splashing in the water. Good, she would be in there for ages; she had the same long blonde hair as Sophie and it took her forever to wash it. He crept along to the huge oak staircase with the world’s smallest carpet and ran down. So light on his feet the treads didn’t creak once, he looked around the hallway. There was no sign of the housekeeper or the priest. He strode across to the front door as if he was allowed to be going outside and turned the handle. The door opened and he screwed up his eyes against the harsh sunlight. He grinned. Playing outside was his favourite thing; he hated being cooped up inside – especially in this house.

Sean wanted to go home more than anything. He looked across the huge lawn over to the church. The door was shut, so if the priest was in there he wouldn’t notice Sean sneaking out. The street was empty. He stepped out of the doorway and ran down the steps and across the lawn to the low wall that surrounded the front garden. He was on a mission now; it was important. He had to save B.A.’s life – the A-Team couldn’t survive with just the three of them; it had to be all four.

He stopped outside his house and reached out to touch the gate; the metal was cold even though it was bathed in sunlight. He opened the gate, took three steps forward and then fell to his knees in front of the rose bush, where he began to dig in the soil with his fingers. Soon he felt the hard plastic of the figure he’d buried last week and smiled – he’d done it and saved the day. He stood up and went back out of the gate, closing it behind him. A shadow passed over the upstairs window, catching his eye. Lifting his head, he put his small hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the burning sun, then looked up and squealed to see Sophie standing at the window staring down at him. He frantically waved his hand and grinned at her but, before she could wave back, a darker, much taller figure stepped behind her and pulled her away from the window.

Sean ran back to tell his mum that Sophie was in their house, he’d seen her and they could go home now. He ran into the presbytery and up the stairs to the bathroom, where he hammered on the door. ‘Mum, Mum. You don’t have to be sad now – Sophie’s OK. I saw her looking out of your bedroom window. We can go home now.’

There was no sound of splashing water like there had been earlier; there was no sound, apart from the steady drip of a tap that hadn’t been turned off. Sean took hold of the doorknob, twisting it until it turned and the door opened wide. That was when all the normal thoughts that a six-year-old boy should be thinking left him. He walked closer to the bath, which contained his mother’s lifeless body in a pool of bright red water. His stomach clenched and the voice in his head told him to run but he carried on until he was close enough to reach out and touch her. As he pushed her shoulder, her head lolled to the side and her glassy, open, dead eyes stared through him.

Sean looked down into the bath and saw her arms and it was then that he opened his mouth and began to scream.




Chapter 1

2014

Annie Graham downed the tequila then shuddered. She hated the stuff but it got you drunk fast. Jake – fellow police officer and best friend – whose house they were in, laughed at the grimace on her face. ‘You are such a girl – you know that, don’t you?’

She squeezed her eyes shut. ‘Yes, I’m a total girl and I’m not ashamed of it either; this stuff is bloody awful. I don’t understand how you could even begin to actually enjoy it.’

Jake spluttered, managing to spit his tequila all over the black marble of the breakfast bar. ‘Because I quite like the taste now I’ve got used to it and it does the job in half the time of six cans of lager. One more and then we’ll be brave enough to go ghost-hunting.’

Annie giggled. ‘I’ve had enough of that to last me a lifetime, thank you. After discovering I could see ghosts in a haunted house and being stalked by a serial killer six months ago, I’m quite happy not to go ghost-hunting. I can’t believe you want to drag me to a cemetery when we’re drunk. You’ll be screaming at every shadow you see and then what happens if we actually do see something?’

‘You’re a wimp. I’m not going to be the one screaming and anyway don’t you want to see if you can still see dead people or if it was all just a figment of your twisted imagination?’ He managed to dodge the piece of chewed-up lime that she threw at his head. ‘Sorry.’

Annie began to laugh so hard that she slid off the stool. ‘I’m drunk and I don’t think going to the cemetery in this state is going to be too productive. What if someone reports us and we end up getting arrested? There have been loads of metal thefts up there this month. Can you imagine the gossip that would spread around the station if we got caught in there?’ Tears were rolling down her cheeks, smudging her mascara and leaving black trails.

