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        31st August

      

    

    
      It felt odd punching an unconscious woman. Wrong, almost. Almost. The tranquilliser wouldn’t be wearing off for some time yet, so he had plenty of time to revel in the rollercoaster of emotions.

      He steadied himself by leaning forward on the edge of the bathtub, the plastic wrap crunching and rustling as he did so. He had a sudden urge to spit in her face, but knew he had to control himself. Leaving his DNA on the body wouldn’t be a great start.

      It was getting almost unbearably hot inside the beekeeper’s suit but he couldn’t remove anything until it was all over. It just wasn’t worth the risk.

      He pulled the knife out of its leather sheath and turned it in his hand, the light glistening off the steel and bouncing around the room. He pulled it under his nostrils and sniffed. It smelt of nothing — perhaps faintly of leather — but it wasn’t the smell he was interested in. It was the sensation.

      He looked down at her body and noticed a red mark already appearing where he’d punched her. All he needed to do now was wait until a bruise had started to develop. He couldn’t kill her before then, as much as he desperately wanted to. He was fighting the urge with every fibre of his being. He didn’t know whether it was excitement, joy or extreme anxiety. Right now he knew only one thing: he had to stick to the plan.

      Going off track now could be disastrous. Every minuscule aspect of this had to be carried out to a T. For every stage, he’d even worked out a secondary and, in most cases, a tertiary option should unforeseen circumstances arise. Because unforeseen circumstances always arose.

      The only thing he could not be sure of were the exact timings, but that didn’t matter too much. The plan he was working from didn’t have exact timings. He knew that the red mark on her face would build slightly and some swelling would occur. With any luck, he’d have cracked her cheekbone or caused tissue damage which would be spotted anyway. He wasn’t waiting for a full-on purple shiner — that could take days. No, just a nice red welt would do. Enough for them to spot it.

      

      Cutting through her neck hadn’t felt at all like he had expected it to. It was like slicing a tough, stringy chicken breast. Even with his ultra-sharp knife he had to rock the knife and work with it to get the effect he wanted. Before long he was almost down to the vertebrae. He’d placed a plastic screen over her upper body and was now struggling to see through it, such was the amount of blood that’d hit it. This job needed to be clean, though, because they couldn’t catch him. Not just yet. Not until he was ready.

      He carefully peeled back the plastic glove over his left wrist to look at his watch. It was almost time.
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      DCI Jack Culverhouse stood ashen-faced at his front door, staring out at the figure in front of him. He wasn’t used to having late-night callers, and he certainly wasn’t expecting this one.

      ‘Hello Jack,’ she said as she tried to force a smile.

      For him, though, no words were forthcoming. The last time he’d seen Helen was eight and a half years ago, the day she’d walked out and taken their three-year-old daughter Emily with her. That day seemed as though it could have been a century ago, but at the same time, seeing her face before him again now, it felt like it was only yesterday.

      Her hair was shorter, cut neatly and shaped around the jawline, with fading highlights which had evidently been put in a few months ago. She’d still kept her slim figure, Jack noticed. At least that was something.

      ‘You probably weren’t expecting to see me,’ she said as she pushed a straight lock of hair behind her ear.

      ‘No. I can’t say I was.’

      ‘Can I come in?’ she asked, tilting her head slightly to one side.

      This wasn’t exactly a situation which had certain protocol or etiquette attached to it. Not that Jack Culverhouse was a man for protocol or etiquette. For eight and a half years he’d imagined this moment, thought about what he’d say if it ever happened. What could he possibly say? After eight and a half years, he still didn’t have an answer to that question.

      Part of him — an ever-decreasing part — was pleased to see her. She was, after all, his wife. The anger and resentment had also subsided over the years. For the first year or two, he would’ve slammed the door in her face, no questions asked. But now those feelings had waned and he found himself feeling absolutely no emotion for a woman he’d married and fathered a child with.

      His feelings for Emily had certainly not diminished, though. A father’s love never fades.

      All of this flashed through his mind in a split-second before he answered the only way he knew how.

      ‘I don’t see why not.’

      The first thought that crossed his mind as he closed the front door was how strange it was that Helen had had to ask to enter what was, essentially, her own house. He’d never got round to removing her name from the deeds. He’d need her permission to do that anyway, and he had no way of getting in contact with her. At least, that was his justification for not doing it.

      Managing the mortgage on his own hadn’t been a problem. He’d been doing that anyway, before she left, but afterwards he’d had the added bonus of not having to clear her credit card bill each month too.

      ‘I suppose you want to know why I’m here,’ she said as she sat down on the sofa and leant forward, her elbows on her knees.

      ‘No, I just thought we could have a cup of tea and play happy fucking families again.’

