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Women were not meant to be this way.  

So convention insisted. 

A part of her knew that and wished herself different. 

But then the shadows would lengthen. Seducing the luminous with imagery filtered too frequently through youthful curiosity until it’s inevitable hardening on the anvil of adulthood. Becoming eventually the force majeure she now wrestled with so unconvincingly. 

Apart from small but crucial variations the visualised scene remained intact from her childhood. Before puberty and encroaching maturity insisted on the editing process that would transform her half-formed scenarios into storylines which left her, helped by a suspension of disbelief and her own hand, in a state of guilty satisfaction. 

Before even that changed. 

In common with most fantasies the law of diminishing returns was ever present. Hence the growing perversity of dreams that were perverse enough to begin with. Unable, and unwilling, to leave the fields of her imagination fallow she had sown and ploughed until the completion over which she obsessed could no longer be reaped within the confines of her own autonomy.              

Leaving her no choice. 

And a problem of an altogether different nature. 

How blessed the person whose fantasy life fulfilled utterly throughout the duration of that person’s existence. How fortunate (as well as stunted, she found herself thinking) to go cradle to grave content with unsated desires rather than find oneself at such a pitch of unrealisable anticipation that life itself became a numbing, by the numbers, passage between one routine and the next.

A depressing prospect and she said as much: 

‘Not for me, thank you.’ 

Instantly angry with herself as the sound of her own voice returned her to the moment. 

She had spoken out loud. 

Her first mistake so far.

This time.

‘Stupid, stupid, stupid!’ a slighted inner-voice berated. Sound, it knew, encouraged all kinds of familiarity. The one thing she had to be above.

At least for now. 

In her general scheme of things of course, it was small beer; she knew that. Yet it was a departure from the script just the same. And she was growing less and less fond of departures.

As before, when excitement grew so uncertainty waned. At first, lingering germs of doubt had made her uneasy. How could one know, after all? What if the actuality appalled? One thing to dream; another to...

But now she did know. Knowing also that her chosen road permitted no U-turns. A fact she had found a little scary. That part of her still obdurate in its attachment to normality horrified; wanting nothing more than to turn away from the scene she had worked so hard to contrive and return again to the metaphysical haven of personal imagination. The hermetically sealed world of private desire. 

She recalled reading that fear of the irrevocable was the only true definition of sanity. She also recalled finding that sage. So now, pronouncing herself nerveless, she could draw only one conclusion. And in the drawing felt uncertainty reassert itself.

‘Calm, calm,’ the same inner-voice warned as her eyes closed to conjure up the picture. 

Her picture. 

A glade. Backdropped by shimmering sea. Autumnal. Tranquil. Yellow leaves diffusing bright sunlight as a soothing breeze stirred the branches overhead into a natural musicality. A favourite place in a favoured season. Yet to be found wanting in times of mental turmoil.

Sang-froid returning she allowed her eyes to flicker open and wander the thick, white-painted, walls of the cellar; confidence in its sanctity total.

And calming. 

Down here it was quiet. Preternaturally so. Not even the thunder of lorries, hurtling clockwise or anti around the motorway locals and equestrian-set alike had fought against so doggedly, penetrated. 

This time, she bolstered herself, mood brightening, she did feel confident. This time it could be different. This time adjustment would take place. 

The prospect raised her spirits further and she smiled. Optimism being a state of mind she relished. Reassuring her as it did that, after everything, she remained a human being still. 

Not a monster.

As the flood rose to crisis so everything seemed to decelerate. Time itself succumbing to the arthritis it assigned to others with such insouciance. Near delirious with anticipation, smile fixed, she raised her arm above her; light from the naked bulb overhead deflecting from the stainless-steel surface of the blade as she held the pose and savoured what was to come. 

Before, seemingly independent of her own volition, Sheffield’s sharpest began its downward arc towards the man strapped naked and terrified to the gurney anchor-bolted to the cellar’s concrete floor. 

An auto-pilot leaving her free to imprint incidental details to her memory for future reference. 

Touch: free hand gripping him so tightly captive. 

Sound: screamed, unintelligible, entreaties from behind the ball-gag. 

Olfactory: bowels releasing through the hole cut into the gurney to drop to the concrete floor. 

As the blade sliced through the tendons connecting his scrotum to the rest of his manhood she felt an unearthly rightness add itself to his muffled screams and the stratospheric, thought shattering, intensity of her own orgasm.  

At that moment he ceased to be a named person with a history and a life.

As of now, she was his god.
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Detective Sergeant Harry Cudlipp was considered catnip where the fair sex were concerned. 

Mostly by himself. 

