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Chapter One In Waiting

From the seeds of thrusting loin, do grow the cause for malcontent.

TP

A solitary figure held back amongst the dark-green overhanging yew, staying his ground decisively, and with purpose. The man consciously marking time and not wishing for any exposure, stood behind the intertwining branches, leaving only his face visible, on which, the grimace of a distorted mind was clearly evident.

In the ancient graveyard, with tumble-down stones of forgetfulness, now overgrown, he waited like a hungry predator. Nothing was notable about his dress, although his collar had been pulled up for protection against the mists that swirled around in the cold light of morning. His facial features, however, said much.

Under a stained trilby, with its peak pulled tightly down, there were hollow eyes encircled by dark rings, displaying an obvious insomniac. His twitching, restless disposition, confirmed a mind that itched without reason.

From the man’s open mouth, smoke curled languidly up across his cheek, drifting from the tail end of a cigarette butt, which perched precariously on his bottom lip. That same lip carried more - an attitude. There was an ominous sneer, one disclosing his cruel intent. An open message of single mindedness, that could be interpreted by any fearful onlooker as one set on vengeance and retribution.

Determined to stay put where he was, unwavering in purpose, he pulled out yet another cigarette from the crumpled pack in his top pocket. Practised in such matters, there was no longer a need for visual reassurance as he lit the new cigarette after pulling the old smouldering remains from his lower lip.

He tossed what was left down, dispassionately amongst the time-calculated pile lying below. The growing heap on the lower step of the memorial cross added insult to a celebrated family’s loss many years before.

Though the hour was early, the man had knowingly prepared for a long wait, although he still impulsively lifted his arm to look at his wristwatch. It confirmed the time and further strengthened his conviction. Glancing up at the threatening clouds, he scowled to himself. The nature of his mission would be more difficult in a downpour.

His agitation would not allow him to sit it out, and despite being conscious of the need to remain obscure, he still felt a compulsion to pace irrationally backwards and forwards on the spot. There was no room for alternatives or compromise. He knew nothing should impede his decision, which, once having been made, gave no regard to any implication or repercussions.





Chapter Two The Forgotten Half

In an offshoot suburban landscape, across the track from town, morning had broken quietly, and the damp air lay heavy on the ground. To the solitary figure walking with purpose, along the ribbon of commerce that encircled the estate, it was also uncomfortable. But despite the moisture in his wet spiked hair, the man walked doggedly on.

He was an odd dresser, sticking rigidly to the style of a bygone age. Now no longer a rebel, his contentious attitude had mellowed with age, once delighting in shocking those around him. Logic and reason over the years had caused him to stop fighting, and in the mellowing maturity of acceptance, knowing he couldn’t win. Joining other disadvantaged youngsters had always provided the camouflage of circumstance.

Reflecting now on life as he saw it, a necessary process on the road for survival. He had no real regrets; he was sure that somehow, it had given him all the necessary strength to come through difficult times. Mutterings amongst his peers had also had a great effect, when one of their numbers fell along the way to face the bench or worse for their wayward behaviour.

Coming to terms with the harsh realities of life enabled him to become streetwise whilst travelling the road to survival. Formal schooling had been inconsistent and sparse. To fight their corner, most skills had come from the harshest school: the street.

Terry Stone, unlike his contemporaries was adept at avoiding confrontation. He still managed to retain a bounce in his step whilst remaining an obvious loner. It gave him a somewhat misguided self-assurance. He was also amused on the realisation that his general appearance was growing popular with the opposite sex.

The fact of the matter was his peer group had dispersed and moved on, or for some who embarrassingly never changed, they had been removed from society. Female companionship, however, had taken a more persuasive turn, becoming a major feature in his life.

To most of his acquaintances, Terry was a happy-go-lucky guy, with more than his fair share of cheek, always to be seen around town in blue denim: his signature. Terry was never happier than being seen out with a girl on his arm; it boosted his self-esteem. There was more later, if his luck was in. He would find himself on a couch alongside one such beauty and maybe intertwined with young female limbs.