Jake bent down; putting both of his hands under her armpits, he dragged her up from the floor. ‘Nah, bollocks, we’ll just tell them the truth. That we’re ghost-hunting.’

‘Your call, but if you insist – who am I to argue?’

He shrugged his huge shoulders and took hold of her hand. ‘What the hell. Come on, if we get caught we’ll say we were looking for vampires. I want to go now, before I chicken out. I’ve always wanted to do this but never had anyone drunk or stupid enough to go with.’

They looked each other in the eye and nodded. Jake helped her into her coat and wrapped her scarf around her neck. His fingers brushed her thick black curls, which had grown back and now covered the scar that had once been on show. She looked so much happier and healthier now she didn’t have Mike in her life. He bent down and planted a big wet kiss on her forehead and held her close. Annie wrapped her arms around him and whispered, ‘Don’t you go getting all soft on me, Jake. I’m OK now and I’ve never been happier. Everything that happened six months ago is done; life is getting better.’

Jake squeezed his friend even tighter. ‘I’m not; I just hate what happened to you.’ They pulled apart. Jake took hold of her hand and dragged her to the front door. ‘Come on, there’s no time like the present and, besides, your dream man Will might turn up soon and you know what a spoilsport he is. He’d never let you loose in a cemetery with your track record.’

They left the house holding hands and began the short walk to the cemetery gates.

‘How are we going to get in if they’re locked?’ Annie asked.

‘Sometimes you amaze me. You can climb walls, can’t you? I’ll give you a bunk-up if you can’t get those short legs up high enough.’

She slapped his hand in a half-hearted gesture; Jake squeezed hers back, a silent apology. Annie couldn’t walk straight; her legs were wobbling as they approached the tall black cast-iron gates, which loomed in the distance. Behind them was a blanket of pitch-black, which made her heart beat faster.

*

Will shivered. He hated cemeteries when the sun was shining and he could see everything around him, but to be here in the dark with no moonlight gave him the creeps. It didn’t help that he was sitting in a car with Twit and Twat, the two specials who were very nice blokes but far too keen to get a piece of the action. They couldn’t sit still and were talking utter crap. Every time a shout came over the radio the one sitting next to him would sit up, his body taut and his fists clenched, raring to get going. Will smiled to himself – at least he was getting a bit of fun out of it by torturing the pair of them; they needed to learn that police work wasn’t all rescuing damsels in distress and blue-light jobs. As bored as he was, he really hoped that nothing would happen tonight with these two in tow because it was all bound to go tits up in a big way.

Two of his best detectives, Stu and Laura, were hiding behind some mausoleum near to the crematorium. He would rather have been with one of those two, but after the head injury and broken kneecap he’d got whilst trying to save Annie six months ago and the fact that it was freezing, he’d decided to pull rank for once and sit in the car.

He switched off from the two chattering voices and began to think about Annie. He was parked not too far away from her husband Mike’s grave. He looked out of the side window and squinted; he could just make out the hilly mound of soil. Will would have loved to have given him what he deserved, but the town’s first serial killer had beaten him to it. He had to admit that Annie was by far the best thing that had happened to him and he loved her more than he’d loved anyone, but he was still afraid of committing and, to be honest, she was still a mess.

He hated the nightmares she had almost every night. She would brush them off as if nothing was wrong but he had seen her pale face and eyes wide in horror as she crept out of the bed and into the bathroom. The first time he’d heard her stifling her sobs it had broken his heart and he had lain there dithering about whether to go and comfort her or give her some space. He’d opted to stay where he was, feeling useless. When she had finally come back to bed he’d turned and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight and stroking her hair until her breathing slowed and she fell back asleep.

Tonight he’d left her at Jake and Alex’s house; if his grave-robbers didn’t turn up he might go round for a coffee and see what they were up to.

*

Jake threaded his arm through Annie’s and the pair of them weaved along the tree-lined road towards the cemetery. The blackness behind the gates looked ominous; she didn’t want to do this. Why did she let Jake talk her into these things? She hadn’t been here since Mike’s funeral.

