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Deception


Who’s Calling?
Parker Bilal

She was sifting through the discount bins in the supermarket on her way home from the library, looking for something that was both affordable and edible, two qualities that seemed mutually exclusive, when she spotted the man smiling at her. Instinctively she looked away. Throwing something into her basket she headed for the check-out. She was halfway across the station concourse when he caught up with her.

‘Excuse me? Would you mind?’

She gave him her coldest look. Mid-forties, maybe older, greying hair, puffy face.

‘I have a proposition for you.’

Why was there never a policeman around when you needed one? A conductor, porter, whatever, someone in uniform? It was as if the whole world had been handed over to machines. Press this, pull that. No wonder people were losing their social skills.

‘I’m not that kind of girl.’

‘No, no.’

Smiling.

‘I didn’t mean… I just thought…’

He nodded at her carrier bag,

‘You could use some extra cash. A hundred pounds?’

‘You were looking for someone short of money?’

Either he was a devious maniac, or he was pretty sad.

‘What’s the catch?’

‘No catch. All you have to do is make a call.’

‘And?’

‘Nothing. You don’t even have to say anything except where you are.’

‘That’s it?’

‘It’s as simple as that.’

She sniffed. Her mother was always on at her about it. She sniffed when she was nervous.

‘What is it, like a practical joke?’

‘Something like that.’

His smile was forced.

‘Where’s the money?’

He produced a wallet and counted out five twenties. How much trouble could you get into for making a phone call?

‘No.’

She made to walk on.

‘Two hundred. He was pulling notes out of his wallet like a magician.’

‘Two fifty.’

It was a good chunk of next month’s rent.

‘All I have to do is dial a number, right?’

‘And say where you are.’

At a pay phone on the far side of the station he handed her a card with a number on it. She dialled. It startled her when someone answered.

‘Hello?’

A woman’s voice.

‘Hello?’

There was a long pause. She could hear the woman thinking.

‘Mallory? Is that you?’

Another long pause. Then a choked sob made her heart leap.

‘Please, darling. Say something. Anything. Just tell me where you are.’

This was her cue.

‘Paddington station.’

‘Oh, thank god! Stay there, I’m on my way.’

The line went dead. She stared at the phone, then her eyes met the man’s.

‘Who’s Mallory?’

‘That doesn’t concern you, he said, handing her the money.’

Later that evening she stared at the folded notes lying on the table, wondering about the consequences of what she had done. The woman had been crying. She sounded frightened. Was Mallory her daughter? Had the man picked her because she was roughly the same age? Did he enlist her help to make the woman think her daughter was ready to come home? Why? Obviously, because he couldn’t get near the woman any other way. She didn’t trust him. More than that. She was scared of him. And now she was going to walk right into his arms.

Stuffing the money into her pocket she ran out.

It was late now and the station had cleared. It wasn’t hard to spot the woman. The only other person in sight was a thin man, sitting staring at the cup in front of him as though it might speak if he waited long enough. She was in her fifties, wearing a mohair coat and fiddling with the rings on her fingers. Was it all some kind of sick joke? The kind of cruelty couples inflicted on one another after years of loveless marriage? There was no sign of the man.

She circled carefully, looking into every corner she could find. Finally, unable to restrain herself any longer she approached the table. The woman looked up.

‘Are you waiting for somebody?’

‘I might be.’

Her face grew serious.

‘I’m the one who called.’

‘You’ve seen her? You’ve seen Mallory? Is she all right?’

The woman was frantic.

‘I haven’t seen her.’

‘Then… I don’t understand.’

So she explained the whole story. The supermarket, the conversation with the man, the money, which she now held out like an offering.

‘Look, I’m really sorry if I caused you any pain.’

The woman grabbed her firmly by the shoulders.

‘This man, have you seen him again?’

‘No, I looked around, but he’s not here.’

‘Thank God!’

The woman looked into her eyes;

‘You have to leave, right now.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You’re in danger, don’t you see? This is how he caught my Mallory.’

‘What?’

She suddenly felt very afraid.

‘We both have to get out of here.’

‘Yes, but, what about Mallory?’

‘I have a car parked around the corner. Mallory will have to wait.’

She was swept along by the urgency of the whole thing. They headed outside. The air was dark and cold. She was wondering what she had got herself mixed up in. As they hurried along a row of parked cars a door slid open and she was shoved into the interior of a large van. A cloth was pressed over her nose and mouth until she lost consciousness.

When she opened her eyes it was cold and dark. Her hands were tied. They were driving, somewhere far away. No other cars around. A road in the middle of nowhere. Two people were talking. A man and a woman. Both voices sounded strange, different, but she recognised them.

‘How did you know she would come back?’

‘They always do. Conscience or something, never fails.’

The woman chuckled.

‘She’s pretty.’

‘I thought you’d like her, my love. We’re going to have some fun with this one.’

In the back she rolled onto her side and tried to sit up. She wanted to scream but the gag was tied too tightly.


Bad Reception
Alex Cooper

I’ve been summoned to Dr Grant’s office, which can only mean one thing. Well, even if I’m dismissed I still have my pride, and I’ll show him I know it. I sit facing him. He wears that stern but concerned look he uses. I think of the patients, cowering here on the receiving end of bad news. None of them gets the chance to turn the tables, they just feel devastated don’t they? I accept it’s not the same, losing your job compared to being told you’ve got cancer. But still, I do feel I should strike a blow for the little people.

It’s tough being a doctor’s receptionist. The pay is outrageous for such a responsible position. I could get more working as a shop assistant for far less aggravation. All that stress from ill people and their anxious relatives (plus the malingerers and hypochondriacs, but they’re another story). There are some perks. People look up to me, and when I can’t provide an appointment I give good advice for free. That was the first thing to cause trouble. If someone has a headache what’s wrong with telling them to take an aspirin and go to bed? Dr Grant didn’t like it, said it wasn’t my place. He should offer more appointments then.