He liked that new experience of freely expressed passion, which he realised they liked to call love - not a word he easily came to terms with, but it allowed him to walk away: unfettered.

Being independent, he knew his own well-being was solely his own responsibility; the street beyond was still a dangerous place. Physically, he was in good shape - an advantage during the close intimacy he encountered with some of the girls. Their well-formed bodies seemed to contain boundless energy and enthusiasm. Terry couldn’t believe he was being allowed to take part in such athletic encounters.

He conceded to a growing dislike of walking home in the early hours after such precious moments of warm intimacy. Always being jarred by the visible ugliness on the streets of town. Obnoxious drunken behaviour leaving him ashamed to be associated with such creatures. The damp air tinged with rain carrying acrid smells that drifted through the atmosphere.

Being alone after sharing intimacy, he now felt was unnatural. Being roused from sleep and realising the scents, bodily odours of pleasure and someone warm close by would be his chosen preference. Acceptance as companion, as well as lover, with added pleasures of sizzling bacon, hot coffee and a laughing voice to will him through the mists of sleep - all of which remained as yet just a figment of his imagination.

An unfortunate start in life had provided him with a distorted background, unable to hold onto any attachments. The same could be said for his mother. The men in her life were many and complex, with none leading to permanence. Tasteless memories from childhood - raised voices, shouts late into the night, slamming doors and thuds felt whilst crouching behind a door tightly locked.

Always fearful to be confirmed the following morning seeing her face marked by cuts and bruises, and an occasional black eye. That pattern of life in the Stone household had left an indelible imprint, which produced control mechanisms upon how he addressed women - there was no lasting commitment.

Terry was never unkind, quite to the contrary, leaving with just a wistful smile; words were few. “See you around then. Thanks for the…” then with a cheeky smile of innuendo he would add, “…breakfast. Take care, it was good.” It was said sincerely, for being friends was his noble desire. It enabled him to close each door with a smile and have no regrets.

The comfort of a warm cuddle was something that he wished for just at that moment as the weather closed in. He began to feel wretched. Terry had, until the end of the shift on the previous day, worked for a small engineering company on the industrial estate close by. The industrial estate had almost arrived as an afterthought, and residents in the adjacent housing-estate had found themselves in a strange town without friends, and surprisingly, without jobs.

The planners extolled that the estate was contained and not a problem for the rest of the town. Patrician-like in its beliefs, the genteel nature of that indigenous retired community exuded as a benign covenant of good order, confident in its own administration the community of authority lay at peace, sleeping under the lee of the church of St Augustine’s on the hill.

Terry Stone lived in a small starter flat, with a local authority burdened with unpaid debts, and the realisation that the dream estate of the 70’s, was fast slipping from their grasp. There was a smell to match the mood of the residents of the estate. It was a stagnant mixture of rodent and boiled cabbage - reminiscent of communities suffering the indignity of neglect and poverty.

Having parted so recently from another job, he bit his lip ruefully. Money was now a problem, or the lack of it. It was the provision of choice having the ability to impress and court the fair sex.

Terry never seemed to retain a job for any length of time. Another mark of his background and happy-go-lucky spirit, a final comment from his boss confirmed as much, “I think this job is cramping your style Terry, so I shall have to let you go.”

He wanted to impress this girl, but lack of finances left him sorely pushed. Sarah, he knew was different, worthy, and somehow, a cut above all the others. The only girl now to occupy his mind, despite a longstanding stance of continuance, he was smitten. Terry Stone, for once in his life, had taken a girl to heart.

Sarah was young, he thought, perhaps only just over eighteen and unfortunately - something he had not known initially - she was married. During the second week of their meetings, either because of growing confidence or perhaps conscience, she had told him of her unusual - arranged married state.

Because of the nature of her relationship, it seemed not to have changed anything. He found himself anxious to brush aside the complication, although normally, he would have no truck with married women; this was somehow different. After all, they had done nothing to be ashamed of, and for the moment, remained just good friends.