‘We can’t get in – it’s all locked up.’

Jake looked at her in disbelief. ‘Are you serious? You’re a copper; you should know how to scale a fence.’

‘Of course I know how to scale a fence, just not when I’m drunk. I don’t want to land head first in someone’s grave. I have a bit more respect than you do.’

‘Wimp. Come on, I’ll give you a bunk-up.’

Annie ignored his offer of help and wobbled on ahead of him, scaling the gates before Jake could offer her his hand. She jumped off the other side and slipped. Jake bent over laughing.

‘Come on then, big man, let’s see if you can do any better.’

Jake took a run at the gate. For his size, he was surprisingly nimble and he managed to climb over it and land on his feet next to her. Annie tutted and began to walk away in the opposite direction to Mike’s grave and Jake followed. She let out a loud scream at a statue in the distance and he started to laugh again. Her elbow landed sharply in his side and he stopped. She decided to walk up towards the old chapel, which was now boarded up and fenced off. Annie had been drawn towards it last year when she had come looking for Alice’s grave – she had seen Alice’s ghost in that area of the cemetery so it was the logical place to go. Jake, who had finally stopped laughing, whispered in her ear, ‘Come on, you’re right; this is stupid. Let’s go and order a Chinese.’

Stubborn as ever, she carried on walking. ‘Now who’s the wimp? You were the one who wanted to come here in the first place. I’m not leaving until we see a ghost. I’ll prove to you I’m not full of crap.’

‘I never said you were, but it is kind of hard to believe.’

Annie shook her head; it felt muzzy – too much tequila. She would pay for it in the morning but maybe tonight when she finally made it to bed she wouldn’t have any of those terrible nightmares about a secret room in a cellar with dead bodies inside.

*

Stu and Laura huddled together to try to keep warm. They couldn’t really see the chapel from their position but this was the only place where they could keep out of sight yet still be near enough to get there in a hurry. Will’s voice echoed through their earpieces. ‘Two people just climbed over the gate and are heading your way up towards the chapel. It looks like a man and a woman but hard to tell from here.’ Stu crept to the side of the wall. Straining his eyes, he could make out a tall man and a much shorter woman who were stumbling hand in hand. Laura popped her head around to take a look and rolled her eyes at Stu. ‘I can’t see those two getting up to anything other than a quickie. That’s if he can get it up. Those two are hammered and I’m freezing in a bloody cemetery of all places. How do we get roped into these crappy jobs? Join CID, become a detective, solve serious crime. Yes, right, what a load of rubbish.’

They watched as the dark figures finally reached the chapel and then the taller one bent down to give the shorter one a bunk-up the fence. Will’s voice echoed in their ears. ‘Go, go, go.’

*

Jake’s hand pushed Annie and she grabbed hold of the top of the fence just as two figures came hurtling up the path, followed by a car with headlights on full beam, blinding them. Jake landed on the ground with a loud thud as someone rugby-tackled him. He landed on his back with some bloke on top of him. Annie, blinded by the light, began to shout, lost her grip on the fence and then slipped to the ground. She landed next to Jake and whispered, ‘We are so fucked.’

The car stopped in front of them and a familiar figure climbed out, shouting, ‘Police, don’t move.’ Laura slapped a pair of handcuffs on Annie whilst Stu cuffed Jake. Annie took one look at Jake’s shocked expression and began laughing. Will stepped closer to take a look, pushing Twit and Twat out of the way, who were standing with batons and CS gas drawn, ready for battle. ‘Jesus.’

Jake grinned at him. ‘All right, Will; fancy meeting you here.’

‘Would you like to tell me exactly what you two are doing in here at this time of night?’

Annie was speechless, her laughter getting more hysterical by the second. Composing herself as best as she could, she screeched, ‘Sorry, officers, whatever it was, it was me.’

Will clenched his fists in anger. Annie hiccupped so loud it echoed around the graves. ‘Sorry, Will. Jake and I decided to do a spot of ghost-hunting.’