Try and help, and you get criticised. For example, I assist people with their medication. Not long after I started, I noticed that some patients keep losing their tablets. They throw them out accidentally or leave them on the bus, apparently. Somehow it’s always sleepers or strong painkillers, never anything mild. It’s simple to get more issued, so I don’t charge much for this service. When the doctors are busy they sign repeat prescriptions without really checking. They never notice the odd duplicate slipping through. There was a close shave when I tried it three times with the same drug in one week (a particularly needy and high-paying customer) but I claimed the printer was faulty. Nothing happened, only Dr Grant was cross and ticked me off for being careless. Good advice!

Once, a lady died of cancer. It was tragic because we’d just dispensed a whole bagful of morphine which would now have to be destroyed. So I kept it. Nobody noticed. I passed it on to someone who could use it, so it paid well. After that I looked out for other little opportunities to help people. A cough-bottle here, some haemorrhoid cream there; the doctors just sign without looking. I pitch my price lower than the chemist: good value for my regulars. Even if they’re exempt charges they pay for the convenience of not seeing the doctor. There are old ladies on sleeping tablets who only order a handful each year. Such a waste, when they could have a prescription each month. I print these off to give to those who might benefit. What’s the NHS for? It would be wrong not to, and it turns a decent profit. With luck (and care) sometimes there’s morphine again. I knew I’d be in trouble if the doctors ever found out. They should pay better wages then none of it would be necessary.

Dr Grant sits opposite like a judge, a pile of incriminating prescriptions on the desk before him. He taps them, then picks some and reads them out slowly, one by one, trying to make me squirm.

‘It’s fraud, Marjorie,’ he decides, ‘and a police matter.’ He pauses for effect, all smug, with what he thinks is a wise look. It’s nothing a good laxative can’t shift. I supply it.

I snap open my handbag and retrieve Mr Dodsworth’s prescription. Dr Grant normally issues it himself before he visits, a fact I uncovered by chance while perusing the computer. I realised it was prize information, so printed one myself for just such an occasion as this. Why would a ninety-year-old widower with a dicky heart need all that Viagra? It seems Dr Grant delivers it in person each week on a joint visit with the district nurse. She’s a pretty little thing, I’m sure she cheers the old man up no end (Mr Dodsworth I mean, of course). Only when I rang to check, Dodsworth said he hadn’t seen either of them for months; hadn’t needed to. The old boy must be going senile.

I explain all this to Dr Grant while stroking the corner of the prescription as if it were a winning lottery ticket.

‘Could you sign it for him before I leave?’ I ask. I watch the mask slip as he fumbles for his pen.

‘How is Mrs Grant by the way?’ I lean over in sympathy. ‘Has she recovered from her operation? She looked much better when we chatted last week at the hairdressers.’

He turns a funny colour: red first, then pale, and looks like he’s going to be sick. I remark how refreshing it is to see a man so concerned for his wife’s welfare that he almost faints at the mention of her name. I apologise for letting the practice down. I know they have high standards of integrity to maintain. I realise I have to leave, but wonder whether Dr Grant can supply an appropriate reference, the job market being what it is. Six month’s pay as a cushion and I can go straight away. He comes over all nauseous again, but says yes. He’s so dazed I wish I’d negotiated a year.

I shut the door quietly as I slip out. He’ll be there for a while mulling things over. It gives me a chance to print off a few prescriptions at the reception desk, for old times’ sake. They’ll help tide me over. Once done, I arise for my final departure. I reach into my handbag for my keys and see Mr Dodsworth’s Viagra prescription is still there. I imagine it’s not needed now. I’ll take it with me. It would be a scandal if it went to waste.


Bad Judgement


A Good Judge of Character
Conor Fitzgerald

Neither the tattoo work emerging from the neck of Mirko’s T-shirt, nor the way the veins on his arms stood out like blue cords, made him someone a stranger in an empty motorway restaurant late at night would choose to stand next to.

But a man, bald apart from curls behind ears that, if red, would have made of him a perfect clown, was standing right there, eating a pastry. Behind the counter, the barman clicked a pair of food tongs and lifted up the top of the sandwich toaster. Mirko and the bald man both leaned forward to check on their food.

Claudio extracted a clear bottle from his pocket, squirted disinfectant gel onto his hands, massaging his wrists as he appraised the situation and evaluated the bald man, some of whose pastry flakes were floating down to join crumpled paper napkins and Mirko’s bag of equipment on the floor.

The bald man saw him standing there, gathered his car key from the counter and distanced himself from Mirko, as if to make room for Claudio.

‘Very slow that grill,’ ventured the bald man, glancing at the barman, who yawned wide all over the tongs. ‘Lousy food anyhow,’ continued the bald man, picking up some conversational courage. ‘Lousy food to end a lousy day.’

Mirko decided to take exception to this. ‘What do you mean you had a lousy day?’

‘How about my whole life?’ said the man, self-pity trumping his survival instinct.

‘What’s so fucking bad about your life that it can’t get worse?’ asked Mirko.

It was tiring handling Mirko. Fidelity without mental stability amounted to unreliability, which was just as bad as treachery. Claudio withdrew a pen from his pocket and tapped Mirko on the elbow to call him off and perhaps save the bald fool’s life.

Claudio glanced at his watch. Sergio should have phoned by now. That was the arrangement. It was perfectly linear and logical, but Sergio still complained that he was the one running the most risk.

Mirko’s sandwich arrived. He wolfed it down, spraying crumbs everywhere. Claudio was obliged to step out of the circle of contamination. Snug beneath his jacket, balanced in its Blackhawk holster, was his Sphinx CZ 75 tactical 9 mm pistol. He had pulled it out several times, often pointed it at terror-stricken faces, but had never fired it. Perhaps the maiden shot would go into Mirko. Or Sergio, if he didn’t phone soon.

Any further delay and he would have to abort the job. They had to dump the car before it could be reported stolen in the morning. That was why they were waiting here while Sergio drove on to the next town to position their legitimate car. It was an elegant arrangement. Logistics, it was called. Sergio had never heard the word.

