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Abstract
This dissertation consists of two parts: the creative element, consisting of two short stories, and a critical commentary. The stories 'The Butcher of Devil's Bridge' and 'Murder Margaret' feature in a crime trilogy called Deadly Sins written in the thriller genre. A third short story 'Jealous Guy', which completes the trio, is added as an appendix.
The stories are all set in the 1970's, selected as a pre-digital era of fuel crises and the three-day week. These elements provide two frames to focus the story. The traditionally male preserves of crime and newspapers provide fertile ground for challenging stereotypes. The 25- year old protagonist of all three is the only senior woman reporter on the Welsh National Mail. Newsgathering in traditional ways, she has to deal with the misogyny of her time as well as stress and depression. 
The individual stories use the mode of crime fiction to address social issues: questions are raised about immigration, prejudice and far-right politics in 'The Butcher of Devil's Bridge', 'Murder Margaret', on the theme of lust, is interested in the relations of gender to power and powerlessness. 

Index

1. The Butcher of Devil's Bridge
2. Murder Margaret
3. Critical Commentary
4. Bibliography
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The Butcher of Devil's Bridge

The woman, feminine and fragrant sat stooping just a few inches from an unspeakable stink. Her fingers, nails neatly trimmed and varnished, gripped the filthy seat of a pickup grey as dirt. This wasn't someone you'd expect to find hitching a lift in an A35 loaded with pigswill. The beaten-up Austin crunched, bounced and slipped through snow and ice covering a seaside track. A hankie drenched in eau de toilette wasn't enough to mask the stench of scraps and leftovers from the back yards of cafes and hotels. 

The passenger clung to her perch of stained, red plastic. She tried hard not to soil her blue, woollen coat and navy, knee-length skirt. In the rear mirror she watched as metal drums overflowed, their contents slopping onto virgin snow. Her head leaned to one side and the hankie hid her face beneath a tweed hat pulled down over both eyes. 

'Not far now, chick', said the driver. He looked as disgusting as his van.

They were going somewhere where the stench would be even worse, a place where the taste of death stuck in the back of your throat. 


--------------------------------------------------------


‘Nothing for you Mr Garlick. A funeral’s no good without the deceased.’

The old man climbed to the crest of the hill. He wasn't listening. 

‘Too narrow. Too narrow', he mumbled in words no-one could hear. 

There might be no body, but this coffin was still in the care of Lewis Garlick, a man who knew the meaning of respect. Lewis struggled on a steep bend. His lanky frame swerved to avoid people and dustbins. His polished casket, black as boot polish, skidded and bounced along on a wooden cart.

‘Where are you going, Mr Garlick? If there’s been a murder, they’ll want you back, don’t you worry.’

The undertaker's assistant said nothing. He never did. Not even to his best friend, Charles Goodman. Lewis shambled on in his fading suit. His elbows shone. His sleeves were frayed at the cuffs.

‘He's going back to the chapel of rest,’ said Charles, answering his own question for the benefit of passers-by.

Last night’s snow covered the cobbles outside the Red Lion as the little procession ambled past. Lewis’s cart sprang up and down on tyres under-inflated to get them over the stones. He and Charles were a familiar sight in the old town, not on the college campus of concrete and glass but in a maze of streets around the ruined, mediaeval castle. Charles kept up his one-way conversation in the hope someone, anyone, would have the time and patience to join in.

‘Mr Garlick is good for his age, isn’t he? Yes. Keeps himself busy, see. Yes he does.’

Lewis’s lips moved silently. Tears welled up in his eyes. He frowned, bearing the worries of this world and the next.



--------------------------------------------------



Police Constable Terry John pulled back a blue and white tape, opened a gate and waved the pickup into a yard behind a stone wall topped with barbed wire. PC John had seen this grimy pong-on-wheels before and decided the law should keep its distance. He paid little attention to the hunched figure in the passenger seat. She was pleased this was not the copper who’d turned her away when she walked to the same entrance less than an hour ago.

The woman got out with relief, gasping for clean, fresh air. She looked around, smiled to herself and took off her hat with a flourish. A bob of light, fair hair spilled out to reveal Ceri Price, at 25 the National Mail's only female, senior, staff reporter. 

'Made it!'

Ceri had beaten the gatekeeper. She was inside the cordon at Parc Y Dinas, smallholding, piggery, unlicensed slaughterhouse and scene of a major police investigation. 

‘What the hell do you think you're doing?’ said a voice from nowhere.

The journalist’s path was blocked by a tall figure who burst out of the farmhouse, all smart suit and indignation.


------------------------------------------------------



Charles trailed behind as Lewis trundled his coffin through the streets. The possible ages of the two friends were a favourite topic of conversation in pubs and cafes. It was hard to tell, though there was a consensus they ‘must be in their mid-seventies.’ Lewis was pale through lack of sunshine beneath the stubble on his chin. He looked sad, which suited his profession, except when someone tried to start a conversation. Then his face creased into a grin, revealing a handful of remaining teeth. Charles had the appearance of a man who hadn't seen a razor for a week. He was not quite as thin, with an avuncular chuckle. He always called Lewis ‘Mr Garlick,’ a curious, old fashioned courtesy that added to the humour that went with them from street to street. 

Charles was still talking and chortling to himself when Lewis stopped, rested his sombre burden on two legs of antique oak and burst into tears. Lewis nodded agreement to his friend’s suggestion that they should break their journey. 

‘There’s something troubling you. I know that,’ said Charles.


--------------------------------------------------




‘I could have you arrested. You’ve broken through a police cordon and you’re trespassing on private property!’ 
Ceri tried to walk past the big, overbearing man standing in front of her. She did her best to look around the yard, picking her way across cobbles and flagstones half-hidden by frost and snow. Her priority was to gather whatever information she could, get back to a phone and write up her story before the next power cut. The appearance of Detective Chief Superintendent Doug Fox, distinguished and no-nonsense, was enough to terrify many a criminal. He would usually be more than a match for one, curious journalist. 
‘Thanks for the lift,’ said Ceri to the driver of the pick-up, as if the Head of CID wasn't there. She pulled back from shaking his hand in the grimy plastic glove that used to be white. 
‘You can come in my van any time. Jack Spot's the name. Get a bit closer next time!' 
Jack was definitely leering at her this time. He was careful to move downwind before unloading the drums’ unspeakable content into a trough for sows and piglets grunting and squealing with hunger. 
‘Do you realise you’re contaminating evidence?’ said Doug. He made best use of his loud, baritone voice to try to intimidate someone young, annoying and, worst of all, female. It was as if the senior cop was barking at a junior colleague, which is how he'd dealt with all the women with whom he’d ever worked. 
‘Then what’s he doing here?’ said Ceri, choosing to square up to the senior detective. She gestured to a man in his forties grinning on the farmyard wall. Freelance cameraman Derek Davies was a familiar sight at breaking news stories, his hand-held, sixteen millimetre Bolex unmistakable with its three lenses attached to the front. Behind the whirr of spinning film, Derek chuckled at Ceri’s distress. 
‘Why is Derek allowed access to this farm, and nobody else?’ 
Now it was Ceri's turn to raise her voice. She didn't need an answer. She knew already that Doug and Derek worked hand in glove. Every Thursday they could be seen entering the Masonic Lodge together. 
‘Don’t get your pretty knickers in a twist,’ said Derek, down from the wall. He laughed while his  hands fumbled in the velvet blackness of a bag protecting unprocessed film. 
Ceri was not sure what she liked less, Derek’s nasal medley of Home Counties vowels or his trademark dickey bow tie. Derek always insisted a longer, more conventional neck tie got in the way when he was unloading film. Metal cans, each containing one hundred feet of Kodak mute and sealed with gaffer tape were too precious to be ruined by daylight. The darkness beneath their lids hid a day’s work profitable enough to keep a self-employed news stringer in fast cars and forty-a-day king-size Rothmans. 
‘I’m ringing my editor to suggest he calls the Chief Constable.’
 Ceri had decided attack was the best form of defence.
‘I expect the Chief will want to know why CID are favouring one media outlet over another. 
The National Union of Journalists and the Police Authority are going to hear about this too.’ 
Secretly, Ceri wondered whether she’d gone too far in trying to out-bluster a blusterer.
'Mr Fox! She's the one I told you was snooping around.' 
Jack Spot was sneering and pointing his filthy finger at Ceri. 

------------------------------------------------



It was snowing again when Lewis parked his hand cart and threw a grimy blanket over the empty coffin as a concession to discretion. He and Charles were in the yard of the Aberdovey Cafe, a time-capsule of a tea room, where Miss Esme Thomas stubbornly refused to accept the new decimal coins. Three old pence remained the price of a mug of tea. Another thrupence bought a currant bun. This was Lewis and Charles’s weekly treat. The men ducked their heads under a beam, passed the entrance to Esme's private quarters and entered a room cluttered with furniture, horse brasses and china spaniels.

‘Hello. Sut ych chi?' said Esme, smiling. 

The strongest, hottest beverages in Aberystwyth drew in customers from auction rooms in the square outside, mostly country people who appreciated a warm welcome, including a greeting in Welsh. Lewis and Charles sat at a big wooden table in their favourite corner. They warmed their hands over an open fire, which was lit whatever the season to keep dry a slate floor laid on clay without a damp course. Both men were in suits that had seen better days, Charles in dark grey, Lewis in black ‘with tie and fingernails to match,’ according to Charles. If anyone asked where they got their second-hand clothes, the funeral director’s assistant and his pal went through a well-rehearsed routine. They looked each other up and down and Charles said, 'Where do you think?' 

Two mugs of tea were served on a woollen table cloth thick enough to stand the test of time and brown enough to hide the stains of a lifetime. Lewis looked gloomier than usual. An oak Welsh dresser towered over them, the one Esme refused to sell to a dealer from London who thought he could make an easy profit. The cottage with its stone walls three-feet thick had been a place of refreshment since at least the 1700’s, when seadogs mixed with ship builders, harbour workers and sail makers. This may have been 1974, but when Esme wanted to brighten up a grey February morning she turned on an iron tap, waited for a smelly hiss of gas and struck a match. A lamp with upturned glass attached to a bracket on the whitewashed wall prevented customers from straining their eyes as they picked up Esme’s Radio Times, Reveille and Y Cymro scattered among cushions on wooden seating. The light gave way to shadows dancing in winter draughts that crept around a woollen drape at the far end of the room. Opposite the dresser, with its Portmeirion tea set, a small window let a narrow shaft of daylight into a room where conversation had coal and tobacco in its throat.