Will’s voice shook as he barked at Stu and Laura to uncuff them. His cheeks were flushed red and he leant down to grab Annie’s arm. ‘Jesus Christ, I can’t leave you two alone for five minutes; you are a bloody liability.’

Jake had sobered up remarkably well compared to Annie, who was trying to stifle her laughter and not doing it very well. Jake looked at Will. ‘Sorry, it’s my fault. I begged her to come with me.’

Will shook his head and grabbed Annie’s arm much more roughly than he’d intended, instantly regretting it as her face became a mask of fear. She pulled away from his grip. ‘I can manage on my own.’ Annie sobered instantly; she knew that Will would never mean to harm her, not like Mike used to, but still, her feelings were hurt.

‘Sorry to interrupt your little party, sir.’ She spat the words out. ‘Come on, Jake, let’s go back to your house and finish that tequila. Oh, and Will, don’t bother coming round after you finish whatever it is you’re doing in here. I’ll be far too busy holding a séance.’ She stormed off, making Jake jog to catch up with her. Neither of them spoke until they reached the gates, where they looked at each other and started laughing once more. The wind carried the sound up to the chapel, where Will was standing shaking his head and trying to figure out what had just happened.

Stu and Laura waited for Will to tell them what to do. ‘Right, since those two have almost certainly messed up any chance of catching our grave-robbers tonight, I think we should leave. I can’t see anyone coming in here now after all that racket.’

The two specials looked relieved to be able to escape the boredom; they wanted to be out where the action was, although, judging by what jobs had been passed over the radio in the last hour – a group of kids throwing stones at a taxi and a pensioner who had fallen out of bed – they wouldn’t get much excitement working ‘response’ either. Will was just glad to get rid of them; he’d had enough for tonight. He waited for them to get in the car and then muttered, ‘Come on, first round’s on me. If I get drunk I may just find all of this slightly amusing.’

Stu smirked. ‘It was kind of funny, Will. What are the odds on those two deciding to give Most Haunted a run for their money while we were on observations in here?’

Laura laughed; she agreed with Stu. They got into the car and Will drove down to the gates, where Jake was trying to give Annie a bunk-up. Jake turned and saluted them. Will passed the keys to the gate to Stu. ‘Open the gates and let the stupid buggers out and don’t say a word. I’m really not in the mood.’

Stu got out and opened the gates. Will watched as Jake and Annie giggled at something Stu had said to them. It would be all around the station tomorrow but it wouldn’t be his fault; they only had themselves to blame. He waited for Annie to turn and look at him so he could smile but she didn’t. Instead, she clutched hold of Jake and stumbled off in the direction of his house.

Laura had been watching Will; she had seen the look in his eyes when Annie had marched off. He wouldn’t admit it but he was upset. Laura had never met a woman with so much baggage and even more bad luck. Fingers crossed Stu would be his normal wimpy self and leave them after half a pint of lager to get home to his wife. For all his bravado, he was nothing more than a henpecked husband; it would be nice to be alone with Will in the pub. She’d had a thing for him for the past twelve months yet he’d not once looked at her in anything other than a professional capacity. She grinned to herself at the thought of what she could do for him if she was given the chance. Stu looked at her and whispered, ‘Never in a thousand years; he’s in love.’

Laura shook her head. ‘Twenty quid says I at least get a kiss off him.’

Stu growled, ‘For twenty quid I’d want a blow job, not a kiss. Tenner and you’re on.’ Laura smiled sweetly and nodded in agreement.

June 25th 1984

Sophie and Sean were playing hide-and-seek upstairs. Sean wasn’t very good at it because he was too small to climb up into any of the cupboards, which meant that Sophie always found him. She had laughed at him last time she found him behind their mum’s bedroom door, hiding underneath her long fluffy dressing gown. This was his favourite hiding place and he felt safe there because it smelled of coconut shampoo and his mum’s perfume. He buried his head into the soft robe to stifle a giggle when he heard Sophie shouting, ‘Fee- fi-fo-fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman.’