‘I lost my job, too,’ said the bald man, waving his hand, which shone with sweat. Sugar grains were stuck to the hairs on the backs of his fingers and his fingernails were black.

‘That’s too fucking bad,’ said Claudio.

The barman balanced the second toasted sandwich on a saucer and set it before the bald man, who had now fallen silent. Savoury after sweet. Some people had no sense of the proper order of things.

‘You’d better wash your hands before you touch that,’ said Claudio.

The bald man lifted his left hand and looked at it. ‘You think?’

Claudio turned to Mirko. ‘Come on.’

Mirko picked up his heavy bag, and they made their way over to a table in the empty dining area that smelled reassuringly of bleach.

‘There’s something not right about him.’

‘Who?’ asked Mirko.

‘That bald fuck with the filthy hands.’

‘Talks too much,’ Mirko offered.

‘I observed his car key.’ He paused for effect. ‘A BMW.’

‘So?’

He might as well have been explaining quadratic equations to a Bull Terrier.

‘Expensive. He said he was unemployed.’

Claudio’s phone rang. It was Sergio at last. ETA five minutes. He put another drop of disinfectant on his hand, which had been resting on the table.

The bald man reappeared holding a bottle of water, a bar of chocolate and a bag of salted nuts. He walked past them to the cash register, but no one was there.

‘You need to pay at the bar,’ said Claudio.

The bald man turned, his face flushed, his chin trembling. ‘I tried to. But the guy has vanished.’ An idea occurred to him. ‘But I could leave some money with you.’ He came over and put a ten euro note, the colour of dried blood, on the table.

Time to go. Ignoring the bald man and his crumpled banknote, Claudio nodded to Mirko, who grabbed the grubby handles of his bag.

Claudio let Mirko leave first. As he pushed through the small exit turnstile and tasted the night air, a blinding beam from a spotlight hit him in the eyes. He heard the shout of ‘Police!’ and of Mirko dropping his heavy bag.

He spun around, and leapt over the turnstile. Black and yellow asterisks swam in the air before his eyes. Blue lights flashed outside.

Betrayed by Sergio? Absurd.

The bald man, eyes narrow and focused, was barring his way, a Beretta in his left hand. ‘Police. On the ground.’

With a balletic movement Claudio slipped his hand sideways towards the Sphinx with which he intended to correct the mounting absurdities around him, but an invisible bull charged into his chest, something cracked and he was looking at the ceiling, listening to a whistling sound.

Shadows crowded him, shouting and whispering. The bald man appeared out of the gloom, his white face huge now.

‘Can you imagine?’ The bald policeman was speaking, but not to him. ‘Three in the morning. Not a single vehicle in the forecourt, and these two jokers sitting inside, obviously waiting for someone. Yeah, he’s a goner… Sloppy planning.’

The voices began to fade.

‘Jesus,’ muttered someone. ‘What a mess your guy’s making of the floor.’


Easy Money
Mary Waters

‘Want to make some easy money?’

‘Always up for that, Alfie,’ I replied. It was Alfie Larrikin; local hard man, not the type you argue with.

‘Got a mobile phone?’ I showed it to him. ‘Camera on it?’

‘Haven’t they all these days?’

‘Don’t get clever with me son,’ he snarled, ‘just answer the question.’

‘Er . . . yeah, sorry Alfie. Yes, it has a camera. Do you want me to take some photos?’

‘No,’ he snapped, ‘I want you to paint a picture.’ For a moment I had to think, paint a picture? What on earth? He pushed his face closer to mine. ‘Of course I want you to take a photo, you idiot, why else would I ask about the camera?’ He looked around and moved a little close. Lowering his voice he said, ‘I want you to hide in a wardrobe and take photos of my wife having a . . . well, let’s say a meeting with a friend.’

‘In a wardrobe? What sort of meeting takes place in a bedroom?’ As soon as I spoke I realised. ‘Oh, I see,’ I said. ‘Your wife’s having an affair.’

‘Keep yer voice down,’ he growled. We both looked around the pub but no one seemed to hear me. ‘I’ll pay you two hundred and fifty smackeroos to take some photos, send them directly to me and then keep yer mouth shut about it afterwards.’

My mum always said I wasn’t the sharpest knife in the cutlery drawer, and she may have been right, but I knew this was a bigger job than that. Taking a deep breath I said, ‘No. It’ll be seven-fifty, up front.’ He frowned. ‘Why, you cheeky little . . .’ He closed his eyes, sighed and said, ‘Five hundred up front and that’s my last offer. And if you don’t do it I’ll make sure you don’t do anything else. Ever. Understood?’ I nodded. Alfie Larrikin could make all sorts of things happen, most of them bad.

He was going on a business trip and suggested that would be the best time. We exchanged mobile-phone details and he handed me the dosh. Looking back, I should have realised something was wrong. A big man like Alfie Larrikin giving in to me? A man like him agreeing to pay more money than he wanted to?

The window was open round the back as Alfie had promised. What a house, really smart. I had a good look round, took a sip of his malt whisky straight from the decanter and then found the bedroom. It was an enormous room, with thick carpets and a huge bed covered in pillows. The wardrobe was packed tight with clothes. They smelled beautiful, fresh and clean, with a light scent that whispered expensive to me. I snuggled in, rested back with the door slightly ajar as Alfie had suggested and waited.

It wasn’t long before I heard her unlock the front door and then a few seconds later the doorbell rang. There was a low rumble of voices as they came up the stairs and into the room. She was a beauty, there’s no doubt about that; looked as good as her clothes smelled. Couldn’t see his face, he had his back to me but I took a couple of photos of them anyway.

She was looking for something and as she opened a drawer he put his arms around her. She pushed him away, ‘What do you think you’re doing, get off.’ Snap – another photo, sent to Alfie’s phone.

Suddenly, she was begging him to stop, telling him he was too rough. A flash of steel and wham, he slit her throat.