He was enjoying her company immensely. Everything about her was to his liking, and if it developed further, he would be glad. It was not that she was saintly exactly, but her character was such that there was a purity and sweetness about her which he did not want to lose or alter. He felt compelled to get to know her, enjoy her innocence and not force the issue of complicated physical responses.

At every meeting, Sarah’s clean, healthy look and her neat unpretentious dress gave him a lift; her whole being made him feel different. Terry’s background was lowly, and he knew it. That glorious vision to him was, he always thought, unobtainable. She was pink and fresh, smelt good; her crowning glory was a mass of blonde, shoulder-length hair, which gleamed in the sunlight.

Terry was dizzy and totally dazzled by the whole concept, so out of his depth and in disbelief, he had asked questions. His normal reticence to delve into complications had been unashamedly abandoned. The tenor of her conversation had cautioned him briefly. She was married, but he believed that her marriage was one of cold indifference and a matter of convenience.

What was wrong exactly, he didn’t know, and what to do about it was something else. He didn’t want to enter into that at present. Terry Stone realised he was smitten. His heart had been engaged this time for real, and not just his trouser line. They had met, or more precisely, collided in a doorway of the corner-shop.

Rushing absent-mindedly into the premises for a last-minute forgotten something, just as she had reached the doorway, nose in a book, she apologised instantly to him for the collision, “Oomph, sorry!”

She had looked him full in the face, not with contempt, but as an equal. Then obviously winded and grimacing perceptibly, the girl had looked away. Hurriedly assuming a distraction and blushing with embarrassment, she bent down, busying herself looking for something that supposedly had fallen to the floor. He hardly dared to move, remaining stationary in the doorway.

Still ruffled by the collision, he focussed his mind on the close proximity of her. Now aware of her appearance and understanding the warm response he had received, his mouth dropped open as he continued observing her bending down at his feet.

Terry, sufficiently drawn by her appearance, took the cue and bent down in order to help. Crouching on his haunches, their heads almost touching, he struggled to think as what to say or do next. Panicking, knowing this illusion of beauty would regain her composure, and leave his presence and him floundering on the floor.

Mumbled words were the best he could manage - inappropriate and inept - as a hot-blooded male would be crouching in bemused state and confused by the occasion. “I’m sorry, I think it was my fault! I wasn’t watching where I was going, I was…erhh…anything broken?”

Instead of responding to his question, she slowly rose to her feet, eyeing him enigmatically as she did so. Terry continued gazing up at her as she slowly rose above him, leaving him remaining uncomfortably near the floor, and rather too closely against her legs for decency’s sake. The girl in response coughed lightly to indicate her slight disapproval of the situation, and feeling self-conscious, he scrambled quickly to his feet.

Lacking the elegance, he had just witnessed he brought himself upright, finding it necessary to make a show of brushing himself down. They were once again face-to-face. He was surprised when finally regaining his bearings, despite a glowing smile on his own face to find that her expression had altered. There was an air of seriousness, which had overtaken the earlier humour. She was now pensive and anxious.

He was puzzled by the change as she spoke quickly to him, with no more than a scant smile, “There’s nothing wrong, no harm done.”

Dismissive and brief as it was, it didn’t somehow matter to him. He watched longingly as she turned and floated down the few steps to the street below. The whole incident was locked tight in his mind’s eye, whilst he remained open-mouthed in the doorway, until she finally disappeared out of sight.

Terry looked back excitedly into the overstocked gold mine and called out in a loud voice to the proprietor, “Barney!”

The shopkeeper standing at his counter, behind the baskets of fresh veg and bread rolls, looked up nervously on hearing Terry’s shout. Everyone knew Barney; he was a slight built, insignificant man, with a careworn expression.

He nervously licked his pencil tip, ready to make notes on his stock sheets. Not relishing interruptions, he just shrugged his shoulders dismissively, and then disregarding his intruder completely, continued his absorption with the business of the day.

Terry still remained gawping out to the roadway, the question falling from his lips as a passing comment rather than one that required an answer, “Who in heck was that?”