He could hear her footsteps as she ran along the landing, the creak of the bathroom door as she looked inside and the bang as she slammed it shut again and ran to the next bedroom. He was too young to understand that she was making a fuss so as not to make him feel bad about being too little to find a good hiding place – she was kind like that. She could be horrible to him, especially if he had taken one of her Sindy dolls for his A-Team men to rescue, but most of the time she was nice.

He heard her footsteps as she ran closer to his hiding place. He was staring down at his feet, so he didn’t see the dark shadow that walked past the door, but he shivered and felt his teeth begin to chatter. It was so cold; he hugged the robe tighter to him to keep warm. He sniffed and then gagged; there was an awful smell in the room – a bit like when his mum made veg for dinner and they didn’t eat it all because it was horrible. She would forget and leave the pan on the cooker for days. He wondered if his mum was cooking veg for tea and he pulled a face. He didn’t like any of it except for the green peas and he only liked them because they made good ammunition for the A-Team to flick at the bad guys.

The light left the room and Sean felt the hairs on the back of his neck begin to prickle. It was sunny outside so he didn’t understand why the room had gone so dark. He wanted to peek out from his hiding place but his Hannibal voice was telling him ‘No’. He had to stay hidden, then he would be safe. Sophie had stopped running about and he heard her make a funny high-pitched noise. It wasn’t very loud at first but then she let out a really loud screech, which made him jump with fright. There was a loud thud, followed by more screaming. Sean was scared but he had to go and see what was wrong with his sister so he ignored Hannibal and ran from the room onto the landing, where Sophie was curled into a ball screaming. He didn’t know what to do but then his mum came running up the stairs and bent down to see what was wrong with her. He had never seen anyone with a face as white as Sophie’s and he was afraid for her.

‘What’s wrong, Sophie? Tell me what happened!’

Sophie stared at their mum and shook her head. ‘There was a man … he was all black and he smelled really bad.’ She let out a sob and began crying.

‘What man – where did he go? Did he hurt you?’

Sean began to feel scared; he had smelled that bad smell but hadn’t seen any man. He turned his head to look around and make sure that the man wasn’t behind them. Sophie nodded and Sean watched his mum’s face turn the same colour as Sophie’s. ‘He pushed me over and told me to get out.’

Sean felt his knees begin to shake; he was so scared and he needed to pee really badly.

‘Sophie, where did he go – is he still in here?’

His mum pulled Sophie up from the floor and then she grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed both of them behind her. She picked up a vase of flowers off the small table, discarding the flowers and dropping them to the floor.

‘Sophie, I need you to tell me where he is – which room did he go in?’

‘I don’t know, Mummy. I think he’s gone. He walked into the wall.’

She lifted a shaking finger and pointed at the wall opposite them and whispered, ‘He went through there but I think he will be coming back … He doesn’t like me.’

Sean watched his mum put the vase back on the table and then she turned to face both of them. ‘Sophie, if you are telling me lies you will be in trouble, young lady. No one can walk through walls. Now, do you want to tell me what really happened or are you going to continue telling fibs?’

Sean wanted to tell her that there was a man who had smelled bad but he didn’t want to make his mum even angrier so he kept quiet and didn’t look at Sophie. He felt sorry for her and she would be angry with him if he knew and didn’t speak up. But then his mum picked up the vase again and walked into each bedroom to look under the beds and in the wardrobes. Sophie and Sean followed her. She even checked the cupboard in the bathroom where the hot water tank was but the only things in there were piles of towels. The only place his mum didn’t check was the attic, but since there was no ladder he reasoned that the man couldn’t be hiding up there, not unless he had super powers and could fly like Superman.

He felt Sophie’s hot breath as she let out a sigh of relief; she was standing so close to him, clutching his arm so hard he couldn’t move it. Their mum turned to them both. ‘Now, I don’t know what game you were playing or why you are telling lies, Sophie, but you mustn’t do that ever again. You nearly gave me a heart attack; I thought someone had attacked you.’