It took a few seconds for the line of blood to appear and for a moment I could have sworn she caught my eye. She looked surprised and then fell silently to the floor. Photos forgotten, I pushed myself right to the back of the wardrobe, tried to make myself small and held my breath. Boom, boom, my heart thumped loud in my ears and I was scared he would hear it too. It was Charlie Marplot – Alfie’s number one man. He wrenched open the door, grabbed my shirt, and yanked me across the floor.

‘Don’t hurt me,’ I begged. ‘I won’t tell a soul.’

‘No, you won’t,’ he grunted as he kicked me in the side. I saw his arm arch above me, a lamp in his hand.

The next thing I knew I was waking up with a massive headache and three policemen standing over me. As I moved my hand towards my head I realised I was holding a knife. Not just any old knife either, oh no, it was that knife, the one that had cut her throat. She was lying next to me, her eyes closed, her face splattered with blood.

So here I am, in jail, sure to go down for murder. My phone has never been seen again and Alfie and Charlie both have alibis that they were the other end of the country that day. My fingerprints were all over the knife, all over the wardrobe and even on the whisky decanter. They reckon I was a peeping tom and things got out of hand when she caught me and managed to knock me over the head with the bedside lamp as I slit her throat.

Word in the prison is that Alfie found out she’d had an affair and got Charlie to kill her; all they needed was some mug to take the blame. That way, he got the insurance money. They say I don’t even want to know what happened to the bloke she’d had the affair with.

Had a visitor yesterday; a mate of Alfie’s came to tell me that Alfie was grateful; he reckoned it’s the best five hundred quid he’s ever spent.


Payback


A Shepherd’s Tale
Anne Zouroudi

Where the coast path forked between the rocks and the slender lilies, the shepherd halted his mule. Late sun spread bronze on the Aegean’s swell; the breeze off the sea was cold, lifting the hem of the blanket that wrapped the mule’s load.

According to the plan she’d devised, he should go left, to the promontory and its cliffs. Sheltering his lighter under his jacket, he lit a cigarette, and smoked it watching waves break on the rocks below. When the cigarette was burned down to its filter, he flicked away the butt and followed the right-hand path.

The track wound steeply upwards. Stones and dirt slipped beneath his boots. The mule was surer-footed, and the shepherd let it go ahead, encouraging it with kind words until the land levelled at the old chapel of Ayios Yiorgos, where he whistled it to stop. Bats flittered in the dusk. Scanning the hillside, he saw no-one; there was nothing to hear but the wind. He tethered the mule and wedged open the iron gate, and heaved the load from the mule’s back onto his own.

The chapel’s walls were dirty from the rains; on its east side was a tomb, its carvings almost lost to years of weathering.

The shepherd left his burden on the tomb-lid.

When he reached home, she was waiting for him in the doorway. She followed him as he went round to the stable.

‘Have you done it?’ she demanded. ‘Did you do what I said?’

‘Not exactly.’ He unbuckled the mule’s girth, and lifted off its saddle. ‘I thought better of it. I left him at Ayios Yiorgos. He’ll be found tomorrow morning when they light the chapel lamps, but that still leaves you time to get away.’

‘Stupid!’ With tight fists she beat her husband’s back. ‘So stupid!’

‘If you think I’m so stupid, Maria, why did you marry me?’

‘I hate you!’ she screamed. ‘I hate you!’

She ran inside and slammed the door; moments later, she came out, pulling on her church-going coat as she hurried towards the village.

He gave the mule fresh water and filled its hay-net. A foraging rat rustled the bedding straw. When the mule was settled, the shepherd went into the kitchen, where everything was perfectly clean and seemed as normal, though the stove was cold and she had made him nothing to eat. He lit a gas ring, and found what he needed from the cupboards.

An hour passed, then two. A police-car pulled up under the streetlight; she was in the back, and looked away.

A sergeant and a constable walked up to the open door. The shepherd sat at the kitchen table, smoking. The policemen wished him good evening.

‘Is my wife coming in?’ asked the shepherd. ‘I made her dinner.’

There was an omelette, cold on the plate, and an apple, peeled and sliced into rounds, drizzled with honey and sprinkled with cinnamon.

‘Maria’s told us everything,’ said the sergeant. Uninvited, he took a seat opposite the shepherd, whilst the constable stood spread-legged, blocking the door. ‘She says you killed Dmitris Gavalas out of jealousy. That you hit him with a shovel and broke his skull.’

The shepherd drew on his cigarette and blew smoke towards the policeman.

‘Is there any point in me telling you how it really was?’ he asked. ‘My word against a good-looking girl like her? Fact is, he was going to leave her, and she went mad. When I came home, he was on the floor. Just there.’ He pointed to a spot close to the constable’s feet, and the constable took a step back. The shepherd smiled. ‘Don’t worry, son. She’s cleaned up well.’

‘But you took away the corpse,’ said the sergeant.

‘I did. She wanted me to dump it over the cliffs, but I couldn’t do it. His family’s done no wrong, and should have his body. When she knew he’d be found, she ran to you, I suppose to get her version in first. And here I am, her old fool of a husband. How could I not be guilty?’

‘She says she was leaving you for him, and you couldn’t take it,’ said the sergeant. ‘And is it a woman’s nature to be so violent? Fetch your coat if you want it, and let’s go.’

***

Days later, she saw him on the TV news. He was manacled, wearing prison overalls. As she watched him being led into the courthouse, a trickle ran from her nose; she touched a knuckle to her nostril, and there was blood. Dabbing at the trickle in front of the mirror, she tasted blood in her mouth; it was seeping from the edges of her gums.

By evening, she was too weak to stand. Her mother called the doctor, who came in no great hurry; he had a mistress of his own, and didn’t want to leave her bed. When he arrived, Maria was pale and fainting on the couch. Nothing could be done.

In the morning, as the mourners gathered, the doctor called the sergeant to the house. They stood together in the kitchen. From the salone they heard weeping and laments.

The doctor kept his voice low.

‘I think it was poison,’ he said.

‘Suicide?’

The doctor shrugged.

‘It wasn’t recently ingested. Rat poison takes a long time to do its work, a week, or even two. If it’s true her husband killed Dmitris, maybe he thought he might as well hang for a sheep as for a lamb.’