‘Nothing wrong with gas you know,’ said Esme, though it wasn't yet twelve o’clock. 

'At least I don't have to worry about power cuts. Nor the three day week.'  

The fifty-something spinster, pleasantly plump in her neat perm and spotless, white pinny, saw it as part of her job to start and keep conversation going among customers, who all sat together around the same table.

'Mr Heath can't touch us here,' said Charles. 'No electricity! And Mr Garlick don't need petrol coupons for his cart. Good luck to the miners!'

‘You don’t look yourself, Mr Garlick,’ said Esme. ‘Are you alright?’ 

She didn't expect a reply.

The day's regulars included Siân Evans, a gossipy, uniformed policewoman taking an unofficial break from her town centre beat.

‘The Sergeant won't find me here,’ she boasted to two young journalists from the Cambrian Coast Gazette, whose printing works was less than two streets away. 

‘No wonder there’s so much crime,’ teased Tony Jones, one of the reporters. 

The disparate group settled down to steaming mugs and well-buttered buns. Here was a ready-made audience for the tale Charles Goodman was about to tell in a cafe known for reminiscence, gossip and the ageless art of storytelling.

‘Come on Charles, let's have a story’, said Glynog Dafis, a lecturer in mediaeval literature, 'in the finest bardic tradition!'

Charles lit another Woodbine, coughing to clear his throat. Esme didn't know what he was about to say, but she started to giggle. There was something about Charles - she didn't know what - that caused Esme to bend double, holding her apron with both hands.

‘Mr Garlick's been up the farm,’ said Charles. 

‘Second time today. This time they let him in, but told him to take the coffin away. A murder without a body. Very strange, it is.’

Esme was no longer giggling, or even smiling.


----------------------------------------------------



Detective Chief Superintendent Fox said nothing for a long twenty seconds as he tried to out-stare the invader of his crime scene. Ceri Price maintained eye contact, determined not to be overawed or messed about.
'The last thing you want is media criticism of the way you're handling this investigation', said Ceri in a more conciliatory voice. Don't you want the Mail's support? Reporting restrictions aren't in place yet are they?'
Doug’s scowl melted into a smile.
‘All right. Now that you’re here you might as well come inside.’ 
He beckoned to Ceri to follow him into the farmhouse kitchen. 
‘Sit down. No-one’s been charged yet. So I can tell you what I know. And there is something you can do for me.’ 
Ceri knew Doug was about to ask for help to publicise an appeal for information. 

------------------------------------------------




‘Why did Mr Garlick go up there in the first place?’

 In the Aberdovey Cafe, Tony Jones of the Gazette was starting to get interested in Charles Goodman's story.

‘His boss sent him up,’ said Charles. ‘Mr Probert is always looking for new business. Very keen, he is. Likes to get in before the other undertakers.’

Charles took another sip of tea, milk and three sugars.

‘How did Mr Probert find out about this?’

‘He saw Mrs Nowak in the Market first thing this morning. She said the detectives were there.’ 

Tony nipped outside to use the phone in the square. 

‘Ceri, I’ve just heard something that could make a piece for you.’ 

The Mail was bigger than his paper. He knew they'd pay for a good tip off.  Back in the cafe, Esme put the black kettle back on the open fire in its cast iron grate.

‘Jakob was in Great Darkgate Street last night, bold as brass,’ said Charles. 

Jakob Pietrzak, a Polish Army officer turned farmer was one of Esme's customers, who called every week on his way home from the cattle mart. Esme didn't care for Jakob's gruff manner or the way his long, unkempt moustache dripped with tea slurped from a saucer. She preferred his business partner, Igor Janowski, with his cheerful smile and polite greeting of ‘Good Day, Miss Thomas!’ Igor liked to join in Esme's amusement at his broken English.

‘Mr Garlick pushed his cart to the farm, with the coffin on it.’

 Charles continued his story. 

‘He knew it wasn't far to walk, and the track's too rough to drive up in the hearse.’

‘What happened when he got there?’

 Jones of the Gazette couldn't hold back his curiosity.

'There was police everywhere,' said Charles. 

‘They asked Mr Garlick what he wanted, but of course he couldn't say. Lucky one of the coppers recognised him and explained to the boss. 

‘They said there was nothing there for him, but Mr Garlick stayed, hanging around until Mrs Nowak came out. She was very upset. Said one of the Polish gentlemen had murdered the other one'. 

Charles paused and sucked hard on his cigarette. He looked carefully around the big table, making eye contact with his audience, one by one. 

'Murder. Yes that's what she said. And there’s no sign of Igor. No body, nothing.’

‘Mrs Nowak writes letters for Jakob,’ said Charles. ‘He told her he’d bought Igor’s share of Parc y Dinas. All twenty acres. Yes he did. And she said no body, nothing'.

Everyone knew Mrs Nowak was another Polish exile, who'd fled the upheaval in Europe after the Second World War. 

‘Hold on Charles. How do you know all this?’ 

Tony Jones had remembered something. 

‘Mr Garlick didn't tell you, did he? He doesn't tell anybody anything.’

‘He tells me,’ said Charles.

‘Does he now!’ 

Tony put on his sarcastic face.

‘Yes he does. See these tickets?’ 

Charles brought out of his pocket a handful of grubby, unused cloakroom tickets. Some of the yellowing communications from his silent friend had been torn out of their book, messages scribbled in pencil on the back.

‘Anything Mr Garlick wants to say, he writes it down here.’

Lewis grinned for a moment before his face turned even sadder than before.

‘I heard something about this,’ WPC Siân Evans butted in. 

‘Don’t say I told you, for God’s sake, but they were talking about this down the station. Nobody tells me anything of course. I’m just one of the poor, bloody foot soldiers.’

‘What were they saying?’ said Esme, concerned for her friend.  

‘I heard two of the bosses talking in the canteen. They were saying Igor’s missing, and Jakob’s being interviewed.’

‘We all know what that means,’ said a voice from the corner of the room. 'A good hiding, to get him to cough.' 

Ceri Price of the National Mail had slipped into the cafe and taken the seat Tony Jones saved for her. 

‘Bloody Polaks!’ said Siân. ‘There's too many of them over here. Time they went back to their own country.’

'Come off it. Siân', said Ceri. ‘You pretend to be one of the gang but what you're doing is looking for information, to suck up to your mates in CID.’ 

'Watch your mouth!' said Siân. 'I don't need to suck up to anybody. But everybody in this town should be doing their bit. They should be helping us find out as much as possible about the movements of Jakob Pietrzak'. 

Quiet descended for once on the little group of customers in the smallest, oldest, cheapest and most talkative café in Mid-Wales. None of them really liked Jakob Pietrzak but they didn't know what to think. 

'Alright Siân!'

Ceri was the first to break the silence. 

'Jakob might be a Polish immigrant with a dodgy moustache and poor table manners. But is that enough to make him a killer?'

'Guilty or innocent,' said Siân, 'either way we'll need plenty of information to use in evidence.' 

Siân stared at Ceri.

'What I say to you Ceri Price is "watch your step!"'

'What do you mean by that?'

'Just watch it! That's all'.

‘What’s the matter Mr Garlick?’ said Charles.

Lewis, who could speak no evil, was sobbing quietly in his corner.


----------------------------------------------




Doug Fox sat opposite Ceri in the farmhouse. He had one arm on the kitchen table while the other stroked his short, brushed-back hair and even shorter moustache. Ceri could smell Doug’s overpowering aftershave, which she supposed must have been his way of coping with the stench from the piggery. Old Spice, a bit old-fashioned, suited Doug's view of himself as more mature than some of his younger detectives, who preferred to use the trendier Brut Splash-On . 
“I’ll give you some background information, on a non-attributable basis,’ said Mid-Wales's top  detective. ‘In other words, you can do what you like with it, as long you don’t quote me personally.’ 
Ceri got out her notebook. She’d carried out many an interview on these terms, both inside and outside the police. 
‘Jakob Pietrzak came to live here in 1946. He’d fought against the Germans as an officer with the Free Polish Army but wasn’t happy when the Russians took control of his country after the War. The Polish Resettlement Corps helped set him up as a pig farmer on this fifty-acre smallholding. Igor Janowski, another ex-soldier became his business partner. Anka Nowak is their part-time housekeeper. All three are from Rozaniec, a village set on fire by the Nazis in 1943. A local man, Jack Spot helps with general duties on the farm. Mrs Nowak lives in Aberystwyth, but calls most days. In fact she’s here now helping us sort through Igor’s belongings. As you’re here, I can’t stop you talking to her.’
‘That means you’d like me to speak to her,’ said Ceri, writing everything down in Pitman shorthand.  
She knew Doug would only be this helpful if it were to his own advantage. 
‘Three weeks ago Igor disappeared. Just vanished,’ said Doug. ‘Mrs Nowak says she was worried. She liked him. And although Jakob didn’t seem particularly concerned, she called at the town police station and they put him down as a missing person. After all he’d got nowhere to go so where could he be? She says she'd heard the two Polish men quarrelling in the front room of this farmhouse and that she'd thought no more about it at first, but after a few days she started to worry – after all Jakob could turn very nasty. No sign of Igor since then’.
‘Why have you started a murder investigation?' said Ceri. 'You must have something to go on, but you’ve told me there’s no sign of Igor so, obviously you don’t have a body.’
‘We’re treating this as murder because we’re taking extremely seriously what Mrs Nowak has told us. Usually, we’d need proof that the victim is deceased, including evidence from a post mortem, but what the housekeeper said has convinced us we’re dealing with a premeditated killing.’
'Fetch Mrs Nowak,' said Doug to one of his detective constables. 
Into the kitchen walked a woman aged about 50, heavily-built, with no make-up, cotton skirt below her knee covered partly by a white apron. She was wearing a black, woollen cardigan over a plain blouse, her wiry, brown hair tied at the back. Ceri’s impression was of a down-to-earth East European not afraid of hard work.
‘I don’t mind telling you what I know,’ said Anka in good but heavily-accented English. ‘I hope what I say will help find who has done harm to my good friend Igor.
‘I came here after my husband was killed in the war. I write letters for Jakob, whose English is not so good. He had a bad time in the war. He was injured by shrapnel, taken prisoner and tortured by the Gestapo. I tell people this when they talk about his temper. He is always shouting to himself, banging furniture on the floor. I think the war has left him that way. He is frightening when he's like that. 
'I was going into the front room to sweep the floor. I saw Jakob in there shaking Igor by his shoulders. He said, "Sell me your share skurwysyn", which means son of a whore. "I'm the one doing all the work. You do nothing". 
‘Igor was trying to calm him down. Then Jakob said, "I'm going to cut you up and feed you to the pigs. You're swine, just like them."
'That was the last time I saw Igor. Such a nice man.' 
Anka sniffled into her hankie. It was already wet.
'Did Jakob say anything to you?' asked Ceri.
‘Jakob told me later Igor sold him his share of the farm and went back to Poland. I don’t believe him because he asked me to write letters to him and sign them with Igor’s name. This was crazy. I wouldn't do it’.
‘Don’t quote me directly on this,’ Doug butted in. ‘But Jakob is claiming Mrs Nowak lent him money to buy Igor’s share'. 
'It's not true', said the housekeeper. 'I don't know why he said that'. 
'Igor didn’t tell any of his friends he was leaving', said Doug, ‘and he was popular in the town. He wouldn’t have just gone'.
'And I can confirm that he'd complained at the local nick about Jakob’s violence and been to see a solicitor about dissolving their partnership. We’re also aware that Igor left behind £450 in a savings account. If he had gone back home he would have needed that. And the Reds are in control of Poland. He knew they could have killed him.’
‘I didn’t lend Jakob any money,’ said Anka. ‘But he wanted me to send two empty letters to him by registered post to look as if I had. He is crazy. I tell you.’
‘Let me show you something,’ said Doug. He lead the way to a scullery or laundry room just outside the kitchen.
‘See those marks?’ 
Ceri noticed a cluster of dark, red stains on the wall and draining board.
‘We’re still waiting for confirmation from the forensic boys, but they’ve told us there could be 2,000 human bloodstains.’ 