      Helen smiled. ‘Still got your acerbic wit, I see.’

      ‘Is that what it is?’ Culverhouse replied. ‘Personally, I call it realism.’

      ‘You can sit down, you know.’

      Culverhouse raised his eyebrows. ‘What, in my own house? How very kind of you.’

      Helen’s smile faded. ‘Sit down, Jack.’

      Culverhouse did as he was told.

      ‘I really don’t know where to start,’ she said, staring at her feet. ‘I’ve been planning this for so long, how to explain and get it to make sense for you. It doesn’t really make much sense to me, if I’m honest, but there we go. It’s not really something you can ever explain, is it? I mean, how do you find the right words to say—’

      ‘Where have you been?’ Culverhouse interrupted, more as a statement than a question.

      ‘Spain.’

      ‘Oh, lovely. At least you were sunning yourself and enjoying sangria and siestas, then.’

      ‘It’s not all that,’ she said, looking back at her feet.

      ‘And what about Emily?’ he asked, his voice lowered.

      ‘She’s fine.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘She’s not here,’ Helen answered.

      ‘Well I can bloody well see that,’ Culverhouse replied, standing and pacing towards the kitchen with his hands thrust in his pockets.

      ‘She didn’t want to come. And before you say it, yes, I did try and get her to. But she didn’t want to. You have to understand, Jack, she barely knows you.’

      ‘Of course she doesn’t! You took her away when she was three years old, Helen. What do you think that does to a kid?’

      Helen remained silent.

      ‘Where is she? Who’s she with?’ he asked.

      Helen sighed. ‘She’s with David.’

      ‘David? Who’s David?’

      ‘He’s my partner.’

      Culverhouse nodded slowly. ‘I see. And does she call him Daddy?’ It sounded ridiculous, but it was the first thing he could think to say.

      ‘No, of course she doesn’t,’ came the reply. In all his years of police training and experience, he could still never tell whether or not his wife was telling the truth. ‘What about you, Jack? Haven’t you moved on? It’s been eight and a half years.’

      Culverhouse let out a small snort before he spoke. ‘I know exactly how long it’s been, Helen. And no, I haven’t. I’m married. To you.’

      ‘Only legally,’ Helen replied in a small voice. ‘Never emotionally. Emotionally, you were always married to the job. I can see some things never change,’ she said, pointing to the Mildenheath CID lanyard hanging around his neck. ‘I mean, am I being interviewed or are we having a chat? It’s gone midnight, for Christ’s sake.’

      Culverhouse looked at the lanyard and took it off, throwing it on top of the lounge sideboard.

      ‘It meant nothing to you back then and it’ll probably mean nothing now, but it’s not a nine to five job, Helen. It’s a way of life. A way of life you bought into.’

      ‘Yes, yes, I know. But do you have any idea what it was like to have to try and bring up a child, pretty much on my own? Do you think I just wanted to use you for the free roof over my head and the occasional bonk when you’d got home at three in the morning? That’s not a marriage, Jack. We both deserved better than that.’

      ‘So why didn’t we ever talk about it?’ he replied. ‘Why just up and leave? What did that solve?’

      ‘I don’t know. I still don’t know. It just seemed like the right thing to do. I know that sounds crazy, but it’s true.’

      Culverhouse looked at his wife as she sat staring at the carpet and wondered if he’d ever really known her at all.
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      Even though it was gone midnight, DS Wendy Knight was still wide awake. She’d not really enjoyed a full night’s sleep in a long time. Being a Detective Sergeant attached to the local murder squad wasn’t exactly conducive to a peaceful slumber at the best of times, but recent times had been particularly unkind to Wendy.

      Her first serial killer case had not only led to her having to try and clear the name of her then lover, Robert, but also the stark realisation that the murderer had been closer to home than she’d realised.

      Get back on the horse, her father had always told her. Bill Knight had been a CID officer himself, and those words of his had echoed around Wendy’s mind in the days and weeks following the closure of her first serial killer case.

      Getting back on the horse had been relatively easy. It was falling off again that hurt. First came the discovery that she was pregnant with her dead partner’s baby before suffering a miscarriage after a foot chase with a petty criminal. And all whilst trying to solve a double murder case just weeks after the first.

      Sleep hadn’t been the first thing on Wendy’s mind for a long time. Neither had unpacking her belongings and making her new house a home. The house wasn’t strictly new any more — she’d been here a while — but the plethora of cardboard boxes scattered around had kept the illusion alive for longer than usual.

      She’d tried to justify her lack of diligence in unpacking on some vague notion that she might decorate a couple of the rooms before long. Deep down, she knew that would never happen and had now resolved to finally stop living out of cardboard boxes.