Standing just below six-feet, lean rather than thin, with wavy brown hair kept at a length deemed acceptable by the more rule-abiding nine-to-fivers and bohemian by the same time-servers who yet liked to consider themselves more rebellious, he had that narcissistic self-regard his Detective Chief Inspector normally associated with the less cerebral gods of celluloid and the less than less cerebral of Essex wives.      

Watching from the back of the room, Kate Berenson was sure only her status as his superior kept him from hitting on her and could see in the confident way he now eyed her that he considered this more a door waiting to go on the latch than a barrier in perpetuity. Possessing all the self-assurance of a single man in his late-twenties with a high opinion of both his mental and physical capabilities, he most likely believed a divorced fortysomething, Detective Chief Inspector or not, should be grateful a catch such as himself deigned to place her on his hit-list at all.

Perched on the edge of his desk he waited for some stragglers to find their seats. Predatory eyes seeking out the women amongst them. Eyes maintaining the impression of being always half-closed; endowing rounded features with what seldom neglected mirrors and a vibrant self-image no doubt told him was a languorous eroticism.

Such were Kate’s thoughts of her ego-heavy Sergeant as she leaned against the back wall of the Incident-Room and waited for him to start the briefing. Certainly, if he felt nervous at the prospect of standing in front of his colleagues and giving his ‘Fussy’ superior a breakdown of events then he was a more cerebral god of celluloid than she thought. 

At the very least, a better actor. 

In fairness though he did have; albeit with certain irritating South London traits; a prosaic facility with his own native tongue. 

Something Kate found increasingly rare. 

Humour, she considered, was not alone in responding positively to brevity. Nothing set her even white teeth on edge more than irrelevant preamble and unnecessary detail. A soliloquy after the manner of a Richard Burton would have been an unfair - and misplaced - expectation; but salient facts and relevant anomalies, presented crisply and precisely, were surely the least people with responsibility, not to mention ambition, could be expected to deliver.

‘The body was found in Woldingham?’ he began. ‘In Surrey? On a golf course? Same as the others?’

South London, as well as trans-Atlantic, trait immediately in evidence, Kate’s molars began a tell-tale stirring.

‘According to the local who found it, the body had to have been put there after eleven? That night?’

Sucking a cheek between itching teeth she bit down with some force.

‘He’d walked his dog past the spot late that evening? And there’d been no sign of it then?’

Pain threshold reached. 

‘Sergeant!’ she snapped with more venom than intended. ‘You’re an adult assisting in a criminal investigation. Not a pre-pubescent in a soap.’ 

Harry Cudlipp looked fazed.

‘Do we need the high-rise-terminals?’ 

She waited as he raced through the petite-secretoire housing his terms of reference. 

A short exploration. 

‘Is it really necessary to end every sentence with a question mark?’

‘Question mark?’ 

Her shoulders slumped; the word ‘Futility’ flashing before her eyes in garish neon. 

Then, less harsh, part of her apologetic for her prissiness: 

‘Just go on.’ 

Kate Berenson was as well-known at the Yard for her tetchiness as she was for the gifted pragmatism that had ensured the fast-tracking to her present rank so early in her career. The less charitable ascribing the rise in no small part to the still shapely legs and complimentary superstructure her own sergeant found so alluring and Junoesque - had his ‘Petite Secretoire’ housed such lofty references. 

There was also the usual jealous talk of liaisons in high places. 

Relatively new to Kate’s team, Cudlipp learned early that stupidity could always expect short shrift at her hands - or tongue. Learning also of the high regard she was held in by the movers and shakers. 

Most of them, at least. 

No small thing to a man ever mindful of his own prospects. 

Having her on-side could do no harm were he to climb the heights a thriving and less than realistic ego envisioned as no more than its owner’s destiny.

‘We’re still waiting on a full report from forensics,’ he continued; unabashed. ‘But we know enough to be certain the operandi has the same modus.’

Observing from her preferred starting position, Kate winced. Noting her subordinate looked inordinately proud of what passed for verbal dexterity to those not in possession of that facility. Nor had it escaped her notice that he was preening himself for the young woman sitting at the front. 

Another target on the Cudlipp hit-list. 

Though here he was not alone. 

Most of the building’s male population preened themselves for Detective Constable Moss. 

He was casting a wide net it struck her. One dark; one less dark. The elfin young twenty-something with the boyish hips and doe features; and her: a headmistressy forty-three-year-old with burgeoning breasts and an unmistakable slackness at the jawline trumpeting the imminent birth of a dread second chin. 

This last raising a smile. 