From such an innocent beginning, standing open-mouthed at the entrance to the exalted corner-shop, Terry’s enthusiasm had lifted beyond belief. Now hopeful that at last something big had finally happened to him, he prayed that heavenly vision that had walked into his life was a turning point.

It was not a romantic venue as such, but simple and honest, just as he would wish. Something which he had no control over, and was immensely glad of the fact. A back street of nondescript terraced houses, fronting a once busy thoroughfare, the meeting place of jostling shoppers in its tight confines.

Planners in high office had deemed it to become a backwater away from view, stating that the road should stop outside the COOP just beyond. It was now frequented only by those on foot; financial restraint or lack of mobility made it their daily destination. Preferring to stay within the safe confines of the small network of back-streets.

For that inability to seek a wider world, they suffered the indignity of paying a surplus convenience tax, levied by the keepers of these ever-open emporiums. Keepers, who prided themselves in selling most things at most times and earning a modest income in the process from their creative taxation.

But it was there where friendships flowered, and people got to know each other by name and status, sharing one another’s history. It was an area that proved to be a great leveller.









Chapter Three The Morning’s Enterprise

Shafts of bright light pierced the early mist across the moistened road. It was March, and noticeably, the fevered grip of winter had loosened. The young cyclists, oblivious to the conditions of weather, were only too grateful it was not raining. The swirling vapours from early morning carried a poisonous bite, testimony to the sulphurous offerings from the extinguished hearths of town.

The team was concentrating its minds on the task in hand. Anything else just went over their heads, which included the silent seeping acrid bitter taste that tingled the tongue. Muffled, scuffled sounds drifted through the dramatic light, accompanying macabre shadows that flittered across the walls, as if the ungodly was about and needed a setting for bad deeds.

Sitting on the periphery of that sleepy suburbia, set back from a sweeping arc of parking spaces, was a small row of ‘open all hours’ shops - one of which a newsagent known affectionately as ‘HB’s’. Through that miasmic breath of morning, the early crew arrived in as usual their state of unresponsiveness, still languishing in the lethargy of sleep. Their performance at that early hour was questionable, and for the most part, effectively controlled by rote.

Wrapped - metaphorically speaking - in the sheets of night, they drifted in mentally, hovering between dreams and the reality of morning chores. One by one appearing as if tracking in on a flight path, homing and landing amidst the warming beams from the glowing front window. They landed in a perfunctory manner, without care for their craft - cycles abandoned carelessly - before clambering begrudgingly up the wooden stairs to the reality of newsprint above.

Of the three shops on the outer reaches of town, ‘HB’s’, nestled complacently between ‘Wool & Undies’ and the sub-post office. The neglected flight machines of recent descent - cycles of disparagement - now lay scattered about the shop’s forecourt, genuflecting as if in homage, marking the edge of the penetrating light.

They were forsaken by their owners in a moment of indecent haste, and jumbled for the most part to lie idly in a meaningless pile of abandonment. The odd-upturned wheel still spun energetically, attempting to remember journey’s past as it emitted a metallic chinking to mark a gradual wind down. Somehow, it empathised the owner’s lack of enthusiasm and tired reluctance.

Some twenty minutes or so would now elapse in the room above the illuminated façade of the shop, and the scampering feet mounting the steep bare-boarded wooden staircase would soon be set too. Fevered activity, the chore of early morning was enacted day in and day out - all within the windowless room surrounded by an array of discarded boxes and faded posters.

They toiled in that small room of sullen souls, marking time, whose anxious fingers scrambled to make up the rounds according to the log, and briefly, for a moment, ‘family’ to that disparate collection of youths. Amidst scattered string and torn papers; journalistic intrigue was arranged in prepared heaps on the benches to await their final destination, secreted into the hidden depths of brightly-coloured waterproof bags.

There was little time for thought or exchange at that time of day - no capacity for multi-tasking. Any humorous aside or delay would impede their single-mindedness for the off. Each youngster - bagged, loaded and dispatched - limped out heavy-eyed and laden into the empty streets of town.

A ritual performed, without fanfare or remark, or indeed anything in the way of conversation. All the participants of that ceremony moved about their tasks in a pale-skinned fashion, replete with load they were disgorged from the shop and its precincts to go their separate ways.