      The kitchen was now almost complete. At least now she’d be able to cook for herself rather than relying on ready meals and takeaways. She’d privately scolded herself for unpacking the microwave before anything else on the day she’d moved in.

      Tearing off the parcel tape from one box marked General nicknacks, she paused as she opened the cardboard flaps and saw, sitting at the top, a framed photograph of her and Michael in happier times. The photo had been taken a year or two after their father had died, but whilst their mother was still alive. As Wendy picked the photo up she felt strangely as though she were her mother, who’d taken the photo and stood seeing this exact same image at the moment it was taken. The mother who’d felt that exact same antithesis of motherly protection over him and shame at what he’d become.

      Michael’s drug addiction had spiralled since his first forays into experimenting with ecstasy in local nightclubs when he was eighteen. It was clear to both Wendy and her mother that Michael was missing a certain love for life which he was replacing with substances, inevitably resulting in his moving on to heroin and crack cocaine, both of which became dangerous addictions.

      He’d tried to kick the habit a number of times, and had succeeded for short periods of time, but Michael was the sort of addict who’d unfortunately always be an addict for one simple reason: he didn’t want to help himself. He’d seen himself as a hopeless cause and had been unable to break the self-fulfilling spiral of depression and substance abuse.

      What had turned him to do what he did, though, was still a mystery to Wendy. She knew from her experience as a police officer that doing what he’d done and being a drug addict were far from being connected, but part of her had always wondered whether it had caused some sort of chemical alteration in his brain.

      Those long nights when she’d been unable to sleep had often been taken up with her own analyses of what had happened, what had gone wrong. Had there been something lacking in Michael from an early age? Could she recall anything which might have been an early sign that he was going to go on to do what he did? There was nothing that sprung to mind, but then again what would? She knew there was no such thing as the Hollywood early warning sign; no general tendency for would-be evildoers to practice their murderous urges on frogs or mice.

      No matter how many nights she lay awake trying to think of one, she could think of no particular event which could have led Michael down that path, which led her to only one worrying conclusion: that it was something inbuilt. And that, alone, worried her. After all, he was her brother. They were genetically similar.

      Genetically speaking, Michael was half Bill Knight, the much-admired and much-missed legendary murder detective and half Sue Knight, the dearly missed town councillor and mother who’d done so much for her family and local community. Genetically speaking, he should have been the perfect human being. But something had gone very, very wrong.

      The lack of answers and closure had played on Wendy’s mind ever since, but it had had one satisfying resolution: that she was determined to ensure it was the legacies of her parents that lived on; not her brother’s.
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Eight and a half years
did a lot to a person. It had certainly done a lot to Jack
Culverhouse, and he could see it had done a lot to Helen. In many
ways she was still the same person he’d known so well, but he could
also see the effect life had had on her. In many ways, it had been
cruel.

‘Just tell me one thing,’ he said as he leant back
in the armchair and rubbed his brow with his thumb and forefinger,
having spent the last couple of hours enduring baseless small talk.
‘What did you say to Emily?’

‘When?’ Helen asked, looking up at him.

‘When you went away. And after. Since then.’

‘Nothing,’ she replied, not sounding altogether
convincing.

‘Don’t lie to me, Helen. It’s my job to know when
people are lying.’

Helen made a derisive snort and looked away. ‘And
there it goes again. The job.’

‘Don’t change the subject,’ he said, leaning
forward in the chair. ‘I don’t believe for a second that she
wouldn’t want to see me. I’m her dad.’

‘She doesn’t remember you, Jack. She was three
years old.’

Culverhouse jumped to his feet and walked over to
the window. ‘It doesn’t matter if she remembers me. That’s not the
point. Any kid would want to see their dad if they hadn’t seen him
for eight and a half years. Unless they’d been told some bullshit
about him and made to believe he was some kind of animal.’ He
looked at Helen as he said this and thought he detected an almost
imperceptible reaction in her eyes. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? You’ve
fed her some story to stop her wanting to come back. What is it?
What did you tell her?’ he asked, his voice having now risen almost
to the level of shouting.

‘I didn’t need to tell her anything, Jack. You
managed to do that all yourself. She might only have been three
years old but kids pick things up at that age. Look at you, stood
there trying to intimidate me. Is it any wonder she doesn’t want to
see you?’

‘That’s fucking bullshit, Helen and you know it,’
he replied, getting angrier as he spoke. ‘Yes, I’m shouting at you
and yes I’m fucking angry but you made me like this. Don’t ever try
to say I was like this back then, because I wasn’t. Yes, I was
dedicated to my job — and I still am — but I was happy. I was
positive. I was calm. I wasn’t an angry person back then and you
know it.’