She was being hard on herself; especially if the looks received in the street on a daily basis were to be taken on trust. Spread of mid-life mammaries aside, she still retained a residue of her youthful prettiness; even if she could be described with greater accuracy these days as ‘Handsome’. While, without counterfeit modesty, her legs still possessed a head-turning capacity that had brought more than one construction project to a standstill.

Nonetheless, it had to be said, where women were concerned her Detective Sergeant’s tastes were nothing if not eclectic.    

Truth be known, she had quite a soft spot for young Constable Moss herself. After the split from Paul, Melanie had been her only female colleague to be in any way supportive. Support for which Kate remained grateful. 

Not that her fellow female officers gave voice to their disapproval. At least not to her face. But Kate knew enough of women to measure their feelings towards a mother who could leave her only child in the care of an estranged husband. 

No matter how decent the man. 

Or ambitious the woman. 

In reflective moments she had to admit her own feelings toward herself were not particularly warm either.    

‘The body was unclothed when discovered,’ Cudlipp ploughed on. ‘Preliminary examination discovered discolouration of the skin at the wrists, forearms, ankles, and thighs; indicating he’d been immobilised.’ 

Cracking a wry smile: 

‘Well, he’d have to have been wouldn’t he?’ 

To a man his colleagues nodded their assent.

Her sergeant was warming to his task now. Even if it did appear to Kate the task itself was not uppermost in his thoughts. Putting her in mind of a tutor to the lower-sixth: delivering his teenage charges a warning on the evils of wanton behaviour even as he plans to defile the trusting ingénue in the front row.  

‘Along with the others he was completely hairless. Scalp, facial, and bodily hair all removed. The redness of the arms, legs, chest, back and groin points to the use of a strong depilatory.’ 

Holding up a file.

‘According to the prelim the buttocks and the area around the anus had been “Denuded” too.’ 

Dropping the file to the desk.

‘Chimpy arse syndrome, I expect.’ 

He waited for a response. 

Laughter? 

Applause? 

When neither was forthcoming he pushed on. Swiftly. A dying stand-up; deflecting attention from an ill-advised gag by plunging straight into the next. 

‘We’ll have to wait for the full report before we can be certain it was the same brand used on the other poor sods.’       

From the back, Kate was dismissive: 

‘Hardly matters. Depilatories are common usage. Visit any Supermarket. Not likely to be a help apart from verification.’

‘Unless it has a more exotic, more traceable, component,’ Cudlipp offered; rebuke in his tone. Paris deriding the heel of the demi-god; inviting the hit-listed ingénue at the front to admire this mental accoutrement to the verbal dexterity already displayed.

‘Did the others?’ Kate asked; tone even and maternal.

Almost.

‘Well, no. But...’

‘This is the third body in as many months. The second followed the first in all details excepting the location of its final disposal. No reason to...’

‘Fingerprints, too,’ reminded a youthful male voice she was unable to place; back equally unfamiliar.

Impatient to press on now, Kate stepped forward from her place at the rear. 

‘As you say,’ she began, still mobile, ‘the fingerprints of the first victim had been removed too. Mashed by prolonged immersion in an everyday domestic bleach. The same bleach used to bathe the bodies before final disposal. Hindering forensics in the process.’ 

In front of them now. 

‘Telling us what? Given the prints of the second victim and, as far as we know, the third remain intact.’

Receiving no response she supplied her own: 

‘The removal would seem to indicate a more than fleeting familiarity between victim and perpetrator. A familiarity considered too dangerous to risk the victim’s identity being discovered. Leading us to conclude the victim had, and still has, a criminal record ensuring such an eventuality.’

Again she waited for a response; again in vain.

‘DNA wasn’t recognised from the national data-base so the record, if there is one, is either very old, very minor, or both. Either that, or the removal of the prints was no more than initial over-caution. An insecurity that appears to have been overcome since.’

Ever the optimist, she awaited revelation from her newly extended team. 

And waited. 

‘Whatever the cause,’ she told them finally, ‘discovery of the first victim’s identity remains crucial.’
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For the third time that day she took the tray and ascended the stairs to her husband’s ‘Den’. 

A pot of tea and a cup and saucer rested on the Cornish fishing village adorning the tray’s surface; along with sugar, milk, and a plate of his favourite biscuits; rattling away busily in dissonant counterpoint to her climbing hips. 

Vivian Hillson had lost count of the times she had asked her husband to let her put a kettle and a mini-fridge in the room. A request he always refused. The paltry cost of two small appliances, of course, having no bearing on his decision. 

Parsimonious pig. 

The real reason, according to Graham, was that his tea always tasted different when he brewed it for himself. 