‘But if he’d forced it down her throat, she’d have told me.’

‘No forcing needed,’ said the doctor. ‘The poison tastes sweet, and it’s easily dissolved. I’d put my money on him. Unfortunately for you, in one respect at least she was a good wife. I’ll bet she’s cleaned in here every day since he’s been gone.’ They glanced around the pristine kitchen. ‘And won’t he be laughing now, knowing that she’s cleaned away your proof?’


The Price of a Life
Calum Macleod

COCK-UP didn’t begin to describe it.

Like all special ops, it had looked so simple on paper. And like all special ops, once it had been green-lit it all turned to shit.

The intel was, as ever, solid, so we were told. Adnan Rahman was going to be in the compound with his top lieutenants and they were going to meet one of the warlords from Konar with his top lieutenants. Rahman wasn’t Taliban, or even an Afghan. He was al-Qaeda and Yemeni, a conduit for Arab money and volunteers coming into Afghanistan over the Pakistani border to keep the country bleeding. Stop him and that flow would dry up, maybe even for a month. Add in a couple of local insurgents for the price of a drone missile and it was a target that was darn near irresistible. Perhaps too irresistible. With hindsight I could see they were too quick, too greedy, to get their man, launching an operation with uncollaborated information.

Of course, that hindsight only came when I arrived at the village in person, ready to give my controllers the good news. What I reported back was very bad news indeed.

Rahman hadn’t been there. Just a local family who found themselves on the wrong end of a missile strike. The father had been out in the fields when it happened, but he wasn’t counting himself as lucky. By the time our recce unit arrived to scope out the damage, he’d found enough of his wife and daughters to bury and was howling by the grave in despair. A banshee cry that would stay in the memory and haunt the dreams.

When he saw the Westerner, there was no anger, no hatred. That might have been easier to deal with. Instead there were only questions.

Why had they done this? Were they not there to protect his daughters, all the daughters?

So in my cautious Pushtu, I told him why. It seemed like the only thing I could offer him. I explained why Rahman had to be found and why he had to die, but it was not enough to explain to this man why it was his family who were dead.

‘Is he worth so much to you that you would do this?’ he asked me.

I turned away. Not this price. It wasn’t one I would pay, but I knew there were those who would.

But he hadn’t finished with me. The father stepped in front of me and asked his question again.

‘What price would you pay to see him dead?’

And I realised he wasn’t asking just to make me feel guilt for the deaths of his children, his wife. He really wanted to know.

I stared back at him in silence for a few seconds to let him know I was also serious, then said: ‘A lot.’

He nodded. Then told me what he wanted.

This time there would be no mistake, no cock-ups.

We’d swept the ground with satellite cameras and to make sure, we’d infiltrated a special-forces recon team to get close enough to confirm to us that yes, Rahman was there.

I was 200 miles away, standing behind the drone operator. It was the same guy who’d dropped the drone on the village in Konar and we’d sold this operation to him as a way to make amends. He didn’t hesitate. He knew he’d killed civilians, but not how many. I guess nobody outside that village did.

This time it was cast-iron guaranteed. No civilian collateral damage. Just insurgents and Arab al-Qaeda – one big bang and they would all be gone. No more trouble, not from them anyway.

So I stood behind the operator and watched his $10 million video game, monochrome images from its on-board camera blurring on our screen as it sped over the desert, until the village compound moved from a distant dot to a white flash filling the screen and then darkness.

We waited for the recon team to radio back. Target engaged, no sign of survivors and no sign of additional casualties.

Job done.

Then the cheering started, the operator in front of me punching the air like he’d just made a home run, a guy with nothing on his conscience and nothing to worry about. He turned and saw me. I was the only one not smiling, but then I had one more job still to do.

He beamed at me.

‘You coming to celebrate?’ He leaned over and lowered his voice. ‘I know where I can get some beer.’

Such knowledge was valuable on a supposedly dry base. I nodded back and even tried to smile too.

‘Sure. You head on and show me the way.’

He made for the door and I put my hand in my pocket to slide the cap off the needle I’d been keeping there for just this moment. I’d never used it myself, but from what I’d heard it was effective, darn near undetectable unless you looked real hard, and painless. A lot more painless than having a drone full of explosives rip you limb from limb.

It was time to settle up. That Afghan father hadn’t wanted money or glory. The price of his information was the one thing we could give him that the Taliban couldn’t. The life of the man who killed his family.

As I followed him outside, I just hoped it was worth it. That all these deaths this afternoon might make a difference.

But I wasn’t sure I believed that.


Secrets and Lies


Asparagus
Thomas Mogford

July 1st

The spear bisects my palm. I run a finger across the purple arrowheads, which zigzag around the shaft, each pointing to the tip, the plump apogee of perfection. The colour, the weight… just perfect. Is that our supper, I hear behind? The summer sun has brought out the freckles on Flora’s cheeks; the sides of her new Hunters are felted with earth. I smile as I go to kiss her. Not in the first year, I say, dropping the spear onto the compost heap. You know not in the first year.

May 14th

Things looked dire at first. Our stall was in the worst position, in the corner of the pub garden, beside a plastic slide with a murky pool of water in its base. And everyone seemed to know each other. The man next to us, who just grunted in a Cotswold burr at my hello, had sold all his spears within the hour. Just as Flora began to look worried – pursing her lips into that dark red heart – he arrived. I’ll take all of them, he said. All? Best I’ve seen on sale. We could have kissed him. A drink in the pub was the least we could do.

His name was Gregory Towne and he was young and American and worked as a souschef in Oxford. Respect what you’ve done, he said. Leaving good jobs, leaving London: takes guts. We just woke up one morning and knew we had to uproot, Flora explained, telling the story with more passion than I’d seen in a while. After he’d gone, Flora gazed at me and said, It’s really going to work, isn’t it?