------------------------------------------------




It was nearly dark when Ceri walked back down the lane from Parc y Dinas. The snow was deeper as she stumbled along in tracks left by the pick-up. Hot breath from her exertion vaporised in the clear quiet of a February evening. Cold air helped the reporter clear her head and digest information so strange it was difficult to take in. As she trudged on through an avenue of conifers, the silence was broken by someone moving up behind her. Jack Spot, in a black overcoat and dark scarf loped past. 
‘Mind what you write’, said Jack.
He pointed at Ceri and threw her an angry look. She was relieved to see him charging ahead into the distance, dark hair trailing over his collar. 
Two miles later, Ceri was back in the Aberdovey Cafe. She knew Derek Davies, in his Ford Capri Mk 11 was well on his way to Cardiff with two 100 feet cans of unprocessed film. Ceri was unconcerned. She realised BBC News would use only a short police statement appealing for information to cover thirty seconds of Derek’s silent pans around the empty farmyard. Only Ceri had the full story, all the background, the exclusive interviews. She smiled to herself. 
It was six o’clock. Ceri had promised her newsdesk she’d file copy by seven. The pressure was on. She was staring at a blank sheet of paper. Sometimes a story was so big you didn't know where to start. That's when she saw the whites of two pairs of eyes staring at her from the shadows in a corner of the tearoom. 
'Hello Miss Price', said Charles Goodman. 
'Mr Garlick has got something he wants to tell you'.

---------------------------------------------


‘You’ll find all you need to know in Ogof Morris. I can tell you that'.

Charles Goodman’s voice echoed in Ceri’s head as she drove inland from the Cardigan Bay coast. She would have to wait to write her story. She had to check out straight away the bombshell Charles dropped when he read out notes scribbled by his friend Lewis Garlick. The notes, on crumpled bits of paper led Ceri to an ancient monument, which she had been told would shed new light on the mystery at Parc Y Dinas. 

‘You can see the cave from the Punchbowl’.

Charles had sounded excited. 

‘Mr Garlick was taken there. That’s what's made him upset’.

It was late evening by the time Ceri reached Devil’s Bridge, a village wrapped in the sound of rushing water. She parked her MG Midget on the roadside, grateful that she kept a pair of jeans and walking shoes in the boot. Only the first fifty feet of the waterfall was visible by torch and moonlight, but Ceri knew this was a torrent which dropped a precipitous three hundred feet. The River Mynach crashed at speed through a gorge, which looked even narrower than usual in the near darkness. 

The air was cold and clear as Ceri pulled and slipped her way up a steep slope near the Punchbowl, an oddly shaped pothole carved in rock by the force of water. The journalist knew how dangerous this area could be. She remembered that the last time she was here the emergency services had rescued someone who had fallen off the footpath. No wonder local people said the lowest and oldest of three bridges spanning the chasm was built by Satan himself. Ice was forming on hand grips cut into the rock as she eased herself up to a ridge high above the Rheidol Valley. 

Ceri dropped a foot or so beyond the ledge at Ogof Morris, a cave scheduled by the Welsh Office as a Stone Age shelter. She recalled she had once covered a story about the problem of access to this site after another walker had fallen from the rock face. In the snow and dark it was even more dangerous. Her heart was in her mouth as she dragged herself round to face the cave entrance. Ceri was bewildered to have to pull back a heavy curtain in dark fabric. She stepped inside and was amazed to see a carpet laid loosely on the stone floor. She used her torch to peer around. She guessed the cave was ten feet deep. The light revealed candles pushed into crevices. She could see a small camping table. As she moved the torch, two or three canvas chairs came into view. 

And then she saw the walls. The shock made the hair creep on the back of her neck. Long, black drapes were decorated with swastikas, stylised eagles, burning torches and other cult emblems favoured by fascists. The natural rock was daubed with the slogan ‘Britain for the British’ and covered with prints of marching soldiers. So this was what neo-Nazis trappings looked like. Ceri recognised the paraphernalia of the far-right 'British Movement', an organisation infiltrated by one of her colleagues, who had written an exposé in the National Mail just a few days ago. A series of articles had debunked the 'Movement's' claim to be a legitimate political party. Ceri knew its members were active in North Wales. She was shaken to realise they were also operating in her 'patch'.

A steel chest in a corner of the cave excited the journalist's curiosity. Inside she found a stun gun, two knives sharpened on both sides, a sharpening stone, a scabbard and belt for holding knives, a meat saw, a Yaxell seven-inch Chinese cleaver, blow torch, bleeding hooks and a thermometer. A chain hoist, several buckets and a trough were on the floor. Charles had warned Ceri to expect equipment used in slaughtering and meat handling but the secrets of this cave made her want to throw up.

The sound of loose shingle made Ceri start. She held her breath. She crept out from the cave entrance. She tried hard not to make a sound. She looked down from the stone ledge. Her heart beat faster. She glimpsed a dark shape. It moved through the snow on the footpath from the valley bottom. The figure came closer. Ceri's hands started to shake. In the moonlight she could just make out the outline of a man. The lanky figure of Jack Spot was climbing up towards her.


---------------------------------------------------




'Miss Thomas, I need to talk privately with Lewis and Charles'.

The imposing figure of Detective Chief Superintendent Doug Fox had arrived at the Aberdovey Cafe, followed by Detective Sergeant Aled Corfield. Esme promptly closed the tearoom to other customers and disappeared into the kitchen. 

'Now, Charles', said Doug, 'I'm going to ask you some questions and DS Corfield will be making notes. Ceri Price has told me you have something important to say'.

'Y...yes, Mr Fox', said Charles, who started to tremble.

'There's no need to be afraid. You've done nothing wrong,' said Doug.

Charles struck a match and lit another Woodbine. 

'Well it's like this'...

Charles coughed deep from his chest. 

'When Mr Garlick went to Parc Y Dinas with the empty coffin Jack Spot came up to him there. Made him drive with him to Ogof Morris in the pickup and showed him'...

Charles dug into his coat pocket.

 'Showed him terrible things, Mr Fox. It's all written down here'.

Charles held up scraps of paper from a school exercise book.

Lewis Garlick nodded. Tears streamed down his face.  

'Have you got that, Aled?' said Doug. 

'Did Jack say anything to Mr Garlick'? said Aled.

'Yes, Jack told Mr Garlick what he'd done. Mr Garlick says Jack was treated nice by the Polish men, even Jakob, who got shell shock. But Jack is not a good man and he got greedy'. 

'What do you mean by "greedy"?' said Doug.

'He wanted to take over the farm. He wanted Jakob and his partner Igor out of the way’. 

‘Igor Janowski?’

‘Yes Sir. Wanted to get rid of them both'.

'How did he intend to do that?' 

'Jack told Mr Garlick that he'd killed Igor in the slaughterhouse and fed his body to the pigs. To the sows and piglets'... 

Charles paused, stared at the floor and looked up again.

'Yes, that's what he said. I didn’t know anybody could do such a thing. Jack told lies and made it look as if Jakob done the murder'.

'But how?' said Doug.

'Well you see Mr Fox, he stirred up trouble between the two Polish gentlemen. That’s what he did. Made Jakob think Igor was the one who wanted the farm. Jack made Jakob get nasty with Igor. But Jack was the one who killed Igor with the sharp knives they keep'. 

Charles was trembling again.

'Go on, Charles, you're doing well', said Doug.

'Jack told Jakob to pretend Igor had gone back to Poland. He told Jakob to get Mrs Novak to write letters to him to say Igor had gone, and to say Mrs Novak lent him money to buy Igor's share of the farm'. 

'Why did Jack do all that?'

He wanted to make it look as if Jakob was to blame'.

'One more question. Why did Jack tell Mr Garlick what he'd done?'

'Well it's like this Mr Fox. Some people laugh at Mr Garlick and think he's simple. That's why Jack Spot was pointing and making fun of him on the farm. He boasted about what he'd done because he thought Mr Garlick couldn't tell anybody’. 

Charles paused and looked Doug straight in the eye.

‘But he told me'.

Lewis Garlick smiled at his friend. 


-----------------------------------------------------




Ceri watched the familiar figure clambering up from the valley below. Definitely Jack Spot. A rush of water surged in an angry cacophony into the Punchbowl beneath him as he inched his way towards Ogof Morris helped by the moon and a flashlight. Ceri wanted to shout for help but there was no point because of the noise of the water. She became even more alarmed when Jack came closer and closer. In just a few minutes he was only three feet beneath her, one hand already on the ledge outside the cave entrance. 

‘I'm going to teach you a lesson!’ Jack shouted. 

He pointed up at Ceri, who shone her own torch over the ledge. She could see Jack wore a paramilitary-style beret and long, black coat over a brown shirt and tie. He was unshaven and sneering up at her. 

‘Why don’t you tell the truth about us?’ 

Ceri remembered the National Mail's scoop, which had won a National Press Award for exposing the so-called 'British Movement's' leaders as racist thugs. In anger, Ceri found her voice. 

