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This is a short novella and follows on from the series of three novels that tell Michael’s story: 

Hamelin’s Child, Paying The Piper and Calling The Tune. 

This is Lenny’s story.

Note this book contains adult material and is not suitable for minors.
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The sound of footsteps woke him. Not the noise they made on the floor of the hospital corridor, but the rhythm – the way they stopped with a dull thud and then started again, closer to his door.

He was a light sleeper. The instinct for self-preservation had always been far stronger than the need to rest, but since the shooting it had been worse, and despite the armed guard outside his door, he didn’t feel safe in the private hospital room. Too many people wanted him dead for him to feel safe anywhere now.

That dull thud. Exactly the sound a gun might make when fitted with a silencer. 

Fuck.

He was wide awake now – as wide awake as he could be, with the cocktail of antibiotics, painkillers and whatever else they kept giving him at regular intervals. Eyes still closed, he heard an almost imperceptible squeak as the door opened.

Lenny turned over, yawning, letting his eyelids flicker open briefly to see a dark silhouette against the light from the corridor. The door swung shut silently. He listened for the sounds of movement or breathing.

There was no way he could run, no chance of being a match for anybody physically. It was less than four weeks since he’d been shot and he’d only recently lost the Frankenstein line of staples snaking down his side. There was still a long and messy scar. With his right arm in plaster from palm to bicep, and more bruises than he could count on his face and body, he was in no position to fight off an attacker.

Whoever it is, I don’t think he’s come for a chat.

Lenny flicked his eyes open again, body tensed for flight. The figure had gone, which meant—

Something touched the back of his neck. Not a knife; it’d be too easy to slam his elbow back using the plaster cast as a hammer, and then hit the alarm button the police had given him. This felt more like the muzzle of a gun, cold and hard on his skin.

A voice barely whispered in his ear. ‘Listen carefully. Nod your head if you understand – no fast moves.’

I’m not a fucking retard. He nodded slowly, cheek against the pillow. The police alarm was out of reach on the bedside locker.

‘Sit up.’

He twisted slowly, carefully, pushing himself up with his good arm, until he was sitting sideways on the bed. The blue bear Amanda had given him watched from the window ledge in silent disapproval. He wished he’d got rid of it weeks ago.

‘Now what?’ he said softly. He didn’t want to attract attention any more than his visitor did. People with guns didn’t like surprises and made mistakes when cornered – he knew that from experience; he wondered how long it would be before anybody found the guard’s body and if he was dead.

The gun didn’t move but a hand snaked around in front of him, holding a small knife. ‘Cut the tag off.’ He hesitated. ‘Give me grief and I’ll shoot you right here.’ He jabbed the gun hard. ‘Might not kill you, but it’ll sever your spine. Maybe crush your larynx too. Not pretty.’

‘I get the idea.’ Lenny took the knife and drew his left leg up onto the bed, staring at the electronic tag around his ankle. It was humiliating and inconvenient, but had kept him out of prison so far and it did give him an extra level of security, although clearly not enough.

‘Hurry up. We haven’t got all night.’

Speak for yourself. Where were the hospital staff? When they’d let him out of intensive care, they’d been checking on him hourly for the first few days; even now they usually looked in two or three times during the night.

It was awkward sliding the blade of the knife between his skin and whatever plastic the tag was made of. He wasn’t flexible enough to hold it at the right angle, and he still wasn’t dextrous enough to use his left hand for much more than drinking tea and forking up hospital food.

As the strap gave, the base unit across the room made a soft chirrup and a red light blinked. There were sensors in the tag designed to prevent exactly what he was doing. Somebody somewhere would be monitoring it, calling up Detective Inspector pissed-on-his-own-self-importance Darwin to come after him. And they’ll think I’ve done a runner. Lenny sighed silently. Doing the right thing was such a fucking waste of time and energy.

He lifted the knife up in the air and to one side and felt it taken from his hand. It was replaced by a pair of handcuffs.

‘You have got to be joking.’

‘I’m not laughing,’ said the voice.

‘You think it’ll go over this thing?’ He held up his plastered arm.

‘If it doesn’t, I’ll hack off some of the plaster until it does.’