June 24th

Strange one today from Greg. Sitting post-sale with our drinks, he asked to pick up next week’s stock direct from our house. Season’s over, I told him. So where’s Chef going to get his asparagus? Greg, I said, the English season is six weeks’ long. Mid-May to end of June – sweetest, most intense spears in the world. Tell him, Flora – flying a kilo of asparagus from California uses a thousand times more energy than the home-grown equivalent. Chef won’t be happy, Gregory said.

June 30th

The last supper; Flora making fresh Hollandaise. As if anticipating the change in season, a powerful wind rattles the dormers upstairs. Must get someone in to take a look. Flora tells me she wants to enrol on a course in Oxford. Carry on her Classics from university. I tell her there’s work to be done, winter veg, farmers’ markets, it’s not just about asparagus, but she’s determined, and she looks so beautiful when upset that I hide my anger and say yes.

Let me tell you something about asparagus. A single spear will pass through a man’s digestive system within ten minutes of consumption. Scientists are baffled at how the kidney can get to work so fast. Let me tell you something else. 50% of us claim asparagus has no effect on our urine. One particular digestive enzyme: either got it or you haven’t. The old wives’ tale, of course, is that those who give off the smell are more intelligent than those who don’t. Flora claims to be odourless; me, one spear’s worth would fell a tomcat.

October 15th

I stare out of the kitchen window at the ferns blackening beneath the first frost. Time to get out the asparagus knife, use the narrow blade to pare the vegetation back, let the crowns build up energy for spring. Perhaps spring will be more productive for Flora. Humans follow cycles too.

Velocius quam asparagi coquantur, Flora trills as she comes in. Quicker than you can cook asparagus. Augustus Caesar was mad for the stuff, apparently. Used to have it rushed from the Tiber to the Alps, packing it in snow for year-round enjoyment. Well it can’t have tasted any good, I snap, and when Flora asks what’s wrong, I show her the repair bills. And still she wants to drive to Oxford in that fuel-consuming car.

April 2nd

First spears prodding through the loam. Surprisingly early.

May 28th

Astonishing crop, far too much to sell. Flora keen to freeze but I refuse. No sign of Greg.

June 30th

Flora mentions at the last supper that she’s enrolled for another year. She’ll be driving to Oxford twice a week now.

Still no Greg: has he jetted home to California?

September 9th

The spears continue to sprout: over-composting? Mention to Flora my plans to sell the car. Another night in the blustery spare room.

November 6th

Now I need to take this step-by-step. Flora comes home, then goes upstairs. When she re-emerges, she has something behind her back. A thin plastic tube. She shows me the tip: purply-blue. I embrace her and she rushes back up to call her mother.

Alone, I hold the tube in my palm. A sharp, unmistakable tang. I press it to my nostrils and sniff. Unmistakable.

November 7th

Let me tell you something else about asparagus. There’s a new theory doing the rounds. Scientists used to believe just 50% of us gave off the odour. Know what they’re saying now? That we all do. Every one of us. The only difference is that half of us can’t smell it. It’s steaming off their piss but they’re way too thick to realise.

November 8th

‘Yes, sir, we serve asparagus all year round’. I hang up and grab the asparagus knife. May have pared back the ferns too ruthlessly.

November 12th

A buyer at last for the car – I shall drive it to Oxford myself, make Flora take the bus. Back in the bathroom: her smell, still there.

November 13th

The spear bisects my palm, glinting in the winter sun. From inside the parked car, I watch the restaurant door open, and there she is, one hand in his, the other cradling her belly. Slipping the asparagus knife into my coat pocket, I get out of the car and fall in behind them.


Secrets and Lies
Jan Snook

I didn’t like anything about the house, from the view over other people’s ill-kempt gardens to the grubby tiling on the bathroom wall. I hated every inch of it, as I’d known I would, but I’d rung the estate agent anyway.

The day after my perfunctory viewing, I rang the agent and asked to see it again, taking a surveyor with me. I insisted on Mr Wenslop himself from the surveyors, Callders and Wenslop, whose new brass nameplate had recently sprouted in the High Street. I watched as he tapped on walls and made notes. ‘Quite a nasty crack up there near the ceiling,’ he said when we were in the kitchen. I could see he was watching me as well, as I struggled to spin out my second inspection of the place. ‘Why are you buying this house?’ he asked suddenly. ‘You don’t look very . . . well, enthusiastic about it.’ He fiddled with a damp-meter, pointing it at the skirting board.

‘Really?’ I said, striving to admire the dirty vinyl on the kitchen floor, which was lifting at the corners. I remembered that floor when it was shiny and new. I looked again at the far blank wall. No one since had added any cupboards.

Mr Wenslop was still looking at me, openly curious now. His deep-blue eyes were slightly clouded. Almost concerned. I had waited too long before answering. I took a deep breath and looked up at him. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’

‘You don’t know what I’m sorry for.’ I made myself smile. I’d had lots of practice.

‘I take it you’ve seen enough?’ Suddenly businesslike.

‘Yes. I’m sorry.’ I gave another rueful smile.

‘Again?’ He looked out of the window and glanced at his watch. I was clearly boring him. Pity. He was six or seven years older than me and had turned rather good-looking in middle age.

The following day I popped into the estate agency and made an offer. They concealed their surprise. ‘I’m buying it as an investment,’ I said vaguely. ‘I’ll rent it out. To students, maybe.’ They smiled and nodded and thought of the money.

When the sale was complete I asked a builder for a quote. He went into the kitchen, with more knocking on walls and sucking of teeth. There was a lot of head shaking, but that goes with the territory. We agreed on a price, he left and I went back to my flat as fast as I could, for a long hot cleansing shower.

