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Deadly Little Murders – Volume 1

A collection of compact psychological crime stories, each built around death, deception and the moment something turns irretrievably wrong. Every story is designed to be read in a single sitting, delivering a complete mystery with its own setting, tension and final turn. Murders. Strangers. Obsessions. Lies. Some killers plan carefully. Others act in a moment. Not every death begins with violence, but all of them end somewhere dark.
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Discover the series at: www.deadlylittlemurders.com
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Now if you are sitting comfortably, we shall begin....
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ACT1
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The heating clicked once and fell quiet. Clara sat at the kitchen table with her coat still on, condensation thickening on the window until the street beyond blurred into orange streaks and passing shadow.
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Her laptop remained open in front of her.
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Thank you for your application to the Clinical Research Board. After careful consideration, we regret to inform you that you have not been selected for the post...
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She read it again, slower this time, looking for some looseness in the wording, some space to push back into. There wasn’t one. It was clean. Final.
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Across the room, the television flickered. She had not been watching it until a name held her still.
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DR JULIET HENSHAW WINS NATIONAL CLINICAL EXCELLENCE AWARD
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Clara looked up. Juliet sat angled towards the interviewer, composed, assured, speaking with the same measured confidence Clara remembered too well. The interviewer smiled, gave her room, nodded at the right places.
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Clara listened.
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The structure came first. Then the phrasing.
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“I call it PFE,” Juliet said. 
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Clara did not move, just frowned, mouth slightly open. Pattern Familiarity Encoding. Her term. Her structure. Her work.
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Juliet kept going, the framework intact beneath the polished language, the same central observation doing all the real work it had done when it first existed in Clara’s notebooks and in the long conversations Juliet had once treated as shared ground. Now it was on television, finished, praised, wearing the wrong name.
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Clara looked back at the rejection email, then at Juliet on the screen. The comparison did not need building. They had rejected the applicant and rewarded the theory.
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People did not remember faces properly. That had been the starting point. They remembered placement, repetition, the shape of something seen often enough to feel certain. Juliet was proving it in real time now, fixing herself into memory through Clara’s work.
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Clara’s hand moved to the glass beside her and found it empty.
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On the screen, Juliet gave one of her careful little smiles.
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The interviewer asked where the idea had come from.
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Juliet lowered her eyes briefly, then looked back up. “From years of research,” she said.
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Something tightened cleanly inside Clara.
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Years. Yes. Her years.
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She closed the laptop and this time did not open it again. When she stood, it was without hesitation.  Taken. But if it could be taken, it could be taken back.

––––––––
[image: ]


ACT 2
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She knew the woman from the coffee bar well enough to sit down without asking. Her name was Rebecca.
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They had fallen into conversation over the past few months in the way people sometimes did when one of them was often waiting and the other was often working, a few minutes at a time, nothing intimate, but enough for recognition to settle.
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Clara knew Rebecca had a master’s degree she wasn’t using, knew she was bright, underpaid, a little stalled. She also knew she had gone through a bad patch the year before and had once mentioned a private counsellor she trusted, though Clara had never asked for the name. Rebecca knew Clara worked in clinical research or psychology  and was trying to get something important off the ground.
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That afternoon the place was quieter than usual. The lunchtime push had passed, leaving only a few people at the window and the hiss of the machine behind the counter. Rebecca brought her coffee over and sat opposite, apron still on, hair tied back, asking if she was all right in the careful tone people used when they suspected the answer might be no.
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Clara almost said nothing. Then she reached into her bag and took out a folded photograph.
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“I need a favour,” she said. “A small one. Paid.”
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Rebecca glanced down at the photograph, then back up. It showed Clara seated at a bar, dark coat on, collar up, hair pinned back, a white gardenia at the lapel and a hard line of red lipstick she would never usually wear in the day.
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“What kind of favour?”
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“A recognition experiment,” Clara said. “Part of the work I’m trying to finish. Nothing dangerous. Nothing illegal. I need someone close enough to me in outline that people will accept the pattern if I set it for them first.”
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Rebecca looked at the photograph again, then at Clara’s face as if checking something she had never quite examined before. “You mean me.”
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“Yes.”
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There was a pause, but not a hostile one. More the pause of someone deciding whether something odd was also harmless.
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“What would I have to do?”
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“Go to Greens on Thursday evenings. Same time each week. Same stool. Wear this.” Clara touched the photograph. “Order the same drink three times. Stay for an hour. Then leave.”
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Rebecca smiled, uncertain whether she was being teased. “That’s it?”
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“That’s it.”
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“And this proves what?”
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“That people remember arrangements long before they remember people.”
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Rebecca leaned back a little, still holding the photograph. “You think that works?”
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Clara held her gaze. “I know it does.”
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That certainty did more than the money, though the money helped. Clara put notes on the table, folded once, nothing theatrical, just enough to make the request real. Rebecca looked at them, then at the photograph again, then gave a small shrug that was part amusement, part curiosity, part resignation.
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“All right,” she said. “One hour. One drink?”
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“Three,” Clara said. “Sauvignon. Nice and chilled.”
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Rebecca laughed at that, softly. “Very specific.”
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“It needs to be.”
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On the first Thursday Clara dressed her in the coat herself. The gardenia sat neatly at the lapel. The lipstick took two attempts to get right. Hair pinned up, collar turned high, the whole arrangement close enough that Clara felt, for a moment, the oddness of seeing her own outline borrowed by someone else.
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Greens was already half full by the time they reached it. Clara stayed outside, across the street, watching through the glass as Rebecca went in and took the third stool from the door. A minute later the barman appeared. Clara could not hear the words, but she knew them.
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Glass of sauvignon please. Nice and chilled.
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Rebecca remained there for the hour as instructed, the first glass, then the second, then the third, each one set down in the same place on the bar. When she came out, she looked faintly pleased with herself.
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“Well?”
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“Again, next week,” Clara said.
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The following Thursdays settled into routine. Rebecca arrived in Clara’s coat and lipstick, took the third stool, ordered the wine, stayed her hour, then left. Clara watched some weeks from outside, some weeks from farther down the bar, once from the doorway itself after coming in late enough not to be noticed as part of the pattern, noting the time from the clock over the doorway.
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By the third week the barman was already moving before Rebecca had finished ordering. By the fourth, he was smiling as she approached. Clara noted every change in a black notebook she kept beside the bed. Time. Position. Dress. Order. Recognition shortening into assumption.
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On the fifth Thursday Clara took Rebecca’s place herself.
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The coat was the same. The flower was fresh. The lipstick sat heavily on her mouth. She entered at the usual time, crossed to the third stool and sat down with her bag at her feet, her reflection caught in the mirror beneath the faded green script of the bar’s name.
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The barman looked up.
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“Evening,” he said.
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“Evening.”
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“Usual?”
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That was all.
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Clara felt the proof of it move through her with such clean force that for a moment she did not answer at all. Then she nodded once and watched him turn for the bottle without another word.
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She drank the three glasses slowly, set each one down exactly where the last had stood, and left with her pulse steady and her mind sharper than it had been in weeks.
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At home she wrote until after midnight, not broadly, not emotionally, only the precise shape of what had happened and what it demonstrated. Pattern Familiarity Encoding. Her term. Her structure. Recognition built through repetition, then sustained by expectation. The person mattered less than the arrangement. Once the pattern held, the mind supplied the rest.
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When she submitted the paper again, it went with cleaner language and better evidence. Greens lay beneath it without being named, the proof translated into method, the method into claim. She sent it to the patent office the following morning and waited three days for the reply.
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It came just after noon.
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Thank you for your submission. We are unable to proceed due to existing protections surrounding the methodology described.