Programmed and dismissed, they retrieved their hapless cycles, heavy laden with oversized bags. The early hour ensured the inhabitants of town oblivious, and seeing no further than their closed eyelids, left the freedom of the streets to those valiant plodders of doom-laden revelations.

Each solitary purveyor of news, views and scandal would eagerly seek gates, drives and catches. At the same time, honning their skills in the deft avoidance of dogs, obstructive gates, snapping letterboxes, and other formidable foes. It was a daily routine, which was to last for an hour or more, until their energy, dexterity and the contents of their bags had all become equally exhausted.

It was not unusual for the owner and trainer of that reluctant band of slaves to be faced with an occasional absentee. One particular round of weekend glossy supplements lay undeclared on the bench, awaiting a newsboy, who had yet to appear.

The special significance of this Saturday had been the undoing for young Benjamin Smallwood, and as a consequence, he was nowhere to be seen. The anticipation of the coming day had caused him to spend a restless night, anxious and over-excited at its prospect.

This year, his birthday was to be marked as a special occasion, affected by the generosity of his Uncle David, whom he liked very much. A trip to choose anything he liked from one of the big stores in town - the thrill of being taken to choose a birthday gift from a famous city outlet had encroached on his normal routine, so much so that nothing else mattered.

After a long night of restless anticipation, Ben had finally drifted into sleep just at the wrong moment. The alarm clock, failing in its’ mission to wake the young man, had long since wound down, leaving him oblivious and sleeping blissfully amidst the comfort of high tog rating.

The intrusive trill of the telephone finally penetrated deep into the recesses of his mind, and an unsympathetic voice of the gruff, commander of newsprint, served as a harsh reminder of duties, as yet unperformed. Angry with himself, knowing the lost hour would not be easily retrieved, Ben arrived, head bowed in trepidation.

After the frantic start of early morning, the shop stood remarkably quiet. The rest of team was out and lost in thoughts around town busily delivering. Expecting a forceful ribbing, Ben quietly collected up his round under the keen eye of the manager - he was not to be disappointed. Though what he actually received was a somewhat tongue-in-the-cheek rebuke from the man, who well knew the reason for his difficulty.

Ben, collecting his bags, which had been loaded for him, left the shop and steadying his heavily laden cycle, he looked down at the bulging bags and sighed as he looped the handles over his saddle. Pushing off from the kerbside onto the damp road, now strangely bereft of the spinning wheels and paraphernalia, he made his way out to his patch. The liquid mirrored surface of the metalled road reflected the burdened image of the boy, pushing hard against his pedals and time.

His round was in a hamlet some distance from town. It was not a popular round with the others, generally shunned by them as being too lonely and isolated. He, on the other hand, enjoyed its very isolation. Visiting the many palatial houses at the end of long drives was a treat to him.

At Christmas, the rewards were many and substantive. Others on the team at such times looked on jealously, as his tips were more than generous. It was a ride of a little under one mile before he could actually start delivering. All that time, his mind fully occupied, successfully dispensed the yards with happy thoughts for the special day to come.

oo-0-oo

The town, once salt rich, had over the centuries, grown from a community bartering in their precious commodity to one where, since the demise of pack mules, now slept peacefully, nestling between the surrounding hills to an uncertain future. Its raison d’être not quite forgotten, a statue recently unveiled and blessed by the bishop - proclaimed the toil of others long gone—now proudly adorned the square that quiet morning.

The rain dripped from the naked extremities of the male and female figures, falling as sweat from their toil. The bronze cast statue, graphically depicting the figures of bare-chested workers alongside each other in adversity, had in itself focussed the political mind to symbolise a modern-day conflict.

In a long-forgotten industry, the forms of honest toil were cursed by some ignorant of their roots, who now expressed not pride of heritage but misgivings over the contentious use of public funds. Perhaps, it is at times like these, when sensitivities are dulled and roots obscured, that great wrongs will surface and have their day.