A declaration seldom ceasing to entertain her. 

Entertained now, amusement growing, she rapped lightly on the heavy oak-stained door. 

Old. Creaky. Outmoded. 

Just like everything else in his home.

Not to exclude depressing.

Hearing his voice from the other side her amusement was still-born. Deflation instant. Nothing making her feel more like a flunky in her home than his pompous, condescending, ‘Come!’ 

While he spent his days before the computer, enthralled by the growing numbers of the likeminded wishing to join his private-made-public world, she occupied herself vacuuming patterned carpets she despised and polishing furniture she detested while holding herself at the beck and call of a wheelchair-bound spouse-cum-despot for whom she had long since developed feelings of a similar nature. 

At fifty-one she frequently felt eighty. All bar one of the friends once numbered - and this had always been a single-handed count - well beyond the horizon. Subtract tv and books from the equation and towel and canvas would have long since collided. Apart from check-out assistants and other service industry impersonalities her only other source of human (prefixed with sub in his case) contact came from the evenings and weekends when she took the C-Reg rust-bucket he refused to allow her to update and drove across to visit Aunt Jean and her companion emphysema. 

The ‘Only other source’ to his knowledge, that is. 

This last bringing a smile. Aunt Jean being an umbrella she took advantage of to enjoy other, more interesting, diversions. Diversions her aunt was only too delighted to tolerate. Those same diversions her very own housebound Tamerlane unwittingly encouraged:

‘Your aunt needs you and it does you good to get out and about,’ he would patronise in the ex-school-master voice she had fond and frequent dreams of lubricating with battery acid. 

Pompous ass.

For over a quarter-of-a-century she had endured. Stifled. Powerless. Each year seeming to add an exponential increase to her wretchedness. Held captive through a combination of financial dependence and a fear of change made constant by the timorous nature of her own character. A previously unsuspected facet of personality he had done so much to cultivate during their time together and something almost entirely at odds with the relatively expressive personality she had been before they met. 

A personality she had determined would reassert itself and was in the process of so restoring.

Being aware of her own weakness, however, bitterness was not reserved for her husband alone.

Just mostly.

For the second time during its brewing she lifted the porcelain lid from the teapot and spat untimorously into his beloved Keemun. Praying for the day when his blood, so prone to clotting, broke the restraints of prescribed Warfarin and rose inexorably towards the waiting impasse.

An eventuality she found lifting. 

But then the prospect of his stilled heart was always a restorative.

‘Tea, dear,’ she trilled brightly, all too aware of his insistence there be a cheery - if not happy - atmosphere in the home. Even if that home was a dowdy confection of the worthless sixties antiquity and depressing primary colours her late mother-in-law had insisted upon. 

A legacy her son and heir had no intention of allowing ‘Disposable modernity’ to desecrate.  

Locked in his wheelchair before the computer, Graham Hillson barely acknowledged her.  She was something functional now. A fitting. An object at his disposal. There had been romance once. Had to have been. Even a shared interest, if memory served. But time, circumstance, and the close proximity of his overbearing mother had long since diluted any mitigating effect these two might have exerted in the cause of their childless union. 

Lovemaking itself being another memory - though the Kleenex cluttered waste-bin beneath his workstation contributed daily evidence of his ability to function in that way if he so desired. 

Which he no longer did. 

At least not with her. 

A loss which left her resolutely dry-eyed.

Assisting in the bathing of his liver-spotted epidermis, then shampooing the tufts of grey sprouting from an ever-visible scalp before dressing the dysfunctional carcass, she considered penance enough for whatever misdeeds in a previous existence the gods had decided to punish her for. 

Without having to...

Shivers ran through her at what even the most vindictive deity would surely be loath to employ as torture on a sentient subject. 

Placing the tray next to the invalid she began to pour his salivated ‘Elevenses’. Careful first to measure precisely the right amount of milk into the cup. He had yet to have the first of his daily tantrums up to now and her preference was for the day to stay goalless - to use the jargon of those who commentated on the football she had gotten so addicted to watching recently. 

Watching, as opposed to listening to, lithe, full-bodied young footballers on her small portable downstairs while her husband indulged his locomotia- inertia via dvd and large flat-screen on the up, was a habit of which he was ignorant. 

And so, unable to prevent. 

Not taking his eyes from the computer he sipped at the tea before fumbling for the customary Fig-Roll and entering dip mode. Dripping Keemun over his keyboard in the process. A man of ingrained habits. Most of them repulsive. Causing her to wonder again how she had saddled herself with such a pathetic specimen.    

