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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or real events is coincidental.



Deadly Little Murders - Volume 1.

A collection of compact psychological crime stories about ordinary people at the moment everything slips. Each story is designed to be read in a single sitting and built around a precise constraint: every title in the series is exactly 2,020 words. Different voices. Different settings. Different fractures. A poor decision. A misjudgement. A lie told once too often. A truth noticed too late.
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Some deaths are deliberate. Others are accidental. Most are avoidable. None are simple. Discover the series and find purchase links at: www.deadlylittlemurders.com



Now if you are sitting comfortably, we shall begin....
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It was a cold morning. Small boats dipped beyond the breakwater while gulls wheeled overhead, crying into the low sky. The sea frothed into the shore and slid back again, over and over, reaching the stones and then retreating.
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She stood a little way up the beach with the others, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched against the cold. Further down, a spaniel moved along the waterline, circling, stopping, circling again. It was barking, lead scraping over the stones behind it.

––––––––
[image: ]


“That’s Isla’s dog,” someone said.
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A few of them began to drift that way.  Something lay on the beach, its shape resolving as they approached. A sleeve curled inward, a strip of pale leg between coat and sock, a foot greyed with water.  A woman lying on her side where the tide had left her, hair clinging to her cheek, almost black with wet.  The sea touched the hem of her coat again, then slipped away.
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A sound came from the group behind her. Then silence. “Call 999.”
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The police car appeared at the top of the ramp. Sergeant McIntyre got out and paused, frowning as he took in the beach, the small knot of people below. He stood there a moment, then started down toward them.
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Two locals in the crowd nodded as he passed. He crouched beside her without ceremony, close enough to see her properly.
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“Isla,” he said quietly.
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He reached for her wrist and found the pulse by habit, holding his fingers there a fraction longer than he needed to. Then he gave a small shake of his head. As he lowered her arm again, he adjusted it slightly, turning the wrist toward the light without thinking. That was when the writing became visible.
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The letters were cut into the skin with care. The surrounding flesh was reddened, slightly raised, the word sitting there:
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DEAD – the E slashed through.
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Someone closer to the front leaned in. “DAD?” they said, uncertain, as though testing the word aloud. The sound travelled quickly. A woman near the rail lifted a hand to her mouth. Someone else swore softly. McIntyre didn’t look up. His attention stayed on the wrist, on the thin, precise line drawn through the letter. He lowered the arm again and let it rest against the stones.

––––––––
[image: ]


McIntyre remained with her a moment longer than he needed to, then let the space widen again as the crowd shifted and resettled. Voices had begun to find one another.

“I always thought she was close to her dad,” someone said quietly.

“Didn’t he disappear?” another replied.

“Years ago, I heard.”

“Poor girl.”

“Poor man, more like. Imagine that being the last thing she writes.”
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The word moved between them again, reshaped now by sympathy. Dad. Not question this time. Statement.
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Clare stood listening, head tilting as though the conversation were happening a little too far away to fully belong to her. Arms folded tight across her body, hands tucked into the sleeves of her coat. She looked exhausted, as though sleep had been optional for some time.
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Her fingers worried absently at her forearm, thumb pressing again and again into the same place just below the wrist. 
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McIntyre noticed. Her repetitive, unconscious movement. The sort that meant something only to the person doing it, he’d spent long enough watching people to know when a movement was not habit, not performance.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Clare, isn’t it?” 
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A nod.
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“You didn’t know her,” he said gently.
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Her eyes shifted to him. The pause before she answered felt off, as though she were listening to something else first.
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“No.”
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“You didn’t know her family.”
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“No.”
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Behind them, a paramedic stepped forward with a blanket, folding it over Isla’s body, covering the wrist without ceremony. Clare watched with an intensity that felt out of proportion.
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“That’s it, then,” someone said. “She wanted him to know.”
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Another voice: “If he’s still alive to hear it.”
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A pause. Then: “Maybe that’s the point.”
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Clare flinched. It was small. Almost nothing. But it was there.
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McIntyre saw it.
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She rocked once, almost imperceptibly, weight shifting heel to toe, and under her breath, so quietly it barely counted as speech, she said, “He done it.”
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McIntyre caught it anyway. Not the words themselves so much as the change in her, the way her posture tightened, the way her attention narrowed. He shifted slightly, angling his body to block some of the sightline between her and the crowd, and studied her for a moment before speaking.
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“What did you say?” he asked quietly.
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Her fingers tightened briefly against her sleeve. Scared.
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“You said earlier the line looked wrong,” he added.
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“I didn’t say that.”
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“You did.”
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She looked at him for a moment, then past him, toward the access road, where more cars were arriving now. More uniforms. More men.
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“They’re all looking,” she said instead.
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“Yes,” he said. “They are.”
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She nodded once, as though that confirmed something she had already been thinking.
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“I don’t want them looking,” she said.
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“You’re not the one they’re looking at.”

––––––––
[image: ]


McIntyre felt the shift before it happened. The moment where something internal tipped, where the calculation he had sensed earlier reached a conclusion.
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“Clare,” he said, not loudly, stepping forward now, “stay where you are.”
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She didn’t look at him.
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“I didn’t do anything,” she said, suddenly, flatly.
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But she was already moving. Not running at first. Just walking quickly, decisively, away from him, away from the crowd, boots sliding on the loose shingle. Someone gasped. Someone else turned fully now to watch.
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McIntyre swore under his breath and went after her. He caught up with her before she reached the ramp, not by running her down but by closing angles the way he had been trained to, moving ahead of where she was going rather than behind where she had been.
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She was quick on the stones, faster than she looked, but the shingle stole her footing. When she realised he wasn’t calling out any more she glanced back, saw him closer than he should have been, and veered toward the dunes, as though distance might buy her safety.
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“Clare,” he said, keeping his voice low. “You can stop. I’m not trying to frighten you.”
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She stood with her back to him, breathing hard, shoulders raised as if she were braced for a blow that wasn’t coming.
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“I didn’t do anything,” she said again, and this time the words were sharper.
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“I need to understand why you ran.”
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She laughed, a short sound with no warmth in it and turned halfway, enough for him to see her face. Her eyes were wide, bright with something that looked like anger.
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“Because you all do that,” she said. “You look. You decide.”
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“No one’s decided anything,” he said, knowing it wasn’t true.
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Clare’s gaze flicked past him toward the road, toward the police cars, toward the movement that had started to gather. She pressed her fingers hard into her forearm through the sleeve, as though trying to anchor herself to her own skin.
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“You saw it,” she said. “You saw the line.”
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“I saw a letter struck through,” he replied carefully.
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“It wasn’t a mistake,” she said, and there was a different tone in it now. Not hysteria. Not confusion. Something steadier. A certainty that made him uncomfortable.
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McIntyre held her eyes. “Tell me what you think
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