Assuming a borough mentality, complete in a microcosmic climate that kept extremes of weather at a distance, that quiet, cosy, conservative town of salt slept on. The coiled spring of the poisoned serpent—wrongs unmentioned, scores unsettled—unleashed its bitter venom to bite at its very vitals, unseen by parochial complacency.





Chapter Four Facing Up to Reality

Peering through the chink of still tightly bound, bleary eyes, with all the hallmarks of prolonged weariness, Henry slowly, very slowly and begrudgingly, pulled himself back into the here and now—an almighty effort that reminded him only too well how extremely exhausted he was.

There was an inevitability in all that, resulting from an extended bash of sleep starvation. Working round the clock on enquiries, too insistent and too important to walk away from—everything that provided for a deficit in well-being. Nothing new; it had always been the same. Constant calls from phone and street that demanded, and how they demanded, with follow-ups too numerous to count, and little or no relief between each bout.

Creasing his face with effort, his eyes slowly cleared. He now managed to focus through the gloom of morning, just enough to confirm from the glowing dial on his alarm that the hour in truth was not unreasonable.

He sighed as the penetrating sound from his mobile raised him from unfathomable depths, still persisting the trill of the wretched thing would be certain to wake his wife. He leant across and snatched it up aggressively. There was little civility in his response.

Not that his phone manner was ever that friendly; he much preferred personal contact with people. Speaking face-to-face and eye-to-eye so to speak, he was able to gauge their attitude and manner. It did much to set the scene with an appropriate response.

Having gained the mobile in his hand, he responded in a deep throated growl, “Yes!” Henry cleared his throat, now awake and aware his officious manner might not help in any way, for the voice was actually known to him.

“Oh! Sorry, Henry…” There was a moment of hesitation. “I think I’ve disturbed your moment of shut eye.”

Detective Superintendent Fox, second-in-command, was a senior colleague from headquarters; one with whom he could work alongside. But the wretched man’s voice continued unabated in an attempt to clarify what was a brief and very one-sided conversation.

Further irked, Henry muttered to himself as he replaced the handset. The information gleaned, did little to appease his mood. Yes, okay, it could be difficult, but historical utterings from nasty people were not uncommon. He conceded it was right to treat such things in a cautionary manner. However, in the general swing of things, there was much else to occupy his mind before considering the what ifs of history.

Henry’s failed attempt to catch up on lost sleep in the armchair had once again left him feeling utterly miserable and washed out. Something his wife Carol always cautioned him over. In fact, there was always an inherent insistence, which he usually turned a deaf ear to. In his mind’s eye, he could picture her and hear her jarring voice as it echoed, “Henry, give yourself a break! Go to bed and get your head down properly. And for goodness’ sake, get some sleep!”

She was right, of course. Then screwing his eyes up tight, followed by opening and shutting them quickly, he attempted to clear his vision as he wandered absentmindedly on through to the kitchen, searching for the elusive tea pot and a fresh brew.

There it was, sitting prominently in the centre of the table—the tea pot, a single mug and questionably together with them, leaning against the tea pot, a strategically placed blue envelope. Carrying just his name across the front, the obvious scribble done in haste or angst was very recognisably in his wife’s hand.

oo-0-oo

The blarting traffic horns reflecting the world’s impatience locked as usual in combat twice daily, alerted the careworn detective staring dejectedly across the column of traffic, which had become impatiently static. His mind so obviously devoid of there and then was elsewhere as he looked on disconsolately towards the corner of Crab Lane, shrouded as usual in shadows.

Shaking his head and grimacing at the thought, but knowing it was inevitable, he sighed ever more deeply. There was a tired despair of uncertainty exuding from him as he made ready to crawl out from the interior of his car. There was also some reluctance to leave the cocooned world of car and sanctified music, ‘Tavener’ having ruled supreme and at full volume throughout his journey.

Disconnecting from the calm and subliminal phrases of Athene to face the world beyond was quite another matter. Finding himself loathe to press the eject button and change the mood, those evocative phrases held him transfixed for just a moment longer. It was a controlling power that evoked emotions and raised images, albeit fleeting and ghostly of that very public funeral, masses of flowers and one solitary princess: the people’s favourite.