‘Divorce him!’ Aunt Jean had blazed, pulling the ever-present oxygen mask to her face to counter the coughing fit triggered by a description of her ‘Nephew-in-Law’s’ new ‘Hobby’. Enough of the life-giver enabling waning lungs to support a wheezed, ‘Simple.’ 

For her aunt, no doubt it was. Black and white. Someone does this, you do that. In Aunt Jean’s personal self-help manual grey existed only as an intermediate shade for the spineless. A simplistic dictum Vivian could only agree with in part. Though she was nonetheless amazed to hear a voice raised in defence of her despised spouse. 

Her own.   

In defence of herself too.

She was still with him, after all. An evisceration of her husband was an evisceration of her. Albeit with a less cutting scalpel.   

‘It’s not easy for Graham,’ she had told the monochromatic life-guru opposite; ensconced in an armchair of complimentary plumpness Vivian could only envy; surrounded by furnishings for which Vivian would have donated a kidney; in the light and airy house Vivian adored almost as much as she adored her aunt herself. A house - dilapidated exterior aside - so different from the mausoleum where she served out her own time. 

‘Since the last stroke his only outlet’s the computer,’ she had gone on. ‘He needs something to occupy him.’

Aunt Jean had listened to this nonsensical self-justification with contempt. As much for her niece as her husband. A man she had marked early for the deviant little control freak he had eventually proved himself to be. 

Unlike her older sister - Vivian’s late mother - Jean was a Rubenesque widow with an undiminished appetite for full-on, spring-screeching, sex. In her mid-sixties, she was still active. Or would have been were it not for the emphysema which made the simple but aggressive lighting of a cigarette a breathless effort of will - let alone a session of the rampant carnality she had always insisted upon as a matter of course. In common with most people of uncomplicated sexuality she found the attraction of the more tortuous, more labyrinthine, varieties inexplicable. Yes, nature’s origins might well be unexplainable. But, to her at least, it’s requirements were not complex. 

Nor should they be made so. 

‘Lots of men find themselves in wheelchairs,’ she had wheezed, torn between a half-smoked Super-King and the oxygen-mask. ‘Fortunately, the majority aren’t perverts like Graham who feel the need to set up lodges for others of the same ilk.’ 

Sensibly plumping for oxygen before venting the spleen a mere mention of his name set in train, an expression Vivian knew well had transformed aunty’s face. 

She had reached a conclusion. As had the subject. Discussion over. 

‘If you pop down to the cellar,’ she ordered with a following wink, ‘you’ll find a nice Barolo.’ 

Before; expression distasteful: 

‘All this cock-and-ball talk has made me dry.’

Vivian giggled to herself at the play on words. Apart from an older brother she had long since lost contact with - and been relieved at the losing - aunty was the last family remaining to her. A bond in itself. Made stronger by the fact she loved her so very much.

Returning to earth - or the upstairs den-cum-bedroom, as it were - she realised Graham was staring up at her; face thunderous. Insecurity a constant. The tyrant standing on its dignity; unable to comprehend just how ludicrous a picture it presented to the world.

‘What’s so funny?’

She shook her head. Breathing space to form the lie. Heading for the door as she did so. 

‘Nothing really. Just a reality show I was watching. Enjoy your tea and biscuits.’ 

The door creaked shut behind her, cutting him off before he could respond. 

Breath expelled. 

Relief.

Just the same she felt thoroughly dejected. Ever thus. Escapes into her own world resulting in the inevitable and unwelcome return to the same stifling location. 

Gurning at the closed door she crossed to the stairs and gave his Stannah-Stairlift a hefty kick for good measure. Then, feeling no better, began to make her way downstairs. Back to the futile chores that, if nothing else, at least kept her occupied. 

On the descent she willed time forward to the evening when, with no midweek-match on offer, her body finally became weary enough for her to flop into bed and embrace the small mercy that was Morpheus. 

Not until she neared bottom did the smile begin to form. 

Sunbeam through an eclipse as thoughts moved ahead to the following evening and coming weekend. 

And a fondly anticipated tonic for all her travails.

Looking back upstairs her eyes narrowed, smile widening. There was no reason, after all, why she should not be even more daring. Given the situation she had in place, what was to stop her? 

Dejection dispelled for the moment she hummed a merry path to the kitchen.  

There were compensations to be had. 

And she intended to have them.

Despite... him...

*****
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...Upstairs, alone in his ‘Den’ once more, Graham Hillson snorted with disgust: 

‘Reality show?’ 

For the life of him he would never comprehend how anybody still in possession of a quarter of their wits could watch or be interested in such drivel; standards of what purported to be the country’s cultural life, in his opinion, being so low these days they were barely visible. 