Helen smirked. ‘What, so it’s my fault now is
it?’

‘I never asked you to leave, Helen. I didn’t even
know there was a problem until I came home that night and found
your letter.’

Helen stood and rose to meet his eye. ‘And if you
had known, would you have done anything about it? Would you have
changed?’

Culverhouse was silent for a moment longer than
Helen might have liked. ‘I would’ve tried.’

‘Tried? Oh yes, you always tried. But trying’s not
always good enough, Jack. You know, I thought I was mad coming back
here. I hoped we might be able to get along like adults and get to
the point where Emily would want to see you and we could have some
sort of normality. I can see that’s not going to happen. I don’t
know why I wasted my time.’ As she bent down to pick up her handbag
and leave, Culverhouse grabbed her arm as if to stop her going,
knocking the handbag out of her hand as the two of them watched the
small cardboard packet fall out and land on the carpet. He bent
down to pick it up.

‘Aripiprazole,’ he said, reading the packet. ‘What
is it?’

Helen grabbed the packet from him and stuffed it
back into her bag. ‘It’s nothing, don’t worry about it.’

He put an arm on her shoulder and guided her to
sit back down. ‘It’s obviously not nothing. Tell me, Helen. What’s
it for?’

Helen remained silent for a few moments before
letting out a huge sigh. ‘It’s for helping me cope.’

‘Cope? With what?’

‘With life. It helps stabilise my moods and stop
me doing daft, compulsive things and upsetting people.’

Culverhouse rubbed his brow. ‘What do you mean? Is
it like depression or a mental breakdown or something?’

‘No, not really,’ she replied, before realising
that he was still none the wiser. ‘It’s a crossover of Cluster B
personality disorders, they think mostly BPD and HPD but with
elements of ASPD.’

Culverhouse looked at his wife. ‘You know I don’t
have a fucking clue what you’re on about, right?’

‘I’m a nut job, Jack. I don’t think properly and I
hurt people.’

‘Christ. They give you drugs for that now? Maybe I
should get myself a prescription.’

‘It’s not a joke,’ she said, making eye contact
with him. ‘I had... an episode. An incident. I spoke to doctors and
they started me on some treatment programmes. This is why I wanted
to come and see you. To help make amends for the past and to deal
with my issues.’

Culverhouse just nodded, trying to understand but
failing.

‘Look, it’s best that I go now. We can catch up at
a better time. I’m here for a little while yet,’ she said,
scribbling a mobile phone number down on a scrap of paper in her
bag. ‘This is my UK mobile. Give me a call tomorrow and we’ll sort
something out properly.’

‘Right. So we’re just leaving it like that, are
we?’ Culverhouse said, pocketing the piece of paper.

‘I think it’s best we both get some sleep,’ came
the reply.

‘Sleep? Oh yeah, I’ll nod off nicely after all
this,’ Culverhouse said. ‘Put my mind right at rest, this has.’

‘What do you want to know?’ Helen asked, sitting
back down on the edge of the sofa.

‘Well, everything. But for now, this personality
thing. The disorder. What... What does it do?’

‘I’m not about to flip out and kill you if that’s
what you mean,’ she replied, smiling. ‘I don’t know if it’s
something that has always been there or if it’s developed. It
definitely started to get worse around the time I left. It was like
some sort of uncontrollable impulse. I had to go. I had to. It just
overrode everything else. I had no thought for what it would do to
you or Emily or to anyone else. Looking back now, it seems mad. But
hindsight’s biggest downfall is that it’s always too late, isn’t
it?’

‘I guess so,’ Culverhouse replied, finally feeling
as though he had her in a position where she felt comfortable to
talk. This was progress, he told himself. ‘What did you do, though?
What did you say? I mean, Emily was only young at the time but you
must’ve had to explain it to her at some point since.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You know, your friends wouldn’t speak to me
after. I remember one day I was in town and I saw that girl Janice
you used to work with. She’d just crossed the road with a double
buggy and as soon as she saw me she crossed straight back over
again. She looked right at me and it was like she’d seen a ghost.’
Culverhouse looked at his wife as if willing her to explain. ‘Why
would she do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Helen said. ‘She’d always been a
bit odd.’

‘Tell me the truth, Helen. We’re both being open
and honest now.’

‘I don’t know what you mean. I didn’t say a
word.’

Culverhouse could feel the blood pulsing in his
veins as he got angrier. ‘Helen, I’m a police officer. I know when
people are lying and holding things back. And I know damn well when
people have been told things that aren’t true. Like your friends.
And Emily. You spun them a web of lies about me and now you can’t
find your way out of it. Am I right or am I right?’ he barked, now
inches from her face.
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