I considered a bath, but even all these years later the sound of a bath running, and the steam, still makes me shudder. My foster-father’s whispers sounded different in the bathroom. And the running water masked any sounds I – or he – might have made. Bathroom days were better days. Sometimes it was the cellar. Their other two children – their own children – steered well clear of me. They were older, and stuck close to their mother. My foster-mother was a timid woman, with unexpectedly violent hennaed hair. I didn’t talk to her about any of it. This sounds trite, doesn’t it? Forty years later? And it’s not an uncommon story, I know. Don’t tell anyone, it’s our little secret. Everyone does it, only no one talks about it, okay? Looking back I think my foster-mother fostered me to take the heat off her own children. Or maybe she really didn’t know. Her son Richard (a surveyor now, as you’ve probably realised) would look at me warily, but said nothing. Having a younger sister had saved him. He was fourteen and I was eight. He hadn’t recognised the woman I was now. His sister, who was twelve, had a certain haunted look that I recognised. She was off the hook with me around. The whole thing became almost routine. Mum went to bingo. Richard played music very loud.

And then suddenly, when I was eleven, it was just Richard, his dad and me. Mrs Wenslop ran off, taking her daughter with her. That was my deliverance really. Social Services thought the set-up unsuitable for a young girl, and I was taken away. Before I left I noticed a smell. It was coming from the cellar.

‘I’d like you to come and look at a crack in the wall,’ I said into the phone. ‘You surveyed the house for me a few weeks ago, and I think it may be getting worse.’ We arranged a day later that week, and Richard duly turned up.

‘Coffee?’ I asked pleasantly, leading him into the kitchen. He stopped dead on the threshold. ‘Ah,’ I said, looking at his bloodless face. ‘You didn’t mention that there was a cellar in your report.’

‘It didn’t seem relevant.’ He visibly regrouped. ‘I see you’ve opened it up. I would have mentioned it, of course, if I’d thought . . . But you said you were buying to let . . .’

‘Why was it bricked up? Did the smell become unbearable?’ I watched his face as he recognised me. ‘She’s down there,’ I said calmly. ‘Large hole in her skull.’

‘No. No, she’s not. She left us.’ He hadn’t asked who I meant.

‘They’re both there.’

‘She ran off. It saved you. I saved you. I told her what was going on. I persuaded her to go. I knew they wouldn’t leave you living with just him and me. She’s gone. They both went. I told her to go. She argued until I made her believe me. I stood in this very kitchen and I persuaded her!’

‘You could have told her years earlier. That’s what she said. “You knew and you let it go on happening.” Those were her words. She was going to the police and you knew that.’

His voice came out as a croak. ‘How do you know?’

‘I was on the other side of the cellar door. With your father.’


Obsession


Sanctuary
James Runcie

In the early afternoon of Christmas Eve,1953, a gaunt man in his late thirties walked into Grantchester church, sat down on the floor in front of the altar and refused to leave. He had murdered his wife, he said. Now he was claiming sanctuary.

The vicar, Canon Sidney Chambers, was already behind on his Christmas duties and was unprepared for the fresh hell of such a revelation. He had yet to begin his sermon, there were visits to the sick, presents to buy (let alone wrap) and the church roof had begun to leak. He was also sure that the ancient law of sanctuary, in which those accused of murder could be given forty days protection from revenge and the law, had been abolished in the seventeenth century. But perhaps there were exceptions, he told himself; and he knew it was his Christian duty to speak to any stranger and offer compassion, particularly at this benevolent time of year.

The man’s name was Vasily Kreutzer. He had been born in Russia and come to England as a child before the war. He wore a raincoat that stretched to his ankles and his hair was wet with rain. He began his confession by telling Sidney that his wife was beautiful: too beautiful to live.

Sophia Kreutzer had been a talented musician who took lessons in London. Her teacher, Ivan Truchevsky, played first violin in a prominent orchestra. The previous week the weather had been so bad that the last train to Cambridge had been cancelled and she had stayed overnight at Truchevsky’s house. This was the night, Vasily Kreutzer was convinced, on which his wife had betrayed him.

Sidney asked if Sophia had confessed to anything before he had decided to kill her. Had she provided him with anything other than a perfectly innocent explanation for her actions?

‘She didn’t need to say anything. I could tell from the look on her face when she came home. It was guilty.’

‘She could have been sorry that she left you alone.’

‘She knows I worry.’

‘What about?’

‘Life without her. Now it is true. I have done what I feared the most.’ Kreutzer’s right hand shook. He reached into his coat for a cigarette. He had already struck the match when Sidney asked him to stop. ‘Do you mind not doing that? We are in church.’

Kreutzer flung the matches and then the cigarette away towards the altar. He clenched his fist and punched his forehead. ‘Stupid.’

Sidney waited before asking his next question. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

‘I was in the kitchen. There was a knife.’

‘What kind?’

‘For the bread.’

‘You did not plan what you were going to do?’

‘I stabbed her in the heart.’ Kreutzer punched himself again.

‘How many times?’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Again and again or just once?’

‘Once, I think.’

‘And did you remove the knife?’

‘Why do you ask? I don’t think so. It doesn’t matter. There was blood everywhere. I thought I was dreaming. There was no connection between my mind and body. I remember blood on the floor. It was dark like wine.’

‘When was this?’

‘A few hours ago.’

‘So your wife is still in the kitchen with a knife in her heart?’

Kreutzer looked as if he had only just remembered that time had not stopped at the moment of murder but was still continuing. ‘She must be.’

‘Do you have children?’

‘Four.’

‘Where are they?’

‘I can’t think of them.’

‘But I must. We need to summon an ambulance. And the police. You must give me your address.’

‘She is dead. The blood. It was a lake.’

‘Your address. I insist.’

Sidney left for the vicarge, telephoned Inspector Keating and asked him to send officers to Kreutzer’s home. He also suggested that they should talk to Ivan Truchevsky.

An hour later a policeman arrived at the church with a young woman. It was Kreutzer’s wife.

‘Did you know he was making all this up?’ She asked.

‘I couldn’t be sure. It was the amount of blood. Your husband said it was everywhere. But there is often little bleeding if there is only one blow and the knife is kept in the wound. He was also unusually distressed. It was strange to show such remorse so soon.’

‘It comes from his fear that I am going to leave him.’

‘And are you? Sidney asked.

Sophia Kreutzer hesitated. ‘Vasya is not the easiest person to live with but I know he cannot survive without me. What should I do?’

‘Let him see that you love him.’