The land of his youth, he reflected with infinite sadness, along with the principles underpinning it, had disappeared. 

Forever.

Returning to the computer without a shred of self-awareness, he put aside contempt for his wife’s viewing habits and the cultural wilderness surrounding him and returned, without a smidgen of self-awareness, to the site he had created to continue the inputting of daily updates for the would-be eunuchs of ‘Unmanned.Com.’
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Stepping to Cudlipp’s window desk, briefing-boards to its left pinned with photos and related information concerning the cases at hand, Kate paused to allow the room’s occupants time to collect their thoughts.

Such as they were.        

The Incident Room held more people than she felt comfortable with now that the prospect of a serial offender (and inevitable tabloid interest) had given the cases a higher priority. Wholly typical she should be burdened with extra help when, despite three corpses, there was little enough to go on for the team she had. 

Wholly typical also of the power of the press. The moment the Fourth Estate sniffed a sensation the thoughts of her less rooted superiors turned to witch-hunts and loss of tenure. Filtering the pressure downwards. 

Along with the responsibility. 

‘Give her the resources and a free hand,’ she could hear her superiors reason, ‘and our backs will be covered.’ 

Then she would be the one required to deliver.

The inconvenience she pondered as she turned to the window and collected her own thoughts. 

Beyond the murky glass a saturated London presented itself; unheeded and likewise oblivious to her preoccupied gaze. Dark and dismal. ‘Wholly typical’, in fact, of an English summer’s day.   

‘Given forensics are unlikely to tell us anything different from the previous two corpses,’ she began without turning, ‘and what they’ve furnished us with so far has proved singularly uninspiring, where do we go now?’

Behind her there was silence and Kate’s female antenna sensed lascivious eyes inspecting her rear view. 

Cudlipp. 

Who else? 

Inviting self-compliment for her foresight in the morning’s choice of trousers.

And still there was no response. 

They had told her the additional young officers seconded to her for the case were the cream of the crop. Which crop and from which particular farm they had not seen fit to confide.

Turning now, patience exhausted: 

‘That was not rhetorical.’  

A general fidgeting on seats greeted her. Eyes averted. Gears shifting but not quite engaging. 

At last, a cough from the front. 

Constable Moss. 

Hesitantly. 

Clearing her throat. As uncomfortable, if not as single-minded with a larger audience as her superior officer. 

‘The murderer’s selection of victim seems very consistent.’ 

Unsure as well as hesitant now. 

‘You, know...? Age. Looks. Build.’

Kate was firm, if sympathetic. 

It was a point; even if an obvious one. 

And at least the silence had been broken. 

And by a member of her original team.  

Young Melanie, she thought, might not be destined for high rank but she was always willing. 

Always. 

No small quality by any means. 

‘Assuming of course that we have a “Murderer”, I agree.’   

It took a few moments to sink in. Expressions of shared amazement punctuating the briefing room when it did. Continuing to do so until Catnip Cudlipp spied brownie points for a future conquest and rode bravely to the maiden’s defence: 

‘If being strapped down, having your testicles lopped off, then being dumped on a golf course isn’t murder what is?’ he scoffed.

There was a chorus of assent and her DS was unable to prevent the look of satisfaction lighting his features.

‘That would be the facile conclusion, yes,’ Kate agreed, unperturbed, smile benign. ‘And Detective Sergeant Cudlipp must be thanked yet again for his vigilance, not to omit speed and consistency, in drawing the transparently obvious and readily accessible to our attention.’ 

Open sniggers greeted the putdown and a lesser ego than Cudlipp’s might have suspected it was not as popular as it thought. 

‘As we, and guardians of royal boudoirs throughout the Islamic world, know,’ she continued, ‘removal of the testicles or even outright penectomy, performed correctly, does not necessarily result in death. Our first victim sustained internal bleeding as a result of the crude nature of the surgery performed upon him and passed away as a result of the ensuing haemorrhage. The second was a victim of heart-failure attributable to shock and a congenital coronary condition - though the technique did appear to have improved from the first attempt. We still await cause of death in the third instance but there’s every reason to believe it will be extraneous, though linked, to the surgery itself.’

‘And that’s not murder?’ Cudlipp persisted.

‘Not if we can’t prove intent.’  

‘Slicing off a guy’s nuts doesn’t prove intent?’ 

Normally Kate liked her briefings to be open in style but Macho-of-the-Yard was beginning to irritate. 

‘As you know, Sergeant, and should if you don’t, I’ve no objection to an opposing point of view. However, I do prefer it to be backed by at least a smidgeon of thought.’