‘There’s your truth and there’s everybody else’s’, she shouted back. Her hands had stopped shaking.

Jack had his second hand on the ledge and was about to pull himself up. He grabbed Ceri’s right ankle.

‘Got you, you bitch!’

A few seconds later, Jack had slipped out of sight. He screamed as he dropped hundreds of feet into mist and spray rising from the bed of the river. Behind him came four severed fingers flicked off the stone ledge. 

Ceri went back into the cave. 

She put the cleaver back in its box. 


________________________________________________


Murder Margaret

The woman was as dirty-white as the moonlit kitchen garden. Her face was thin and sad. Her eyes had a stare strong enough to pierce misty glass in the bedroom window. The man looked up, woken from sleep by the sound of scraping but unable to move on a pillow sweet with sweat. The visitor was expected, though he'd prayed she wouldn't come. Mud from the vegetable plot had caked on her body, darkening tears that dampened long hair, black and disheveled, running down both cheeks. He was shivering, as if he could feel the musty chill of winter around Margaret's filthy, cotton nightdress. 

‘I loved you, Frank', she mouthed slowly through the pane like she had every night for a week. 

‘I'm cold. Let me in!’

The bedroom clock, ticking too loudly, showed half-past-three when Frank Wickison sat up, Margaret's voice still bouncing around in his brain. His collar was wet. Warmth had left his toes and fingers. He sobbed. He rubbed grit from tired eyes. His hands were holding an aching neck.

‘Dear God, How did it come to this? 'I've been so b...bloody s...stupid.' 

His stammer, like his life, was running out of control. No-one was listening. Nobody cared.

There was no need to turn on the light. It had been on all night, every night for a week with a brightness adding to Frank’s non-stop headache. Too afraid to close his eyes, he dreaded the dark hour before dawn. That was when Margaret crawled and clawed her way from the garden's muddy dew to confront the husband who once loved her back, demanding her snug place in the bed that used to be theirs. That place of cosy comfort was reserved for another, someone Margaret hated the moment she first saw her blonde bob, sunglasses and bright, red lipstick, although that woman was not there either. 

Frank tried to convince himself he’d been dreaming in those bitter-sweet moments before sleep gave way to consciousness. It didn’t help.

‘What have I done?... You bloody fool.’ He mumbled to himself in the twang of the Thames Estuary, a whirlpool of ‘what ifs’ spinning in his head. 

'If you're naughty, you'll be punished,' said a more audible voice. This time it was Frank’s mother, echoing somewhere in the depths of his unconscious. Sleep had returned with stealth, numbing pain with images of childhood.

‘Come here, boy!’ Now it was Dai Bald, Frank’s old headmaster shouting in his face, with putrid breath. ‘Hold out your hands, both of them. That’s right.’ The head’s face broke into a grin of green teeth. ‘Now come and sit on my knee. Don’t be frightened.’

By half-past-six Frank was sitting on the edge of the bed.

'What the …. !'

He found a handful of dried clay sticking to the bed sheet near the pillow where Margaret used to lay her head. 

Frank gained a wobbly balance before getting up. He put on a suede jacket stained by every meal he'd eaten for a month and pulled up green, corduroy trousers wearing thin at both knees. In the bathroom he poured water into a sink, arms shaking as he washed his hands twice, then a third time. Nothing could rinse away what only he could see. He added bleach but that turned his hands even more red and raw.  Downstairs he flicked on every light before slumping into an armchair that was fast becoming as shabby as himself. He smoked his first cigarette of the day. These days nobody cared whether he smoked indoors or out, before meals or in the log shed. 

In his solitude, Frank was doing what he'd done before dawn for seven days - sitting still, hunched over the remains of last night’s fire nearly dead in the grate. Around him was a room that Margaret used to keep spick and span, cluttered with memories of a marriage that lasted 35 years - fading pictures of Frank and Margaret on the beach, Frank and Margaret at a wedding, Frank and Margaret everywhere, younger, smiling.

A glow in the back of the grate beguiled Frank into staring at ashes of anthracite. He drifted back to sleep until, in the world of dreams, a china cat fell in slow motion off his mother’s mantelpiece. The ornament shattered. Frank woke up with a jump. The old fears returned as a dark shape flew across the room. Frank was too scared to look, trembling from forehead to feet.

‘I've had enough! Leave me alone.’

He had become used to expecting the worst, not the ordinary, like his own cat, black and restless, knocking over a plate that clattered on the slate floor. Thoughts about the events of recent weeks raced through Frank’s head, disjointed, not making sense. 


				-----------------------------------------


A petal shaped knocker rat-tat-tat-tatted on the front door of Rose Cottage, which postmen knew as Cartref before it was bought by a couple from Watford. 

‘Hello! I’m Ceri Price from The National Mail.’  

Ceri had walked up a gravel path to a stone-built house with two floors high in the Ystwyth Valley. She noticed it was small but with perhaps two acres of garden. The grounds looked well tended, even on a cold, wet afternoon in the dying days of 1978. The vegetable patch was packed with broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, leeks and other winter favourites. The flower garden remained a fragrant splash of colour, with Christmas roses in pink, orange and red. 

‘Come in,’ said Frank, before the reporter had time to say what she wanted.

‘My wife…she j...just went. Do you want to see a ph...photo?’

Ceri entered a home of gentility going shabby. She thought the hall and lounge, with their plain, royal blue carpets could do with a good vacuuming, dust and polish, though everything looked neat and in its place. The journalist appeared every inch the professional she was, light raincoat over smart jacket, grey, knee-length skirt. At 25 Ceri was her paper's only female, senior reporter. Frank, red-eyed, in a three-day beard and scruffy cardigan, held up a black-and-white picture of Margaret on Bournemouth Promenade, with long, dark, combed-back hair and tight-lipped smile.

'Would you like a cigarette?'

'No thank you'.

When they shook hands, Frank smiled and touched her arm in a friendly way, but Ceri pulled back. There was something about the way he looked her up and down.  

‘Before you get started, anybody want a cup of tea?’ 

A well dressed man in his forties peeped around an inside doorway.

‘We could work on this together. Dan Crozier from the Daily Express.’ 

Ceri laughed with relief at Dan’s sudden appearance. 

'Alright, I don't mind'. 

The London reporter might have been a rival to the girl from a Cardiff daily but Ceri was grateful for Dan's company as she began her interview, taking notes in Pitman shorthand. 

‘I don't know where Margaret’s gone. I think someone's t...taken and k...killed her,’ said Frank.

'Why do you say that? Who do you think was responsible?’ 

Ceri glanced at Dan. She began to think this could be a bigger story than she realised. 

‘There were three blokes round here the other day.  Dealers of some kind. Looking for antiques. Offered to tar the drive as well. I didn't trust them.’

‘What did they look like?’

‘Big, scruffy. Dark skinned. Gypsies, I think.’

‘Have you told this to the police?’

Frank nodded. He gave Ceri an irritated look.

‘Said they'd look into it. Put out a press release. I suppose that's why you're here?

‘You can put down that I’m worried sick. There was no reason for her to leave by herself. And, before you ask, no, we hadn’t been quarrelling or anything like that'. 

‘What's that chap from the Daily Express doing here?’ asked Ceri as Dan went back to the kitchen. 

‘Oh, he’s alright. Been here for ages, though. Makes himself at home.’

Frank drew on another Senior Service. He allowed himself a weak smile. His face was washed out. 

‘I haven't slept for days.’ 

His drooping, brown eyes opened wide but didn't look straight at Ceri. Instead he shot short glances He nodded in her direction but failed to look her in the eye.

‘Why is a London paper interested in one missing person?’ 

Ceri had followed Dan into the kitchen. She needed to know, but without trying to appear too interested.

‘He may have done her in,’ said Dan in a whisper. 

‘We think the cops may be about to pick him up.’

Ceri wondered whether Dan had a tip from CID. The Express had always been close to the police, especially the Met in London. Perhaps that was why the man from Fleet Street was hanging around, busying himself with the teapot, in no hurry to leave? Or had Dan been planted to keep an eye on Frank, repaying preferential treatment by keeping detectives supplied with whatever information he could gather?

‘Watch this space…’ said Dan.

It was starting to get dark when Ceri left the cottage to drive to a roadside call box, where she didn't pay much attention to a solitary motorcycle propped against a gate or a man in a dark jacket lounging against a wall.  She got on the phone as quickly as possible to let her news editor know what she was doing. Russell Giddings would want to have something worthwhile to say at the Mail’s afternoon editorial conference. It was a quiet time for news, when parliament, courts, councils and all good people were taking an early Christmas break. Ceri briefed Russell on what she knew. 

‘This sounds promising,’ said her boss. ‘Better stick with it.’

Ceri got back into her pride and joy, an MG Midget, which she’d parked outside the kiosk. She was about to drive off when she heard a sharp crack behind her. She got out to find someone had thrown a rock at the sports car's rear wing. There was a dent the size of an orange in what was a few moments ago a shining body panel in British racing green. The motorbike, a BSA Rocket, was being ridden away at high speed. The man in the dark jacket was gone.


				------------------------------------


‘What a shame. Fancy the council letting go a man of your experience. You can do my parks and gardens any time!’  

Judy Lewis was doing what she did best - fluttering her eyelashes and pulling pints. She looked younger than her 41 years because she'd managed to keep herself slim and pretty. Generous makeup and a neat, blonde bob made the most of a bloom just beginning to wither.

Minutes earlier Frank had been at home arguing with the wife he hardly ever took anywhere. In her younger days Margaret had been sociable, good company, even flirty. That was before a series of miscarriages left her introverted and uncomfortable in company. The lack of children added to her loneliness and sense of isolation in the Mid-Wales countryside. And Frank? Well, he wasn't much help. 

'I don't know what the attraction is in darts', said Margaret. 'You know I don't want to go there. All that drinking and hanging about. Can't we go to Berkhamsted instead? All our friends are there'.

'I told you weeks ago about this trip with the team', said Frank, a man used to commanding the respect due to a head of department in the London Borough of Camden. Someone of his status shouldn't have to put up with constant grumbling. 

'No, I don't want to visit your parents in bloody Berkhamsted. All they can talk about is investments and cruises. There's little enough left of my redundancy pay already. And what friends? It's just your bridge circle, that's all'. 

Margaret started to cry.

And don't give me those tears. I've had enough of your little outbursts, and your whining too'.

Frank walked out, banging the door behind him. 