‘And what if I find that hard? Will you talk to him?’

Sidney returned to the church. ‘She has come back to me?’ Kreutzer asked. ‘From the grave?’

‘She was never dead,’ Sidney replied. ‘You should not have such fantasies.’

‘I think they are real.’

‘You imagined the worst that could happen so that you could learn to bear anything less. But we all have fears. Sometimes that we kill. At other times that we are about to be killed. We have to learn to live with our anxieties. If we do not trust people then we drive them away; and if we suspect them of duplicity then it is we who betray them. Go home now. Love your children. Marriage is your sanctuary. Not here.’

The rain had eased and a faint light glowed from the last of the sun. A murder of crows started up into the night air. The choir began a round of carol singing outside the village pub: God rest you merry gentlemen.

Sidney watched as Sophia Kreutzer put her arm round her husband and led him away, past the bare trees and on to the dark meadows.

The telephone was already ringing when he walked through the door of the vicarage. It was Inspector Keating.

‘Bad news, I’m afraid. That violinist. Truchevsky.’

‘Don’t tell me…’

‘As you feared. Dead in his flat. Stabbed through the heart.’


Shadower
Sarah Evans

There were, he thought, all sorts of reasons he might be in Dorothy Perkins. Perhaps he was a fashion designer sussing out the competition, or a retailer comparing prices. He could be shopping on behalf of his disabled sister. Buying a present for his girlfriend.

The racks formed a tight maze and the fabrics passed soft as new foliage under his fingers as they ruffled their way along. He breathed in new cotton. He liked women’s clothing, so much more interesting than men’s.

He liked summer and its sales, which brought in a feminine mass – dressed in gossamer threads – to pack the aisles. He walked, fingertips strumming the clothes, eyes scanning.

His eyes found her, knowing instantly that she was the one. Her sleeveless top – aquamarine and flowing in a man-made shimmer – clung to her collarbone before billowing over her breasts. He drew close, close enough to be her shadow: her intent on the multicoloured T-shirts; him, his hand rifling through the shorts, then passing over that aquamarine. She moved instinctively in towards the rail, not bothering to register who was passing by.

He circled round. She’d moved on now to glittery tops and this time their shoulders brushed as he squeezed past. He kept his gaze ahead but he caught, edge of vision, the flick of her head towards him.

Back again, quicker now, homing in, building up, a closer brush of bodies, and getting a proper feel of that slippery stuff passing through his fingers. She moved sharply, giving a longer stare, at least he thought so, boring into his retreating back, still not sure, not 100 per cent. Still not having the measure of his game.

He smiled. Pull right away now! Give her a chance to settle.

He lost sight of her. Damn!

But no! There she was, still tempted by the flow of summer dresses.

Slowly now! Careful. Angle in close. And this time, his hand pressed – accidentally mind – firmly against her round, jeans-clad bottom. His fingers pinched.

‘Hey!’ He heard the sharp indignation and he turned, letting her eyes, just for a second, meet his.

Then he was off and away.

There might, he thought, be all sorts of reasons for him to be here, hanging out on this particular corner of this particular tree-lined road. His mobile was fixed to his ear and he carried on his conversation, interjecting exclamations – you don’t say! – along with body-bending laughter.

He looked at his watch. Time was getting close. Any minute now. He laughed. His mate here, you’d not believe what a goon he was.

He’d been here five – no six – times now. Watching. Waiting.

Then there she was, turning that corner. Regular as his digital watch. Always accurate to within ten minutes.

She was wearing her jacket open, and a flapping, silky scarf. His fingertips tingled with anticipation, knowing the textures just by looking. He stood back, shadowed by the sagging branches of a tree, keeping up his conversation, his eyes following her.

He waited for the quick glance in his direction, the slight puzzlement, like she was trying to figure it out: had she seen him before, or was it her imagination? He waited till she’d gone by, head held high, bag swinging, and then he shouted his farewells to that mate of his, put the mobile away and set off behind her, matching her steps, matching her rhythm, slowly catching up on her. He drew level and watched her quick head-flick towards him, the slightly haunted, hunted look. Her head hunkered down, her feet picked up their pace, but with her wearing those silly slips of shoes it was easy for him to match her quicker stride, keeping just alongside her, until finally she turned towards her door, her fingers clutching for her keys. He swerved towards her at the last – timing it just right – and he made to fall, tripping over that damned jagged paving, arms stretched out to feel the silk of her hair, the cotton of her jacket, the slippery stuff of her scarf, hand clutching the softness of her breast. Just saving himself from tripping mind! He heard the almost-scream, saw the look in her eyes.

Then he carried on by.

There were, he thought, all sorts of reasons to be in her flat. Could be he was the plumber, fixing a tap, or the gas man, here to service her boiler. Perhaps he was her brother and that was why he had a key, except today he’d forgotten it. And that was why he’d had to slip like a shadow round the back, lever open the window and slither his way inside, head first.

He liked the bedroom best. He liked opening the wardrobe and the sweet scent of fabrics which had clung to her body. He liked the chest of drawers and the dishevelled underwear with its lavender fragrance.

Perhaps he was her boyfriend, not her brother.

So far, he’d not done anything really. The first time, he’d just had a mosey around, touching but not disturbing, closing each door and drawer behind him. Second time, he’d left the wardrobe open. Next, he’d thought about rearranging her clothes according to colour, then thinking that lacked subtlety had swapped only a pink cashmere jumper with a blue handkerchief-hem skirt. Once, he took a pair of knickers – black, satin, shorts-style – from one drawer, then let them waft down amongst her pairs of folded-together socks in the drawer beneath. Last time it was a bra – underwired and decorated with hearts – which he’d strewn artistically over her pillow.

He pictured her fumbling for explanations. Deciding it was her imagination.

Day by day, he’d felt the excitement build as he tried to plan his finale, his climax, the moment when he’d get her to look at him and he’d thrill with the fear in her eyes.

He lay down on her bed, his palm ruffling the fabric which covered her body at night.

He lay and waited.
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