Lenny shook his head in disbelief, but the gun poked him again. ‘All right!’ He tried to fasten one of the cuffs over his right wrist, but the ends wouldn’t meet. He squeezed harder, but there was no more give.

The muzzle pulled away from his neck and smacked him across the back of his head. ‘Stop fucking around.’

‘Hey.’ Lenny tried reason. ‘I don’t believe in making life harder for myself. You’re in charge – I’m not going to give you any trouble.’ He snapped one cuff over his left wrist instead and held his hand up, still not turning around. ‘You can cuff me to you if you like, but if you want to go, let’s go.’

The man didn’t reply, but grabbed the open cuff and pulled, yanking Lenny’s arm up behind his back. Then he shoved hard and Lenny almost fell off the bed.

‘Move.’

‘Can I get dressed?’ Do I have any clothes? The ones he’d arrived in had probably been incinerated. Or kept as evidence. Amanda had brought the boxers and T shirt he was wearing.

‘No.’

It was September, the middle of the night, and the hot summer had come to an abrupt end with a huge electrical storm the previous week. Right now adrenaline was firing him up, but he knew that once the rush faded, it was going to be cold out there, wherever they were going.

In the corridor, the lights were low. His police guard was slumped in the chair, a single bullet hole in the side of his head. There was surprisingly little blood. No exit wound. Fuck, this guy’s a pro. He hadn’t even had time to draw his own gun and Lenny’s visitor hadn’t touched it either. What looked like a standard police-issue Glock was still in its holster at the man’s side and Lenny knew that even with a free hand, he’d never be able to extract it from this angle.

Not just for show, then. The man meant what he’d said. It had been a silenced shot he’d heard earlier.

‘Neat work,’ he said as they passed. ‘You know how to use that thing, don’t you? Fuck,’ he protested, as the man jerked his arm again. ‘Give it a rest. Do I look like I’m not co-operating?’

‘You look like a grass.’

Ah. That’s what this was about. Lenny wasn’t that surprised. Since he’d started talking – and he’d really had no option – there’d always been the possibility they’d come for him. Shut him up. Whoever they were, since most of his old contacts were either dead or on remand.

But his chaperone had shown some emotion, given something away both in what he’d said and the way he’d said it. That was good – that meant this guy was less of a professional than he liked to think he was, despite the efficient way he’d dispatched the police guard. And that meant there was a chance Lenny could get out of this alive.

At the end of the corridor, the door to the fire escape opened smoothly. Weren’t these things supposed to be alarmed? And where are all the bloody nurses? They couldn’t have cut back on staff that much.

Outside on the iron grid of the fire escape, the man let go of his arm and pushed him towards the steps. ‘Down. Quietly,’ he added as the open cuff clanged against the railing.

Lenny picked up the empty cuff and clicked it over the same wrist as the first. At least it’d stop rattling, and he needed his hand to hold on; he wasn’t completely steady on his feet yet. Every day in this hospital he’d lost a bit more muscle-tone – despite the impossibly cheerful physiotherapist whose sole aim in life seemed to be to embarrass him – and at the end of it he still wasn’t sure he’d escape a prison sentence. Maybe this bloke was doing him a favour after all.

The metal steps were cold and wet on his bare feet and the man behind him was constantly shoving him and prodding him with the gun. He nearly tripped a couple of times and a bolt of pain shot up to his shoulder when he took his full weight on his right hand – it had been either that or fall down the steps. He didn’t suppose his escort really cared how many pieces he ended up in, so long as he arrived alive at wherever he was going. They’d kill him eventually, he knew that, but he had no idea how much it would hurt first or what they wanted him to tell them.

I am so fucking tired of talking. 

They were near the bottom of the fire escape now. Lenny could see a car across the almost-empty car park, engine idling but no headlights. It cruised towards them as the man grabbed his left wrist again.

‘Jesus. I’m not doing a runner,’ Lenny muttered. Not yet, anyway.

‘Too right. Get in.’ As the car drew up, the man opened the rear door. Lenny felt one of the cuffs being unlocked behind him and the man lifted his arm and snapped the now-open cuff around the grab rail inside the car above the door. Lenny climbed in awkwardly, just managing to pull his hand away as the door slammed.