Cudlipp stepped away from the desk, hands thrust in pockets, clearly put out. 

‘It may be a small technicality but as our legal system consists of so many it’s as well to voice it.’ 

This as if to a sulky fourth-former; preparatory to throwing its bruised pride a salve intended to forestall the inevitable ribbing from its peers - not forgetting its own juniors. 

‘Intent or not,’ she began, the salve itself obliging her to voice the obvious, ‘we are at the very least dealing with manslaughter.’  

‘And some!’ came a discomfited male voice from towards the back, bringing with it some necessary light relief and opening the floodgates in the process. ‘Why golf courses? Three victims. Three different courses.’ asked another voice. ‘Perhaps our cutter fancied a late round,’ offered a wag. A more daring spirit adding: ‘Wouldn’t be short of balls, would he?’ 

Hilarity began to swell. 

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Kate came in. Impatient. Killing the mounting puerility. Tolerance for the vulgar seldom higher than non-existent. 

‘Apropos the golf courses,’ she went on; attention, such as it was, regained: ‘they are only relevant insofar as being convenient for our “Cutter’s” purposes. Large open spaces. Lots of trees and bushes for cover. More importantly, at night they can normally be found deserted. Near perfect, I should think.’ 

Pausing a few moments she backtracked on her thread before continuing. 

‘As Constable Moss pointed out, selection of victims does seem consistent. And that is relevant. All men. All in their mid-to-late-forties. Similar of build and appearance. The one victim we know something of was unmarried and I’ll wager the other two shared his good fortune.’ 

Again there was laughter. Allowed. Though not from Constable Moss. The only person among them to know it had not been said in jest.    

‘Give or take a few days,’ Kate told them, ‘there has been a month between our three corpses. Indicating not just a screening process but an agenda to go with it.’

‘Along with somewhere very private to carry it out,’ interrupted the same unfamiliar voice from earlier.       

Kate glanced in the direction of its owner. A male Constable. Twenty-two? Three? Ginger hair. Eager and bright. Midlands accent. East, she guessed.

‘Thank you...?’ 

‘Whitworth,’ he reminded her without rancour.

‘Of course,’ she told him, smile grateful. ‘Thank you Constable.’ 

For some reason she found the small exchange refreshing. Crop and farm not as without merit as she first thought.

Perhaps.   

‘I agree with Constable Whitworth. If the process was undergone unwillingly privacy as well as seclusion would be at a premium. However, if the surgery was consensual then...’ 

‘Consensual!’ chorused every man in the room whose chin had not hit his chest.

Kate planted herself on the edge of the desk vacated by the chastened Cudlipp and waited for their outrage at this to quieten, if not dissipate.

‘I mention it as a possibility not a likelihood,’ she told their shocked faces. Noting a distinct lack of that emotion on the faces of the women amongst them. But then, who knew more of man’s little eccentricities than the long-suffering rib? 

‘“I am human therefore nothing human is alien to me”,’ she paraphrased. 

To no response. 

The accompanying mental rebuke, however, being instant: 

‘You really must stop doing this.’ 

Had she quoted Terence in the actual Latin the effect could hardly had less in the way of impact. A classical education being something of an irrelevance in the modern force. The force itself being a microcosm of the world at large. High-rise-terminals and inexplicable celebrity being the main essentials for inclusivity and respect.

With instant transparency another. 

God forbid comprehension that required effort.

‘Given we have had MP’s asphyxiating themselves in plastic bags in attempts to prolong the almighty orgasm...’ - she fought back an ill-timed giggle as she pictured be-winged parents and a guardian uncle reacting to such ‘Filth’ from the lips of a good catholic girl - ‘...and adult males giving their wherewithal for other adult males to hammer nails through their manhood’s - but two of the many examples that spring to mind - it’s not overly difficult to imagine voluntary penectomy being high on the to-do list of the jaded fantasist.’

She allowed them time to digest this possibility until interrupted by a timid cough from the front. 

Constable Moss. 

Again. 

Tentative. Slim fingers fiddling with dark page-boy hair. Kate half-expected her to raise her hand.

‘There are web sites...’ she offered, inviting the usual tease; voice trailing off as it duly arrived; adolescence never far from the surface with the male en-mass.

‘Go on, Constable,’ Kate invited; supportive. Hand and voice raised against the “Carry-On” style “Ooohing”. Noting that of the men only Whitworth and Cudlipp refrained from the baiting.

The young Constable seemed above such juvenilia.

The not quite as young Sergeant just seemed to have it bad. 