Sophie bent her head as big teardrops fell from her eyes onto the floor. Sean reached out his hand and curled his chubby fingers around Sophie’s cold, much more slender ones then squeezed hard. He believed her. Their mum went downstairs and they followed her, neither of them wanting to be upstairs without her in case the bad-smelling man came back through the wall.




Chapter 2

2014

He perched on the arm of the sofa, admiring his handiwork. The woman lay there and didn’t move once, which was exactly how he liked it. He didn’t want to fight with her and he was glad there was no blood. He didn’t like it – no, that wasn’t a strong enough word; he hated blood. The smell of it made his stomach churn and his knees go weak. A couple of times he had passed out because of it and he was getting better but he avoided it at all costs. When he had first put the plastic bag over her head she had tried to claw her way out of it but he had tie-wrapped it and the plastic was too thick and her nails too short to make a difference.

Satisfied that she was dead, he walked towards her, pulling the Stanley knife from his back pocket. He slid the button up so the blade was pointing out and slowly sliced the plastic in half, making sure the blade didn’t touch her skin and spoil everything. He didn’t have time to pass out or feel faint. He sliced through the thick plastic tie and loosened the bag, pulling it away from her face and her soft pink lips. He stroked her long blonde hair. He tucked back the fringe, which had come loose when she had been struggling, and stared. She looked as if she was asleep – a sleeping angel. He had expected to feel deep regret at what he had done but he didn’t; what he felt was satisfied. For the first time in his life he felt as if some basic primal need had been filled and he was intoxicated with a feeling of well-being, which his normally troubled mind rarely experienced.

It was still early yet; he would have a couple of hours with his perfect angel before taking her to her final resting place. He hoped the priest would be the one to find her and not a little old lady, but it didn’t really matter who found her because people would soon come running to see what the fuss was about and the news would soon spread about his gift to God’s messenger.

He sat in the armchair and closed his eyes, memories from a long time ago filling his mind. His mother was to blame for everything that had gone wrong in his life. He wished that she was here to understand how messed up she had made him, but she wasn’t. He was on his own, always had been and always would be. He must have dozed off because when he opened his eyes he didn’t know where he was and his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. Blinking a few times, he looked over to see if the woman had come back to life and walked out. But she was still there and very dead. He stretched out his hand, letting his fingers brush her cheek; it was much cooler. Her lips had a blue tinge to them now; they didn’t look as kissable as they had done earlier. Standing, he picked up his iPhone and took a few pictures of her, sending them to the wireless printer he had in his small office upstairs. Best not to get these pictures printed out at the shop in town; they would raise some eyebrows!

He went upstairs and unlocked the door to the office, which was actually his spare bedroom. All the walls were painted white and on one wall were four large cork noticeboards. Three of them were blank. He picked the two photos up off the printer and pinned them to the board he’d named Operation Gabriel. On this board were pictures of his victim’s house, views of the street from both ends. There was a small map of the surrounding area and her house was marked with a big red cross. Post-it notes were pinned to it as well, with her name and phone number. There was a picture of the coffee shop she used two or three times a week to get her skinny latte with a dusting of chocolate sprinkles on top. Once she’d bought a slice of lemon cake, but even this had been to go. He’d never seen her sit down and relax, take five minutes. He’d stand in the queue behind her and twice when she’d turned he’d grinned at her. Flustered, she’d smiled then turned back to face the barista and wouldn’t look around again.

She had no family or friends who visited her and she never went with anyone to get her coffee. He’d been watching her for four weeks now and the only visitor she had was the electricity man to read the meter. It looked as if Tracy Hale was as lonely as he was. He had no idea who would be the one to report her missing. It was quite sad, really. He stepped back to admire his work. Op Gabriel was almost over. He just needed to secure her in the church grounds without getting caught and then it would be time to start the next operation. He enjoyed the information-gathering part of it almost as much as the killing and he wondered if he wasn’t wasting his talents in his current job.