Judy Lewis, chatty and good humoured, told the punters what they wanted to hear. She enjoyed the compliments of men who found her attractive, never mind they were mostly middle-aged, bald and big-bellied, their flattery fuelled by ale and lager. Her confidence came from years of experience, not just here in the Victoria Hotel but in many another seaside bar, pub and club. Judy was well known in Aberystwyth for hooking better-off, older men. It was in this pub that she'd picked up her first husband. Allen was in his eighties when he begged Judy to marry him. Trouble was, he forgot to change his will and left everything to his nephew Paul. Bloody Paul! 

Frank couldn't get out of his head an image of this goddess of the lounge bar smiling beneath photos of darts champions hanging from wood panelling. He couldn't stop staring at Judy, her long, pale fingers, tipped with bright, red nail varnish as they pulled beer through a creaking hand pump into the brassy depths of a glass meant for his lips only. Three pints of Buckley's Bitter were enough to exaggerate Judy’s waning good looks. A fourth turned the barmaid into an object of intense desire.  

The air itself was intoxicating, with its mixture of hops, cigarette tobacco, polish and Estée Lauder Eau de Parfum. Judy knew how to bend over silver-plated trophies as she collected glasses in a way that revealed just enough cleavage to entrance men of a certain age. Frank knew he couldn't be the first customer she’d listened to with exaggerated sympathy as he poured out his thoughts and worries, but he didn't care. Judy knew Frank was married, but, what the heck, there’s no harm in talking to a customer and accepting the occasional drink, is there?

The darts team had organised a summer coach trip to a concert in Cardiff. As Frank climbed on board he spotted Judy sitting near the back of the bus. In her short, blue skirt and low-necked blouse she appeared to be looking out of the window at nothing in particular. Frank felt a nervous excitement he hadn't known for years. 

‘Anyone sitting here?’

‘Oh, hello Frank. No, help yourself.’

A shy smile betrayed the fact that Judy had been following Frank’s reflection walking towards her in the window of the coach.

‘I didn’t know you were a fan of Tom Jones.’

‘He’s alright,’ said Frank, grinning.

Judy was grinning too. Her divorce from her second husband Godfrey three years earlier had left her almost penniless. 

Frank and Judy laughed nervously as they made polite conversation in the company of darts players and other ‘Vic’ regulars heading for Cardiff's Capitol Theatre. Judy worried her outfit looked dated and whether anyone thought her perfume was from the Avon lady. Frank was concerned the fragrance of Brut might not be be strong enough to mask the sweat of armpits overheating under his heavy, tweed jacket.

They stopped at the Golden Lion in Carmarthen on the way back, where Frank and Judy stood face to face in a bar packed with people. In the crush Frank felt the warmth of Judy's body pushing against his. Back on the bus they sat closer than before, legs touching at first imperceptibly, then pressing together with a new urgency. Frank found himself transfixed by three glorious inches of thigh below the hemline of Judy's skirt. The electric tingle when two hands met was followed by the warm intoxication of first embrace. 

‘I don't normally do this,’ said Frank with his eyes shut.

‘Neither do I,’ said Judy, her blue eyes wide open.  

Frank felt the light but unmistakable touch of a woman's fingers in his groin. A kiss with a silent hunger lingered all the way home. 

				------------------------------------------

‘Come in. They’ve got the bastards!’ Frank’s mood had lifted in the time it took Ceri to make her call and return to the cottage. 

A policeman had passed her at the gate. ‘Don't say I told you,’ he said, ‘but it would be worth your while calling the station’. 

These were days long before force press offices started to tweet information in real time and drugs squads broke down doors on reality TV. 

‘Would you like to use my phone?’ said Frank. 

Ceri felt a cold, moist hand leading her by the wrist to a handset in the hall. A call to divisional headquarters at Aberystwyth confirmed three men were being questioned about the disappearance of Margaret Wickison. 

‘I shouldn’t be telling you this, Ceri, but the three we’ve got in are all rough diamonds from the North of England'.

Ceri recognised the deep, world-weary voice of Billy Rees, a desk sergeant she'd got to know through daily calls and visits to the police station. 

‘And a cricket bat has been found with blood on it.’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ said Ceri. ‘I won’t say who told me,’ though the reality was that Billy had the blessing of CID to give information unofficially to a list of 'approved' journalists. 

The man from the Daily Express was already perched on a stool he'd made his own at the bar of the Black Lion in the market town of Lampeter six miles away. Dan Crozier dipped into the pocketful of cash he called 'exes' to buy a pint of Hancock's Bitter with a whisky chaser, pulled out a notebook and took pleasure in re-reading his own description of the cricket bat as ‘soaked in blood’. There were quotes from a tearful Frank, playing the classic role of distraught husband. 

‘Dan phoned his story from here,’ said Frank. Said he’s coming back, though I don’t know why he wants to do that.’

‘Crozier’s got this story all wrapped up,’ said Ceri. 'Everything’s happened before his deadline and the police have held back from charging the two men'.

'I don't understand', said Frank, his nervous smile starting to slip.

That means no reporting restrictions before the Express goes to press.’

‘I see,’ said Frank, who didn't see at all. 


				---------------------------------------


Summer flowers were spectacular in July. It was also a month of sunshine for Frank and Judy. The Eighteenth Century ‘Hanging Gardens’ were where they went to escape everyday living. Above the highest, formal terrace the Georgian mansion of Powis Castle was a long way from Camden Town Hall, where Frank’s thirty-year career had ended abruptly.

There was also the joy of staying at Parc Mawr Hall, a half-timbered, country hotel converted from a mediaeval manor deep in the pastures of eastern Montgomeryshire. The Welsh landscape near the English border had a flatter, softer feel than the wild, barren mountains further west. Parc Mawr’s drive, long and straight, lead to a magical retreat. 

'I like it here', said Judy in the comfortable, residents’ lounge. She was wearing a short, black dress with plunging neckline. 

'I like anything that gets me away from the dump I live in. A "studio flat" the landlord calls it. A bedsit in other words. Do you think I want to spend my life rolling my own, reading a Mills and Boon and listening to Englebert? I was meant for this kind of life. A comfy bed, a real log fire, posh Persian carpets. At home I can’t even afford to replace my old mat that's gone threadbare'. 

'I know', said Frank. 'I’m fed up too, fed up of life and responsibilities. But think where we are now. We can smell rich, red roses. We can see ivy clinging to stone terraces. When you’ve been head gardener for a London borough an arboretum is your idea of paradise. Tall spruce, rowan, ancient oak - it’s heaven. Margaret thinks I'm at a conference. What are we going to do about her?'

'I do love it when you show me around and tell me things. I learn a lot from you. All about botany and that. A Georgian mansion and its grounds. Makes me feel like a bloody lady. The Council must have been mad to let you go. Early retirement? Bollocks I call it! After thirty years and all you’d given them. I don't want to talk about Margaret'.

'Alright, let’s forget about everything else and think about us', said Frank. 'Parc Mawr Hall is our special place. This is our "other world", isn’t it?'

'Other world? Any world will do me, away from my smelly gas fire and electric meter you have to keep putting money in. I do like my red wines here though, don’t I, and our brandies in front of the fire? You’re such a gent - until you get me upstairs, that is!'  

'Let’s dream for a bit', said Frank. 'What would you do if you came into money, real money, like a cash windfall?'

'What wouldn’t I do? Goodbye bedsit. World, here I come! But that's never going to happen, is it? I'll be stuck in that hole forever. And it's not my fault'. 

Judy's blue eyes became moist. 

'All we need is to deal with one, clear question', said Frank. 

'What’s that, then?'

'What shall we do about Margaret?'

'We're back to that again. Something we have to face up to, I suppose'. 

Judy picked up a copy of Country Life from a polished, walnut table.

Mind you...I haven’t heard you talking like this before...What is it you mean exactly?'

'Oh, I don’t know. I'm just thinking out loud, I suppose. I should realise there's no simple or easy answer'. 

'Why don’t you divorce her? There, I’ve said it. It’s the first time I’ve asked that really big question, isn’t it?'

Judy touched Frank’s arm. She wondered if she had gone too far. 

'I’m sorry. I didn't mean to put you on the spot'.

'It’s alright', said Frank. 'I’ve been thinking about that. In fact I think about nothing much else. I’ve even raised the subject with her, in a roundabout sort of way. But Margaret would never agree to what the lawyers call an amicable settlement. She’d clean me out, including the house and my pension'. 

Judy looked as if she was about to cry. 

'Frank, this is so unfair. I’ve had enough of us not being together. We can’t even be seen out with each other. Why do we have to creep around in strange hotels? I see couples our age out enjoying themselves and I envy them. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could just walk down the street holding hands?' 

Frank laughed. 

'Me too. I didn’t realise adultery would be such hard work!' 

Judy looked cross.

'So this is just a joke to you, is it? Don’t you want us to be a proper couple?' 

'Of course I do. I'm sorry. I’m serious too. I want our lives to change as much as you do. I dream about us being together and it’s time we did something about it'.

Judy looked down, both hands on her lap. Frank thought she looked so pretty - a picture of innocence and vulnerability. 

'I’ve been thinking’, said Frank. 'This is a big question and we need to give it a big answer. Let me put it this way…'

Judy touched Frank's arm again. 

'What is it Frank?'

'This isn’t easy to talk about. But there’s something I want to say and something we need to discuss'. 

Judy touched Frank's hand and looked straight into his eyes. Her own were brimming with tears. 

'Go on'.

'The last thing either of us wants is for anything to happen to Margaret, but if, if...' 

He coughed and began to stutter.  

'If she w...wasn’t around we could start to l...live, d...do the things we want to do. Without Margaret - that is if she d...didn’t exist - things...you know...life would be m...much easier'.

'What do you mean?'

'Well, for a start, I could hold on to all my property, all my money, without worrying about her, without her interfering. When we got married Margaret and me took out life insurance on each other. I’ve got the paperwork somewhere. I know my policy is still in force because I pay the premiums every month. I can’t remember all the details, but I know the payout for Margaret would be five hundred thousand. You and me could be well off, living together in our own home'. 

'Let's get this clear', said Judy. 'What did you mean when you said, "if Margaret didn’t exist?''

'I’m thinking out loud here. Without Margaret we could start to live, do the things we want to do. And anyway, she’s not a well woman. She's completely lost her spark. Always whinging. Complaining all the time. She's so unhappy, I can't bear to be with her any more. I think she's lost the plot too. Nothing seems to be right. It would be a kindness if she found herself at peace'. 

'Frank! You mustn’t talk like that'.

'Like what?'

'You know what I mean'.

'Was I getting carried away?’

Frank laughed nervously.

'Do you really think I’d bump her off?'