The car was already moving as the man got into the other side. Before Lenny had even got his balance, what felt like a woollen beanie was pulled over his head and down over his eyes. At least his head would be warm; the rest of him was shivering now, but the man took pity on him and threw him what felt like a coat of some sort. It was impossible to put on with one arm in plaster and the other wrist dangling uncomfortably above his head and handcuffed to the grab rail, but he managed to get it around his shoulders. It didn’t bring much warmth but the psychological effect was comforting.

There were only two of them: the man who’d grabbed him and the driver. He hadn’t seen either of their faces and didn’t recognise the voice of his captor. Not good. He didn’t like being told what to do by anybody; he wasn’t used to not being in control of a situation. Apart from when he’d been with Martin Reilly, he’d always been his own person – and Reilly had been... different. He’d been a kid then, anyway. He shivered, remembering the look on Becky’s face when she’d somehow clocked the long-dead relationship between them. Had it been a look of sympathy? He couldn’t deal with sympathy, couldn’t handle pity, and couldn’t afford to let the past escape from the box in which he’d locked it securely all those years ago. 

‘So,’ he said, in an attempt to snap himself out of bad thoughts. Reilly was dead. ‘Where are we going?’

There was no reply. He could hear both of them clearly, the nasal breathing of the driver – overweight smoker? – and the softer sounds of the man next to him. There was a faint tang of cigarette smoke and for the first time in six months he could happily have lit up. Happily? There hadn’t been a happily since he’d discovered Reilly had been behind it all, since he knew he’d have to face the man again.

He could hear sirens. Were they coming for him already? Am I that important? He’d given Darwin a lot of information, but had barely scratched the surface, thinking the more he kept back, the longer it would all take, and the more chance he’d have of staying out of prison. 

In the car, he felt the tension ratchet up a notch. 

‘Sounds like they’re missing me already,’ he said flippantly, but got no response again. Fuck, these guys knew their job, knew not to engage with him in any way – not even to see him as a human being. To them, he was simply a package to be transferred from one place to another with minimum fuss and maximum speed. Yet he’d cracked the guy earlier and got him to speak – and the more they spoke, the better idea he’d get of who they were and what they wanted.

‘Don’t suppose there’s any chance of stopping for a cup of tea?’ he tried again, and this time got a reaction. He felt the man next to him lean over and take hold of his fingers. For a few seconds, there was a gentle stroking and then he felt his little finger bend backwards sharply towards the edge of the plaster cast until the bone snapped with an audible crack.

‘Shut. The fuck. Up.’ 

His mouth was so close to Lenny’s ear that Lenny could feel the warmth of his breath, but it barely registered against the pain that shot through his hand. He jerked away instinctively, yanking hard on the grab rail, but it didn’t give.

Jesus Christ! He gritted his teeth, stamping his foot up and down repeatedly, trying to give the pain somewhere to go, a focus to stop himself from crying out. Shitshitshitshit. If he lost control or made a sound, they’d break the next one and they’d keep going until he lost consciousness or ran out of fingers. He knew how it worked. He’d done it himself.
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‘Where is he?’

‘What? Who?’ With the phone wedged between ear and shoulder, Amanda walked across the kitchen and put Chloe in her high-chair. Rescuing the phone with one hand, she picked up a plastic bowl of mush with the other and sat down at the kitchen table.

‘Who do you think?’ 

‘I don’t know, Derek. Stop playing games.’ She spooned up some mush – banana porridge? – and fed it to her daughter. She wondered if it tasted as disgusting as it looked. ‘It’s just gone seven. It’s Sunday. I’m not even dressed and I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

There was a sigh at the other end of the line. ‘Lenny Dixon’s tag alarm went off at three this morning. When the team got there, the tag had been cut and he—’

‘He’s gone? Where?’

‘That’s what I’m asking you.’ Pause. ‘The duty police guard was shot. Killed. Please tell me you don’t know anything about this.’

‘I don’t know anything about this.’