––––––––
[image: ]


Clara read the line twice, then opened her browser and found Juliet’s name where she had begun, by then, to expect it. Registration. Protection. Formal ownership wrapped around the same theory, already filed, already closed.
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She sat with the screen in front of her and the notebook open at her elbow, her own pages full of the work that had just been refused because someone else had reached the door first.
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Outside, the day went on. Inside, something turned.
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ACT 3
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For the rest of that afternoon Clara did very little. She moved around the flat without purpose, sat down, stood again, crossed to the window and came back from it. The room seemed smaller than it had that morning, as if the email itself had taken up space inside it.
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The unpaid electricity bill was still on the table beneath a takeaway menu. Two envelopes lay unopened beside the fruit bowl. Her coat hung over the chair where she had dropped it the night before. The life she had now looked temporary, improvised, waiting for something to begin. It should have begun already. It should have begun with the work.
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Instead, Juliet had it.
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Clara poured herself a glass of wine and drank half of it too quickly. Then she opened the browser again and stared at Juliet’s name on the screen. Registration. Protection. Formal ownership. The language was dry, administrative, almost indifferent, which made it worse. The work had not only been taken from her. It had been sealed away under the wrong name and made official.
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She stood with the glass in her hand and let the thought settle.
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That was the obscenity of it.
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Not just theft. Permanence.
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Juliet had not beaten her to publication. She had stepped into the line of Clara’s life and bent it away from her. She had taken the work, the future built around it, the authority that followed, and done it so cleanly that the world now called it merit.
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Clara tried, once, to think sensibly. There would be other papers. Other routes. People rebuilt careers from less. She knew all of that, and the knowledge only made her angrier. Sensible was for setbacks. This was erasure.
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The room had begun to feel airless. She crossed to the sink, finished the wine in short pulls, then stared at her reflection in the dark window above it until it came back at her in fragments.
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Behind her, the notebook lay open on the table. Pages of timings and observations. Greens. The third stool. Three glasses of white wine catching the light. The barman’s face lifting in recognition before a word had been said. The coat. The flower. The red mouth.
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An arrangement repeated often enough that people stopped checking the person inside it.
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Clara put the glass down and stayed very still.
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The old experiment had shifted. What she had built as proof now stood before her as something else.
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An alibi.
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Not a theory. Not future research. A thing already made and waiting.
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Her phone was beside the notebook. She picked it up, stared at Rebecca’s number for a moment, then called.
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Rebecca answered over the hiss of milk and the clatter of cups, thinner now, end of day.
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“Hi,” Clara said. Her voice sounded steady. “I
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