The detective found himself cuffing a moist eye as he remembered his own special moment in her presence—just the once, at police headquarters. All that remained now was her photograph on the wall, bearing that enigmatic smile as she looked down on her worshipful public: how the world had changed.

Disentangling himself from the steering wheel, seat belt and general untidy chaos that surrounded him, he briefly looked around and huffed, noting his own ill-discipline that somehow marked out one’s existence within the confines of a car. In exasperation, he threw open the door. It was somehow an act of contrition, perhaps echoing regret on not finding time for the final phrases of that fading music. The contrast confronting him was unendurable.

Emerging out into the down-at-heel and shabby backstreet, the overwhelming sounds caused him to wince at the ever-present cacophony of horns, heavy diesel engines and attendant interaction of sneezing brakes. Blackstone was forced begrudgingly back into the reality of the present. The morning, as ever, was rushing breathlessly and panic stricken to God knows where. Or why.

It was a situation that he found himself in most days. And although he continued to perform the charade on time and with competence, his enthusiasm had dwindled. Performed now merely by rote, acting on instinct, albeit still with a modicum of professionalism and success.

Looking across to the somewhat obscure and contentious doorway lurking within the shadows, his route to desk, telephone and whatever call was to be made on him, seemed to load the dice provocatively, adding to his feeling of disquiet, raising the question of ‘too many whys’.

Standing irascibly, sensing the impulsive flow of metal that drifted slowly past, the detective chief inspector screwed up his eyes to study the erratic behaviour of images. It was a salesman’s delight in all manner of colour and shapes, confronting him with a wall of metal.

Seeking that sudden gap to cheat death and hurl himself in amongst them, Henry took an apprehensive gasp, and in doing so, caught his first draught of acrid fumes in the back of the throat. It further questioned the undeclared wisdom as to why the powers that be, decided on such a course of action.

Finding premises so remote from headquarters, in contrast to the calm of its well-defined tree-lined drive, then to settle for this obscure God forsaken place, and in that particular backstreet, was questionable. In his considered opinion, a temporary portacabin would surely have been sufficient, until the new wing on the CID block had been completed. He felt purpose and initiative becoming more obscure by the minute.

The detective chief inspector had finally proved himself, though not quite to the top, but succeeding to a satisfactory level after an eternity. Chasing shadows on the say so of others—those in command—he had to respect and refer to as superior officers.

That irksome concept grated on his sense of justice and free expression. In time, he too had climbed the greasy pole, but along the way had also made a personal vow: to maintain honesty, integrity and fair play to all—those with whom he had dealings, even those twitchy souls with doubtful ethics.

Unfortunately, despite high ideals, those with traces of blood on their hands or carrying stains of corrupt greed would weigh heavily, even sometimes forcing him to make compromises. He would take risks and make decisions, the duplicitous nature, of which, now led him to the realisation that he was becoming as one with the others. It was an image, which unfortunately, the public had come to expect.

In general, though the changes had been subtle, multi-layered, and because of the pressures of work, his inability to look up or even find time to notice had not been an option, that, of course, was always his problem and the cause of his present malaise. That morning’s rude awakening—was it really unexpected? Although he considered himself to be of sound mind, the unease with its inherent implications proved to be deeply unnerving when it actually arrived.

An empty house, an envelope carrying his name found propped against his mug and the disparaging remarks contained within for him to drink in and absorb. Suddenly, his world seemed to implode. Had it really come out of the blue? Yes, he was distressed, also angry. But reflecting—was it really unexpected? It was certainly unwelcome. Just at that moment, the extreme jolt of it questioned the very reason for his existence.

He groaned inwardly, thinking back to home and his jolted start to the day. She had chosen the moment well, he thought. After yet another week of round-the-clock enquiries, triggered by a particularly brutal killing of an elderly woman—the proceeds of which amounted to just her meagre pension. Actually, not far from where they lived.