‘He’s not been in touch? Phoned you at all? I know you two have been – are – in some kind of relationship—’

Only you could make that sound like a dirty word. She let Chloe grab the plastic spoon out of her hand and suck on the end of it.

‘He’s in so much trouble now, there’s no way I can keep him out of prison. I’m not sure he’s fit enough yet even to be out of hospital.’

‘Derek, if I knew where he was, I’d tell you.’ Maybe. She’d learned a lot over the past year: that there were so many shades of grey between black and white, and that Lenny – for all his faults – was undeniably genuine and sincere whenever they’d been together. He was tough, certainly. Cold and hard as the granite worktop in the under-used kitchen in his immaculate flat, but she’d sensed it was a mask and he wasn’t yet sure enough of their relationship to drop the façade completely. She didn’t know if he ever would be, but right now it was enough. With a new job, house move and impending divorce, it was all she could handle.

‘I’m sending a car for you this morning,’ the DI was saying.

‘I’m not going anywhere. I have to work tomorrow.’

‘I want you down here with me. You’re the one he’s going to make contact with first.’

‘I can’t. I have Chloe this weekend.’ She took the spoon back and on cue, Chloe wailed. 

‘Can’t you take her back to her father’s?’

‘Do I have a choice? Shhh, darling. Mummy’s talking.’ She spooned up more porridge.

‘Depends on whether you want visiting rights when he’s banged up.’

That’s blackmail. Was he really telling her he’d block her visiting? God, how would that look to Paul’s lawyers? Her soon-to-be-ex-husband was already fighting her over absolutely everything, trying to prove she was an unfit mother in order to be awarded custody of their daughter. But he was a good father and the failure of their marriage hadn’t been all his fault. Having a relationship with a prison inmate – on remand or not – was not going to look good.

‘Amanda, he’s killed somebody. This is a murder investigation.’

‘There’s a dead body. That doesn’t prove it was him.’

‘Yeah, right. And this isn’t Lenny Dixon we’re talking about, with a rap sheet longer than the menu at my local Chinese take-away. I’m sorry if he’s your boyfriend, Amanda, but you need to hear this from somebody. You’re dating a criminal. If you are hiding him, I will arrest you, and then what’s Chloe going to do?’ He paused, seeming to calm down a bit. ‘Please phone your husband – hell, I’ll phone him if it helps – sort out your childcare and pack a bag. I’ll see you later. And if he contacts you—’

Amanda hung up. Bloody patronising bastard! Who did he think he was? A Metropolitan Police DI with a lot of influence. She couldn’t just carry on like a lovesick teenager.

She remembered when she’d first met Lenny in Caro’s house, when he’d sauntered in like he owned the place. How he’d alternated between oozing charisma and blank indifference. And how he pointed a gun at me and gave me two minutes to talk. She’d never been so scared in her life and yet wasn’t that unpredictability a part of the attraction? When he ran his hands over her body, he could make her feel like she was the only woman who had ever existed, like she was the centre of his universe.

But he doesn’t give a shit, does he? Not if he’d shot a police officer and done a runner. If she was honest with herself, she was angry with him for not being in touch, for not confiding in her, even though he’d probably kept away so she wouldn’t be able to talk to the police if she didn’t know anything.

He’d make contact soon. She knew he would.
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Nitrous oxide. Laughing gas? No – not that. More like good old-fashioned chloroform. How quaint. He could still taste it, or taste something, anyway. Taste was one of his senses which was still working; the rest had gone, given up and withered away with common-sense and reason.

Concentrate.

He couldn’t move. He wasn’t sure why; he wasn’t aware enough of his surroundings to work it out yet. Maybe he wasn’t even alive. Lenny thought about his feet, pictured the ground beneath them and gradually things began to stabilise, but he couldn’t move his legs; when he tried, nothing happened. It was the same with his arms and hands. Wiggling his fingers brought such a red flare of pain that the clouds dissipated faster and he lifted his head off his chest and opened his eyes, sucking his breath in sharply. He wasn’t supposed to make a sound – he remembered that much.