Melanie’s cheeks were aflush with mortification now. Doe eyes cast downwards. Fingers, like a Bishop at an Irish wedding, continuing to worry the page-boy. 

‘Gerald Woollett, ma’am,’ she forced herself on, raising her eyes. ‘The second victim? His missing Citroen was found in a multi-storey in Bromley yesterday? His laptop was in the boot. When I accessed favourites there was a site called “Unmanned.Com”. It deals with...’

Kate saved her enunciating the dread word - and another round of Neanderthal ‘Ooohing’: 

‘...Castration. Voluntary as well as forced. There are a number of sites along the same lines.’

‘Bit of a fan, are we, ma’am?’ voiced a joker towards the rear.

‘More fervent by the second, Jackson,’ she joked back, giving the Constable a look of cartoon intent and bringing chuckles from the floor.

‘Diagnostics showed no sign of it or anything similar on the hard disc of his home computer,’ Constable Moss informed her. ‘He lived with his sister,’ offered someone else. Cudlipp. Considering it explanation enough. Maybe it was. Jackson then. Again. On a roll. ‘Perhaps he didn’t take his quirk home with him.’

Kate had heard it before but it could still make her laugh. This time however she fought back the urge and gave the office wag a sharp look.       

Right now she needed points, not puns. 

If his sister were to be believed, and there was no discernible reason for not doing so, the aforementioned Woollett’s only social outlet appeared to have been his participation with an am/dram society calling themselves the ‘Caterham Strollers’. A misleading appellation, Kate and Cudlipp - especially Cudlipp - both knew. Considering they were neither based in Caterham nor did much in the way of strolling from the church hall in Old Coulsdon substituting for the auditorium it’s players no doubt considered theirs by right of talent. 

That said, misleading title or not, and excepting thin gruel from Woollett’s workplace, it was one of the few leads she had. Making it something of a relief to finds herself and her recently overstaffed team with another line of inquiry.  

To Constable Moss: 

‘Check it out. If it has a forum go back on all past threads. If we’re lucky the site will have a chat-room. Verify who runs it and check out whoever that is too. Constable Whitworth can lend a hand.’

To her left Whitworth flushed red with pleasure. 

To her side Cudlipp just flushed.  

The situation with her DS, Kate realised, was one she would need to address. And soon. To say he was over-sexed would be an exercise in the fatuous tantamount to saying the Emperor Nero was over-excitable. It was a given. Though, in his defence, the pederast on the Tiber at least possessed the saving grace of being musical. Were Cudlipp ever tempted to torch headquarters he would have no other option but to fornicate as it burned.

Were he able to find a partner so inclined.

‘Any progress at all with the first victim?’

This to the room in general, aware of her Detective Sergeant’s lingering disgruntlement. 

And unconcerned.

Notwithstanding, it was Cudlipp who eventually answered: 

‘Nothing known still,’ he told her. 

Surly. 

Thwarted. 

‘As you said, DNA came up negative. Tests on the Low Trace variety are still being made. Should have them in a few days. Relatives of missing persons fitting the description have also been contacted but no positive ID as yet.’

Kate nodded. It was unusual for a man of the victim’s age to remain unidentified after so long. But not too unusual. 

‘He was found in Farleigh,’ she began, almost to herself, thinking it through. ‘That’s around five miles from the golf course in Westerham where Woollett’s body was disposed of. Which in turn is around the same distance from the club in Woldingham. Giving us a radius. I suggest we extend our original search and circulate his dental details to all surgeries in the areas within and on the periphery of that radius. Likewise those of our latest victim when we have them.’

Faces fell at the prospect like so many Floridian saplings before the wrath of a Hurricane season. Apart from Constable Moss and young Whitworth, who were already spoken for, the other officers were gloomy; wondering onto whose lap this juiceless plum would flop. 

Bringing a sigh from the orchestrator of their gloom. 

‘Don’t look so put upon. This is the Surrey/Kent borders we’re talking about. I know the area well. Mostly semi-rural. How many Painless Potters can it have?’

Again the mental rebuke as petite secretoires were immediately consulted. 

And just as swiftly found wanting. 

Though in fairness, she had to admit, Terence the Roman-Scribe and Bob-the-Paleface-Hope were an unlikely pairing; neither meaning much or anything to the bemused faces staring back at her. 

Acknowledgment of the oblique making ignorance no less dispiriting. 

Terms of reference were shrinking. Whole rafts of past experience considered unworthy of interest. Along with the effort required to retain it. 

Unless it was surgically enhanced, threw tantrums in rainforests, then had an “OK” marriage, the past was dead. 

Long live the readily accessible!​
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