It was Judy's turn to laugh. She had a way of looking up at him and he saw again how deeply blue her eyes were. 

'I don’t know what I think.'

Frank took hold of both Judy's arms. He felt overwhelmed. He thought this time he'd found the right woman. 

 'Let’s daydream for a bit. There’s no harm in that, is there? Margaret’s asthma was bad again this morning. She could hardly climb the stairs. And she’s had more of those pains she’s been getting in her chest'. 

'Frank, stop it! Bad thoughts will always come back to you. That’s what my mother used to say'.

Those azure eyes looked up - but this time the pupils were dilated and she gave a little laugh.

'OK. My turn now. Have you ever thought of helping her out of her suffering?' 

Judy looked down and giggled. 

'I can’t believe I just said that. You got me at it now!' 

'That’s alright', said Frank. 'Let’s face it. All Margaret has to look forward to is an old age filled with pain. There’s such a thing as mercy killing isn’t there? Nothing wrong with that. I s...suppose it’s n...not the s...same as - you kn...now what - is it?'

'Frank Wickison! Murder! That’s what you’re talking about. Murder. Why don’t you say it? Or are you all talk?’ 

Judy was smiling.

'All talk am I? We’ll see'.

Frank made a playful dive for Judy, who giggled again. When they both stood up he chased her around the room, caught her and held her in a hug.

'I know we’ve only been fooling about', said Judy. 'But thinking like this makes me feel sad as well'.

They sat down again.

'Come here', said Frank. 

Judy put her head on Frank’s chest.

'I’ve put up with enough over the years. Since Godfrey left and Allen died, everything’s been a struggle. Aren’t I entitled to some happiness?' 

'Of course you are'.

Judy smiled.

'I've been looking for the man of my dreams and I've finally found him. I like the idea of living in your cottage.' 

'The first thing we’d do is take a holiday', said Frank. 'What do you think of that?'

'Oh Frank, could we?'

'Of course we could. I could take you anywhere. Where would you like to go?'

'I don’t know. I’ve only ever been to Tossa De Mar!'

They both laughed. 

'There'd be no more cafes', said Frank. 

'Or park benches,' said Judy. 

'Or promenade shelters.'

'Or museums'.

'Or afternoon cinema'.

Judy looked at Frank closely, face to face. 

'Do you love me?' said Judy. 

'Of course I do’, said Frank.

'Then do it. Kill the bitch!'

'I thought we were just messing about?'

'I was. But now I’m not. Life’s too short. Can’t you be serious for once?'

'I am serious'. 

'No you’re not. You’re all mouth. Just fooling around'.

Her eyes were icy blue. 

'I was clowning about. But I did it to try to find out what your feelings really were. I was dipping my toes in the water, so to speak'. 

'Well now you know, so what are you going to do about it?'

‘Well, there’s no need to talk about you know what’, said Frank. ‘All life has to end some time. There must be many ways of helping Margaret out of her pain. And we don't have to blame ourselves, do we? We’d just be helping along a natural process'. 

'You can put it anyway you like’, said Judy. ‘I’m not going to let that bag stand in the way of me getting a better life - I mean you and me getting a better life'.

Frank’s gaze dropped slowly all the way to the floor.


				------------------------------------------


‘I need to get back to send my story.’ said Ceri, about to leave the cottage. 

‘You can use my phone again if you like', said Frank. 'Help yourself. Take your time. I charged Dan Crozier, but I know you don't have as much money as those Fleet Street boys'. 

Frank was too excited to stop talking, and seemed glad to have company. 

Ceri thought she might as well take up Frank's offer. She wrote in longhand on sheets of A4 paper held firm by a spring coiled to snap shut on her clipboard. In heavy, green steel, this old friend came into use when there wasn’t a typewriter. She packed in as much detail as possible. Her piece would give extra value for readers tempted to defect to the Daily Express. The National Mail would have a longer story, including more about Frank and Margaret’s new life in the country. 

It was late evening when the reporter managed to get away from the cottage with its coffee, biscuits and cloying self-pity. Ceri had had enough by the time she said goodnight again in Frank’s hall, congratulated him again on the arrests of the three men and saw herself out through the front door.

Frank had held on to Ceri's company for as long as possible. He turned away from the door, forced to face the prospect of another night on his own, with no family and few friends west of Watford. He and Judy had decided to keep their distance for the time being. 

As Ceri walked into the night she fastened her coat against an icy breeze carrying messy and unrelenting sleet in a December landscape without street lighting. She was half-way down the garden path thinking about the day's events when something made her stop and catch her breath. Ceri glimpsed in the corner of her eye the dark shape of someone walking through the garden, moving past bare oaks, their branches pointing like arms and fingers. Ceri stared into near darkness. She could just make out a female figure stooping near the flower beds. The journalist couldn’t have shivered more if an icy hand had touched the nape of her neck. The outside light was too dim to see properly, but this looked a bit like the woman in Frank’s photograph. Her face was pale, her expression both sad and angry. Ceri didn't believe in ghosts but she was unnerved by this unexplained apparition and moved closer to try to get a better look. Ceri glanced away for a moment to see if anyone else was watching. Turning back, she was annoyed to see the woman had disappeared. 

Curiosity took Ceri to the blackness at the back of the cottage. She stood silent and nervous in the sleet, waited for her eyes to get used to the dark and felt the loneliness of the night. There was only a little moonlight, broken by clouds, and a narrow shaft of light from a chink in the upstairs curtains. Ceri peered around the side of a wall covered in climbers, including a wisteria vine with its trunk knotted and twisted. She tried to keep quiet but couldn't stop herself breathing noisily and nervously in shallow gasps. In the gloom she could just make out the silhouette of the same figure. This time the woman was hunched like a shadow against the wall. As Ceri watched, she looked away, appeared angry and agitated and pulled off her coat, as if about to change clothing. 

The dark, female shape was kneeling in the vegetable plot, scratching the earth and rubbing soil on her arms and legs. As the figure began to turn, the hair rose again on the back of Ceri’s neck. The reporter felt cold and clammy, her skin shivering and prickling. She moved quickly out of sight. Her heart pounded as she ran towards the fence. All Ceri wanted now was to get away quickly and quietly. As she closed the garden gate, her head jerked with surprise. A wailing sound was coming from an upstairs room. 

 ‘I’m sorry! I'm sorry! What is it you want? For God's sake leave me alone!’

				---------------------------------------


Please release me let me go, for I don't love you anymore.

Engelbert Humperdinck crackled out of the Dansette record player. 

To waste our lives would be a sin, release me and let me love again. 

Judy was singing along with passion, holding her hair brush like a microphone, watching herself in a mirror, when Frank let himself into the bedsit.    

'Hiya, Sweetie'.

Judy got up from a chair held together with strips of torn, brown plastic.

'Hello, Honeybunch'.

They kissed and embraced. He ignored her aura of stale tobacco. She overlooked his whiff of beer mingled with underarm deodorant.

'Watch my lipstick', said Judy. 'You don't want red all down your shirt'.

'Judy', said Frank. 'I've g...got s...something to s...say to you'.

'That sounds worrying. Go on'.

'I d...don’t know if I can go th...through with this. We’ve been t...talking about ‘mercy killing’ b...but there’s such a thing as cold-b...blooded murder, isn’t there? I c...can’t sleep at night, th...thinking and w...worrying about what w...we’re going to do'. 

'This isn’t the time to get cold feet'. 

Judy's steel-blue eyes were staring at Frank, face-to-face.

'It’s too late for that. Of course you can do it. Of course we can do it. It’s not about you. It’s about us. We can get through this together. We’ve promised each other, haven’t we?' 

'I kn...know', said Frank. 'But I’m n...not sure if this plan is g...going to work. What if s...something g...goes wrong?'

'Listen to me. Nothing’s going to go wrong. As long as we get the detail right not one thing is going to get in our way. Just concentrate and think of all the wonderful times we’re going to have together'. 

'J...Judy, I’m thinking about n...nothing else, but is there r...really no other w...way for us? S...sometimes I w...wonder if all this is g...going to be w...worth it'. 

'You’re changing your tune!' 

Judy’s blue eyes narrowed. 

'Are you wondering if I’m worth it? Is that what’s bothering you?'

'Of c...course not. I’m just w...wondering if there’s anything else we can d..do. P...perhaps persuade Margaret to go into a n...nursing home or something? I d...don’t know. Anything'. 

'I don’t want to have to tell you again. Look at me! We promised each other that this is what’s going to happen. You told me about the things you and me were going to do. I’m not going back on that now, and neither are you'. 

'Oh G...God! I wish we c...could put the c...clock back four m...months.  Please, let’s p...pretend we never had this s...stupid idea'.

'Stupid idea! That’s what it is now, is it? Well it’s not my stupid idea’. 

She grabbed him by the lapels.

'You were the one who put these thoughts in my head. I believed you, and I thought you had the guts to do something about it. There’s no way I’m going to stay in my old life, and if you think you can back out now you’ve got another thing coming. Do you know what? I’ve been reading a book called Consequences. And that’s what there’d be for you. Consequences. Do you hear me?'

'I d...don't like it when we f...fight'.

Frank's face turned red. His forehead was sweating. 

'Can't we just c...carry on like w...we used to?'

'Too late for that.' 

Judy stroked Frank's arm as she adjusted her approach. Her blue eyes took on a look of deep longing. 

'Frank, you've shown me how our lives could change and I've been thinking about nothing else. Everything inside me just wants to break free of this...existence, if you can call it that. I want to move out of this dump and on to something better. Come on my Big Boy. You can do it'.

				------------------------------------------------


It was half-past-four when a pick-up truck arrived in the mid-winter twilight. Three men, heavily-built, in dark clothing and balaclavas walked quickly to the flower beds at the side of the house. 

'There she is', said the first voice. 'She's walking in the roses like our man said she would. Think I'll use a spade'.

'Give me the bat', said a second voice.

'I'll just put the boot in', said a third.

The banging, shouting and screaming went on for five minutes. 

'Sorry love. This is for your own good', said the first voice.

'It's for the best. We know you've been poorly', said the second. 

'Not bad looking though are you?' said the third. 

Three pairs of eyes gave each other knowing looks and stripped the woman to her skin-tight underwear. The man with the bat smiled. When they'd all done, they dragged the twisted mess to the plot of winter vegetables. 


				------------------------------------------------


Margaret intended to go shopping in the small market town of Lampeter, but as she approached the bus stop a hundred yards from Rose Cottage she realised she'd mislaid her purse. 

'These days I'd forget my head if it wasn't stuck on', she mumbled to herself. 