Nothing changed. He shut his eyes, then opened them again, but the blackness was absolute. The air was oppressive, the cloying precursor to a thunderstorm, but he didn’t think he was outside. He coughed, wincing as it still hurt his side, but he was relieved to hear the noise he made; the fact that he could hear, and the echoes bouncing back, indicated that in all probability it was a lack of light rather than anything wrong with his eyes.

So. Indoors. Dark. Probably a sound-proofed room. Torture-chamber? He shut the thought away before it led him down a road he really didn’t want to travel. And the reason he couldn’t move was because he was restrained.

He remembered the car journey. They’d broken his finger, but he’d held his self-control together for what felt like another hour or so while the wrist in the handcuff went numb; with the woolly hat over his eyes and nothing to focus on, the car got warmer and he started to feel sick with its movements. Then he’d sensed the man coming closer again, whispering in his ear – he couldn’t remember what – and then pressing something over his face. He’d squirmed, then relaxed. There was nowhere he could go and one finger was enough.

I’m sitting on a chair. He wondered why it had taken so long to work that out. Probably wood or metal, hard-backed and with no cushion. He rocked his weight backwards and forwards gently, not wanting to tip over and take his weight onto his arm or hand. The chair moved slightly. Not bolted to the floor, then.

He pulled his good arm experimentally; there was a small amount of movement but not much. Beneath his fingers he felt wood splinters and when he twisted his wrist, he could feel nylon cord, though there were no knots within reach. They wouldn’t be that amateur.

Time passed. At least he thought it did. His mouth was dry and his stomach rumbled occasionally – he hadn’t eaten since dinner at some ludicrously early hour on Saturday evening, presumably so that the hospital catering staff could rush off home to watch whatever reality television show was flavour of the month right now. He wondered if anybody else on the planet had any fucking idea about reality.

I need to piss.

He tried not to think about it. Think about Amanda or Caro instead. The only two women in his life who’d ever really meant anything to him. There’d been others – plenty of them – and sometimes all he’d wanted was a no-questions-asked fuck, but those two had been different and he’d no idea why either of them had got to him. Caroline was long-gone; last he’d heard she’d been in rehab somewhere, probably still drooling over her violent drug-dealer boyfriend whose only redeeming quality had to be the size of his cock, as he certainly didn’t have anything else to recommend him. And Caro had certainly enjoyed sex.

Head on his chest again, Lenny drifted in and out of sleep, dreaming of Caro and the way things had been between them once. When he woke up properly, his senses seemed sharper and he could smell something – a strong stink of urine which was probably his own, as the urge to piss had gone. But that meant he’d been here rather longer than he’d thought. Has it been hours or days? His legs were cramping. Occasional spasms stabbed painfully up his calves, muscles complaining of immobility. He tried to flex and point his toes but couldn’t manage enough movement to ease the tension. It was dark and silent, and for the first time he began to wonder whether they were ever going to come for him. Maybe they were just planning on leaving him here alone for however long it took to die of hunger or thirst. Or pain. Can you die of pain? What about simply boredom? 

He wondered which was worse: the torture he’d been expecting or this solitude. He was a loner by nature, but this was different. Ever since boarding-school days when he’d reacted to the constant hubbub of people around him – sharing a bedroom, sharing facilities, sharing lives – he’d found it far more peaceful when he’d been packed off to Martin Reilly’s country estate for the long summer holidays and the man had taught him self-reliance, along with the ability to hit a target with a bullet or arrow, drive a car at speed both on and off-road and run a multi-million pound money-laundering business. How to kill. And how to pleasure a man.

Lenny wished he’d shot him, wished he’d had the opportunity himself to look the man in the eyes before pulling the trigger, and he’d be forever jealous of Michael for that one moment. He’d never even thought of it as an option before – how do you plan to murder the person who made you what you are? He was defined by Martin Reilly.

And Michael? He remembered first seeing Michael at Eddie Felsen’s flat – some middle-class cute-looking kid with far too much time and money on his hands who was finally getting a look at real life, getting what he deserved, according to Felsen. And then later, when he’d reeled the lad in, hooked him on a bank account more than the drugs – Lenny couldn’t help but empathise when he realised how much Michael reminded him of himself. Maybe that was when it had all started to change.
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