The woman, a widow living on her own, had been surprised by an unknown intruder in the afternoon as she watched television. The perpetrator was thought to be in the commission of burglary when discovered in the house by the dead lady. That very chance of cruel fate had left her vulnerable to the retribution of a devious criminal-mind who feared exposure.

Within that idyllic retreat of large country mansions, discretely hidden at the top of a long meandering drive, with its twisting hedge line of evergreens, the simple cottage provided him yet again with another painful image. It was as usual etched deeply into Blackstone’s brain a category of victim, like that of children, which gained pure contempt from him towards the perpetrator.

Capital punishment always hovered onerously in his brain at such times. No attempt had been made to conceal her body. An elderly lady, having given much to the world over a lifetime of service to others. Her bloodied face and listless eyes were still staring vacantly when he saw her.

The only movement in the cottage since she had received that fatal blow, and then found lying silently on the floor, was her confused cat in its demented state, running up and down, demanding food and strokes.

Having braved the tumult of unruly vehicles, obnoxious drivers and indelicate gesticulations, Henry was able to breathe once more—this time, deeply to clear the lungs, which he instantly regretted, finding himself coughing violently in response. That attempt to clear his throat from street pollution left him shrugging his shoulders in contempt, adding to his cynicism and confirming his questioning of the validity of a downtown office.

Reluctantly, he mounted the bare boards on the staircase. No longer taking two at a time, with a zest for life, that day, it was just a calculated slow plod, all echoing his weighty responsibilities and the recent unnerving reality of having left an obviously empty house.

The blue envelope found on the breakfast table that morning, despite his initial suspicion, ‘all was not well’. And the urge in his exasperation to just crumple it up and discard the thing, found it then secreted within his inside pocket. It felt burdensome and lumpy, read once, though not yet thoroughly observed. Yet strangely, as he recalled the many incidents, it was not entirely unexpected. None the less, the words still jarred and carried a harsh message.

After working through the night, yet again, on matters too grisly to exchange in casual conversation, he was left with a heap of bad thoughts locked deep in his mind, with no outlet or release to hand. His vain attempt to snatch moments in the chair had further compounded his distress, leaving him jaundiced and thoroughly overtired.

In the realms of active crime investigations, normal life and relationships very often fell by the wayside. He knew and had always known, though not paid attention to those moments; when in contrast, she had always listened, without commenting to his harrowing tales. Strictly in line with that reasoning, his offloading, a much-needed occurrence, was always accepted as if she, Carol, was there solely for that purpose.

He had never questioned her personal needs, or even her cotton wool abilities to absorb on a whim—some of which he openly admitted were disturbing recollections: the letter, the scene visited so recently and his acknowledgment of his own inability to comprehend. He was totally unaware of the course of events within his own family home, which, of course, was the subjective nature of his big lingering problem.

Sounds of movement above entered his subconscious as he neared the landing. The rustling of papers was more apparent on reaching the top step. It offered him a reassurance in knowing others were about, and that he was not completely on his own. It was followed by a cheery call resounding through the open doorway.

“Morning, Sir! How are we today?”

Jill, the general secretary for the office, whom he considered to be his personal assistant, was general factotum for all. Without waiting for a response, she poked her head around the door to check on him, and looking him in the eye, stood biding her time with a questioning glance. He responded after a fashion and as best he could, with a weak smile reflecting his jarred existence, lack of sleep and the world as he saw it.

Blackstone knew he had a considerate and fully functional member of staff, who would pick up the pieces if necessary. Or even cover for him if required. He lifted his head, his sallow complexion and furrowed brow in that brief moment said much to her, as she waited for him to take the opportunity to speak.

“Jill, I’m sorry…it was a very long haul yesterday, with—you’ve guessed it—little sleep. If it’s alright with you, I need to slip away. Can you cope for a bit? I need some air to breathe, space to think, and even get my head down for a while if it’s possible.”

The mainstay of the office stood quietly by. She was smartly dressed as usual—a bright top: red was that day’s colour; a dark charcoal skirt; and that personal touch: a yellow neckerchief framing her clear-cut face. She nodded, fully understanding the needs of the man
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