Margaret walked back to the house and was about to go in through the back door, the one she always used, when she heard Frank talking in the conservatory. 

'My wife takes a walk in the rose garden every afternoon, whatever the weather'. 

Margaret was about to walk into the conservatory and say, 'I'm surprised you even noticed', when she heard what he said next.

'That's when you can make your move and put her out of her suffering.' 

Margaret felt confused and then shocked when she heard Frank go on, 'You can knock her out with the flat of the cricket bat, then hit her with the narrow edge until you're certain you've broken her neck. As long as you make sure she's unconscious, she won't feel a thing. She's dying anyway, so you'll be doing her a favour.' 

Margaret had to sit down. She walked quietly into the garden shed, sat on a wooden bench and peered through a small window. Frank was just a few feet away. He was with one of the rough-looking men who'd called the other day offering to tar the drive. Frank was speaking slowly and carefully in a loud voice, almost shouting, as if he wanted the man to be in no doubt about exactly what he was saying. Margaret felt as if this was all unreal. She listened, hardly believing what she was hearing

 'I'll give you all this money. All in cash. Do you understand?' 

'Yes boss. Not a problem', said the man.

Margaret heard a pair of heavy boots crunching down the garden path. She saw the man was unwashed, unshaven, wearing an old, dirty-looking suit. He was frightening, the sort of man she wouldn't mix with. She stayed rooted to the spot, dazed, shocked and in a state of disbelief. She no longer wanted to go to Lampeter either. Bugger the shopping. Bugger the bus. Bugger Frank.


					----------------------------------------------


The doorbell rang at Rose Cottage.

'Hello, I'm Ceri Price from The National Mail and this is Dan Crozier from The Daily Express'. 

'Can I help you?' 

A woman with long, black hair stood on the doorstep. 

'We're following up a story about the disappearance of Margaret Wickison.

'Really? Well I'm Margaret Wickison!'

For a moment Ceri was too flustered to speak. This neat, self-confident woman couldn’t be the one she'd seen in the dark in the garden. But then she couldn't be sure.  

'Yes, it's me, and I live here!' said Margaret. 

 'Mrs Wickison, we didn't expect to see you', said Ceri. 'Do you know the police have put out what they call a MISPER, a missing person appeal about you?'

'That was just my husband, panicking', said Margaret. I went back to Hertfordshire for a few days, that's all. As you can see, I'm alright'. 

'In fact, we'd had a tip from the police, unofficial like, that Frank may have bumped you off ', said Dan. 

Margaret laughed. 

'What, that old softie? No chance! It's true we haven't been seeing eye to eye recently and now Frank has gone away to give himself a break. A sort of trial separation. But he hasn't got a nasty bone in his body'.

                           -------------------------------------------------


In the dead of night, Frank woke up with a start. Once again he dreaded seeing the face staring at him through the pane of glass. But this time it was worse. Much worse. The window was open. He could feel cold, night air blowing into the room. He looked up from his pillow to see Margaret, creepy pale, leaning over his bed. Her dirty fingers touched his shoulders. She looked Frank in the eye as he sat up, though at first she said nothing. 

'L...leave me alone. G...give me p...peace'. Frank was both shouting and weeping. 
For G...God's sake, what have I d...done?'

When Frank moved to sit on the edge of the bed, Margaret slapped him hard across the face. 

'I'll tell you what you've done you little shit. You think you've done me in, don't you?'

Margaret slapped him again.  

'Did you feel that?'

She slapped him a third time. 

'Dying anyway, am I? Do you think I'm a ghost?' 

Frank recoiled from yet another slap.

'Do you think I'm a bad dream?'

Margaret lifted up Frank's arms. She tied both wrists to the bedposts using plastic cable ties. She hit him again, over and over. She gagged Frank's mouth with his own underpants, smelling and tasting of sweat. 

'Now it's time for me to do the talking, you bastard'. 

Margaret made herself comfortable in an easy chair, facing Frank tied up on the bed.

'You've been humiliating me. When you went off with the darts team you acted as if I was the one with problems. But I listened to what you said to that man and I heard you talking on the phone afterwards. 

"Bye Darling," you said. "Bye Darling". That's when it hit me. You were talking to your fancy piece. You were having an affair. I think I was more hurt and angry about that than the thought that my husband was planning to bump me off. After 35 years and all the hard times we've been through together. You were going to have me killed and buried in the garden. All for the sake of your bit on the side. 

'You're not a violent man, Frank Wickison. Too much of a coward. That's why you paid those men to do your dirty work'. 

Frank mumbled something beneath the gag on his mouth.

'How do you think I found out about Judy? Yes, Judy Fucking Lewis.'

Margaret slapped him yet again, this time drawing blood with her muddy fingernails. 

Frank was trying to say something, but no words came out. 

'I rang myself, that's how. The same number kept coming up on our phone bill, so I just rang it. The Victoria Hotel answered. The girl on the switchboard was helpful. Gave me the bitch's home address, everything. Judy Lewis probably doesn't get many telegrams, a slag like that. Doesn't get many messages asking to meet you straight away in the rose garden'.

                                             ---------------------------------------------


I suppose you'll still write a story, 'missing woman found,' or something like that', said Margaret to the two reporters.  

'Before you go, would you like some fresh veg from the garden? I've got cabbage, broccoli and sprouts. You can have a few potatoes too, if you like, so your journey won't have been entirely a waste of time'. 

Margaret smiled as she put the vegetables in two carrier bags, greens freshly cut, potatoes smeared with dark, caked soil. 

‘We noticed someone had been busy in the garden’, said Ceri.  

'It's all organic’, said Margaret. 

'And good exercise too'. 


                                                     ---------------------------------------------


Critical Commentary

My dissertation consists of two short stories, 'The Butcher of Devil's Bridge' and 'Murder Margaret', from a crime trilogy called Deadly Sins written in the thriller genre. A third short story 'Jealous Guy', which completes the trio, is added as an appendix. I chose crime fiction because it is characteristic of a society undergoing change. This is of value to me because it foregrounds changes, especially in my chosen period, the 1970's. For my purposes, I chose a journalist to be the focus of each investigation, rather than the police. This enabled me to reflect on the nature and processes by which news is gathered and disseminated. 

All three stories were inspired by real-life murders I covered during my 42 year career as a newspaper and television journalist. The key challenge has been to develop a manner of writing that has moved away from straightforward newsgathering based on strictly factual reporting. I have tried instead to progress to a more thoughtful approach, which takes full account of the way life is influenced by powerful emotions like love, hate, greed and envy. I have dipped extensively into the works of influential writers for inspiration and ideas. My characters have been chosen strategically as a link between all the stories, including those so far unwritten. My background in television has influenced each section to consist not only of dialogue and description but a series of vivid settings, including, for example, a filthy piggery, a tearoom in a time warp and a waterfall at night. 

I decided to write short stories because of their concise nature. The short story is useful as a glimpse of the world, a snapshot. Rather than building a world around a character the situation can be sketched quickly. Fewer characters are needed and there is the ability to focus on a particular moment or issue. 

The stories are set in the 1970's, a pre-digital era of fuel crises and the three-day week, and a heyday for what we now think of as classic news coverage. Both the choice of the crime genre and the newspaper hound are traditionally male preserves and thus fertile ground for challenging stereotypes. The protagonist, 25 year old Ceri Price, is under constant pressure as the only female, senior reporter on the National Mail, a daily newspaper covering Wales. It was still unusual at this time to find any female journalists in the field of hard news. Ceri's character develops during the stories, in which she has a 'nose for news' but has to deal with the misogyny of her time as well as stress and occasional bouts of depression. 

My first story, which I wrote last, is the more complex of the two and was written last. However, I felt more in control of the visual elements and of producing richer characters and therefore felt it served as a better starting point for the creative project. 'The Butcher of Devil's Bridge', on the theme of greed, was inspired by Polish farmer Michael Onufrejczyk, who was convicted in 1953 of murdering his business partner Stanislaw Sykut on a smallholding near Llandeilo. Sykut's body was never found and was widely believed to have been fed to pigs. I covered the fallout from this case in a television news feature for HTV, now ITV Cymru/Wales. My fictional version examines tensions between migrants and native populations, in this instance in rural Wales. Although set in the early 1970’s, Butcher raises questions about immigration, prejudice and far-right politics that remain topical to this day. 
Much of my research is based on personal experience. The characters of Jakob Pietrzak and Igor Janowski represent Onufrejcyk and Sykut. Lewis Garlick, the mute undertaker's assistant, his friend Charles Goodman, Esme Thomas, owner of the tearoom, and others are based on real people. References to the British Movement are authentic, as is the National Press Award gained by a colleague for infiltrating and exposing the neo-Nazi organisation. Details of slaughterhouse knives and equipment come from fao.org, a website which deals with techniques and hygiene practices in slaughtering and meat handling. 
'Butcher' has been influenced by the way short stories were put together by Raymond Carver,[footnoteRef:1] William Trevor[footnoteRef:2] and Joyce Carol Oates[footnoteRef:3] among others. In particular I tried to learn from them how to keep the reader guessing: a very different approach from that of the journalist. I read Raymond Chandler,[footnoteRef:4] Val McDermid,[footnoteRef:5] Ian Rankin[footnoteRef:6] and Gillian Flynn[footnoteRef:7] to note how they dealt with crime and suspense. For information about the historic cave Ogof Morris, which became the lair of my villain Jack Spot, I turned to Jonathan Ceredig Davies[footnoteRef:8] in his Folklore of West and Mid Wales. I read The Lanes of Summer by Tom Macdonald,[footnoteRef:9] the Aberystwyth journalist, poet and author, to gain a sense of place and ease of storytelling.  [1:  Raymond Carver,  Where I'm Calling From: the Selected Stories (London : Harvill Press, 1995).]  [2:  William Trevor,  After Rain (New York: Penguin, 1996).]  [3:  Joyce Carol Oates,  The Oxford Book of American Short Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).
]  [4:  Raymond Chandler, Trouble is My Business and Other Stories (London: The Folio Society, 2006).]  [5:  Val McDermid, Stranded; Short Stories (Hexham: Flambard Press, 2005), The Retribution (London: Sphere, 2011).]  [6:  Ian Rankin, The Beat Goes On: the Complete Rebus Stories (London: Orion Books, 2014).]  [7:  Gillian Flynn, Gone Girl (New York: Crown Publishing Group, 2012). ]  [8:  Jonathan Ceredig Davies,  Folklore of West and Mid Wales, facsimile of 1911 ed, ( Burnham-on-sea : Llanerch Press, 1992). ]  [9:  Tom Macdonald, The White Lanes of Summer (London: Macmillan, 1977).
] 


A constant concern was to keep the story dramatic, rather than purely informational. 'Show, not tell' was the best advice I've received. This is reflected in changes made during the editing process. For example, here is an early version of a paragraph from 'Butcher':

'It was late evening by the time Ceri reached Devil’s Bridge, a village known for its 300 feet waterfall, which plunges down a narrow gorge. She parked her MG Midget on the roadside, grateful that she kept a pair of jeans and walking shoes in the boot. A full moon gave a silver tint to the waters of the River Mynach, darting and dropping at speed through countryside covered in snow. Ceri used a torch to find her way off the public footpath near the Punchbowl, an odd shape like a pothole carved in rock by the force of water. She climbed a steep slope using hand grips cut into the rock to ease herself up to a ledge high above the Rheidol Valley. Higher still she could see three bridges spanning the gorge, one on top of the other. According to local folklore, the lowest and oldest was built by Satan himself'.