He went back downstairs to watch out of his living room window, pulling the curtain to one side to see if anyone was around. The small cul-de-sac was quiet; he had a small black book with a record of all his neighbours’ comings and goings. He knew that Bob at number eight went to the pub every Thursday, Friday and Saturday, leaving the house at seven and not coming back until midnight at the earliest. Mrs Wallace from number twelve never went out of the house after five p.m.; the latest he had ever seen her come home had been ten to five one night when a taxi pulled up outside her house and she had scurried inside, shutting and bolting her door. She would then go into each room and close the curtains. She never had any visitors and she never opened the door – ever.

The problem was number fifteen. He didn’t know what the young couple who lived there were called but they came in at all hours and were very unpredictable. They both worked shifts at McDonald’s; he knew this because of the distinctive olive-green polo shirts and khaki trousers the staff at the drive-through wore. When they weren’t working they were out drinking and sometimes brought friends back to play extremely loud music and party. He was glad that he lived a short distance away from them, otherwise he might have gone in there and smashed their music system or whatever it was they used to play the damn music on. However, it was a pretty safe bet that they didn’t come home between the hours of eight and nine p.m.

They were the only ones left in the street; the other houses had been bought by the council and boarded up. There had been talk about regeneration and knocking the houses down to build an urban park but that was over two years ago now. The council had run out of money and now the last few residents were making the best of what they had until a better opportunity came along.

He looked at his watch; it was almost eight – time to put his plan into action. His truck was on the small drive directly in front of the house. He had made a point of taking things on and off the back of the truck to avoid arousing suspicion when he actually had more than some planks of wood or bits of old furniture. He slipped on his thick black leather gloves and opened his front door. It was a dry night, which was all part of the planning; he wouldn’t be able to do this in the rain. He unlatched the tailgate of the truck and let it drop down. He moved some of the old bits of wood around and took the folded-up plastic sheeting he had in the cab into the house.

He began to wrap the plastic around his sleeping angel, tucking it around her and rolling her from side to side to make sure she was completely covered, then he took the roll of duct tape he had left on the table and began to secure the plastic, being careful not to use too much – he didn’t want to make it harder than it was already going to be when he got her to the church. He bent down to pick her up; it was quite a struggle and much harder than he’d imagined. The plastic sheeting made it difficult to grip and even though she was a tiny little thing she was a dead weight – he smiled to himself at the pun. With everything he had, he threw her over his shoulder and made his move.

He walked out of the house and placed her in the back of his truck. He didn’t look around to see if anyone was watching because he never did; he relied on his senses to alert him. After slamming the tailgate shut, he went back inside his house and shut his front door. Give the neighbours time to come over and investigate if they thought he had put anything untoward on the back of the truck. He left the hall light on and the front door unlocked. He was breathing heavily from the exertion but he was buzzing with excitement. He went into the darkened living room to sit down and wait in the chair, giving the police a chance to arrive in case anyone had called them. He couldn’t go around suffocating girls in public places; it had to be done in private. He couldn’t abide mess and it would have been too risky killing her at her house so it had to be here.

Ten minutes passed with no police cars flying into the street with blue lights and sirens wailing. Perfect – he just hoped he could manage to get her out of the truck at the church without anyone noticing. He had been a busy boy this last month because he had a red book with every activity and service that was held in the church. Thursday nights were quiet – no tap-dancing teenagers in the church hall or flower-arranging pensioners in the church. Thursday was an unpopular night in St Mary’s Church social calendar, which suited his needs just fine. He left the driveway and drove the short distance to the church. Recently he had done a few odd jobs in the area so his truck was a regular sight parked near to the church. If he said so himself, he was a very organised person.

There were no houses which overlooked the church, just the presbytery a short distance away. He noted that the blinds were closed. The front of the church was illuminated but the rear was in darkness. He parked at the side, as close to the gate as possible. There wasn’t anyone in the area but he got out and had a stroll around to make sure. Reassured, he unlatched the back of the truck and dragged her out, throwing her over one shoulder. He had to duck as he went through the gate to make sure he didn’t catch her on the low branches that hung over the entrance, not wanting to get her caught in them, dangling like a life-size puppet. His hands began to sweat inside his gloves, making it harder to grip her, but a few more paces and he would be at
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