And here is the edited, final version, in which information forms part of the story itself by shifting the viewpoint from one of omniscience to that of the participant:

'It was late evening by the time Ceri reached Devil’s Bridge, a village wrapped in the sound of rushing water. She parked her MG Midget on the roadside, grateful that she kept a pair of jeans and walking shoes in the boot. Only the first fifty feet of the waterfall was visible by torch and moonlight, but Ceri knew this was a torrent which dropped a precipitous three hundred feet. The River Mynach crashed at speed through a gorge, which looked even narrower than usual in the near darkness. The air was cold and clear as Ceri pulled and slipped her way up a steep slope near the Punchbowl, an oddly shaped pothole carved in rock by the force of water. The journalist knew how dangerous this area could be. She remembered that the last time she was here the emergency services had rescued someone who had fallen off the footpath. No wonder local people said the lowest and oldest of three bridges spanning the chasm was built by Satan himself'.

The second story is 'Murder Margaret', on the theme of lust. This was inspired by the contract killing of Florence Langton in 1970 and my own meeting and interview with her husband Joseph in Silian near Lampeter before he was arrested. Florence was beaten to death and her body buried by the three hit men he had hired. I was a Western Mail  reporter covering a police appeal for information when Florence went 'missing'. In my story, retired gardener Frank Wickison dreams of a new life with his younger mistress. 

Whereas the first story focuses on visual material and thus works well to establish the ground for the trilogy, the second enables me to investigate the impact of a pivotal moment on character development utilizing the sense of place established in the earlier story. Margaret changes from being a depressed and bullied wife to gain the strength and self-confidence to enact revenge, while Frank descends into self-loathing, remorse and depression. I heightened the sense of drama by putting all the action in the couple’s cottage and isolated them further by making them recent incomers. I added elements of the unexpected by making Margaret overhear her husband negotiating with the hired killers. Newly aware of the real situation she finds herself in, she shifts from depressive passivity to active schemes of revenge, first tricking the hit men into battering her husband’s mistress to death. I added to the suspense by making her pretend to be her own ghost haunting his bedroom window. 

As in all the stories, the investigative voice is the reporter Ceri who finds herself under constant stress and in unrelenting danger. I gave her the techniques I used to use myself as a traditional news reporter, such as making notes in Pitman shorthand and dictating 'copy' over landline telephones. For a short story such details are essential for authenticity. And other elements  such as references to contemporary clothing and pop music were chosen to increase the sense of the Seventies: I made Frank's mistress Judy Lewis listen, for example,  to Englebert Humperdinck in her bedsit. 
For a thriller it is essential to keep a fast pace. I increased the pace of this story by keeping sentences short, the action slicker, as in:
'There she is, said the first voice.
Give me the bat, said a second voice.
I'll just put the boot in, said a third'.
The effect is of sharper, more rapid action. Another aspect of this was that I also learned how to make sparse use of the suffix 'ing,' which has the effect of extending action. 
Creative influences 
I listened to and was influenced by 'The Piano Teacher’s Pupil' by William Trevor,[footnoteRef:10] a beautifully written short story of deception. I sought to take something from the brilliant, descriptive opening of  Nadine Gordimer’s 'A City of the Dead. A City of the Living' in Crimes of Conscience.[footnoteRef:11] Herbert Williams is a successful poet and novelist who is, like me, from Aberystwyth’ and so provides a model for my own practice. I read Nice Work if You Can Get It[footnoteRef:12] a cross between journalism and literary fiction. One of the greatest contemporary crime novelists is Ian Rankin and his video diary The Case of the Disappearing Detective [footnoteRef:13]showed how he worked from real life research to his crime fiction. I dipped into Rankin's The Beat Goes On,[footnoteRef:14] a collection of short stories about Detective Inspector Rebus.[footnoteRef:15] I was impressed with John Updike's[footnoteRef:16] The Persistence of Desire, described by Joyce Carol Oates as a ‘writer’s writer who has also achieved popular success’. M.R James[footnoteRef:17] provided models for the use of suspense and horror in 'The Tractate Middoth' and 'Whistle and I'll Come to You', which were useful for writing the contract murder. I refer to the contract killers collectively as 'three pairs of eyes', using metonymy as a literary device. [10:  William Trevor, 'The Piano Teacher’s ' Pupil, in After Rain (New York: Penguin, 1996).]  [11:  Nadine Gordimer, Crimes of Conscience: Selected Short Stories (Oxford: Henemann International, 1991). ]  [12:  Herbert Williams, Nice Work if you Can Get it (Blaenau Ffestiniog: Cinnamon Press, 2011).]  [13: 13 Ian Rankin, The Case of the Disappearing Detective, https://www.bbc.co.uk/mediacentre/proginfo/2012/45/imagine-ian-rankin-pi
]  [14:  Ian Rankin, The Beat Goes On: the Complete Rebus Stories (London: Orion Books, 2014)]  [15:   Rebus: a puzzle in which words are represented by combinations of pictures and individual letters. Putting words and pictures together – a witty summary of Rankin’s view of detective work. https://en.oxforddictionaries.]  [16:  John Updike, 'The Persistence of Desire', in The Oxford Book of American Short Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).
]  [17:  M.R. James, 'The Tractate Middoth', 'Whistle and I'll Come to You' (London: Edward Arnold, 1911).
] 

 
The Appendix
Jealous Guy was my Creative Project last year, but is included as an appendix to this dissertation because it is an integral part of the trilogy. This story was inspired by one of the first news stories I covered as a teenage reporter on The Cambrian News, the stabbing to death of sixteen year old Carys Jones and her father Trefor in the village of Llanon in Ceredigion - then Cardiganshire - in July 1967. The killer was Carys’s former boyfriend David Jones, an ordinary man consumed by infatuation. My version is set in 1974, during the confrontation between miners and Edward Heath's Conservative Government in London. 

My learning outcome is the development of new skills as a writer of original short stories and thrillers, using different voices. Many of the characters, including the reporter Ceri Price, are capable of being used in further stories set in the 1960's and '70's, periods to which many people today look back with interest and affection. I believe I have also demonstrated personal experience of historic and extraordinary events, which are capable of continued use in the future.  
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Appendix

Jealous Guy


‘I got to tell you something.’

Happy Agnes eased herself from the bench where she sat at the edge of the village. 

‘I’m a bit busy at the moment’, said Ceri Price as she recoiled from the dirty hand pointing at her. The 25 year old did her best to look professional and was conscious of her new, cream trouser suit. It was bad enough when the suit, her only suit, had been splashed by a speeding car. 

‘A bad thing is going to happen,’ said Agnes, spitting out words that were slow and over-precise. She dragged herself up from her roadside haunt, looking carefully to her left and right, bony fingers stubbing out the stringy remains of a hand-rolled ciggie. Ceri noticed a plastic bottle half-hidden in a rolled-up newspaper. 

‘Look, I’m not interested in fortune-telling’, said Ceri. ‘And no, I haven’t got any spare change’.

‘No, no. It’s true I read the leaves and cards, but what I’m saying now is nothing to do with that. And I’m not asking for nothing’. 

‘Alright, but I can’t stay long’, said Ceri, taking care not to soil her rust red Chelsea Girl coat as she perched on one of the few clean patches on Agnes’s bench. With the help of a hankie dabbed in eau de cologne she kept moving her head to avoid competing odours of sweat, greasy hair and fortified wine. Agnes, in her beige duffle coat tied with string, gave a chesty cough as she lit another rollie and inhaled deeply.  

‘This is a close-knit village, right?’ said Ceri.

‘You got to stay away from the man in the cottage on the way to the sea’, said Agnes.

‘You’re avoiding the question and changing the subject’. 

‘He’s got a bad aura. I see you walking in the village and I see him following you around’.

‘What do you mean “bad aura?”’

‘Listen to me. A bad thing is going to happen’.

‘A bad thing has already happened. What could be worse than a father and daughter stabbed to death in their own garden? I’m busy. I don’t know why I stopped. You aren’t telling me anything. I’ve got to go. I've got work to do. I don't know if you understand what I'm saying, but I'm trying to juggle coverage of two major stories - a double murder and the Three Day Week. I cant stand around'. 

The reporter hurried on down a lane of frost-bitten tarmac, boots crunching crisp leaves into a layered, sycamore slush. The fading daylight became a reminder of another power blackout on the way. Got to get some quotes - girl's mother, some school friends. Three or four, then some in reserve for later. Need pictures. Different from the usual, if possible. How long have I got before... that smelly old woman, who was she? Her skin crawled as she thought of fleas. Once the sounds of voices and traffic had faded Ceri thought she heard someone shuffling along behind her, but when she stood still the footsteps stopped.


------------------------------------------------------


Happy Agnes never said much. But then she had nobody much to say anything to. Local children thought Agnes was a witch who cast spells and made curses. Mothers warned them off her, so they kept well away because they didn’t want to ‘catch’ anything. She was an old, lonely woman and tonight she was suddenly afraid of the dark. One gulp finished the last of the VP Cream, in an old Lucozade bottle because appearances matter in Llantwyn. A few mouthfuls of bread and cheese and Agnes was ready for bed. As she liked to point out, the blackouts didn't affect her much. 

‘I’m an old age pensioner so I don’t work and I use candles anyway’, was her cackling boast when she picked up her pension at the Post Office.

‘The Tories can’t do nothing to me. Up the miners!’

The Government’s rationing of electricity did mean the street light was switched off outside the rundown house where Agnes lived on the edge of the village. Maybe that was why she was suddenly frightened She bolted her doors, front and back, looking all around before climbing into bed. Her sleeping area was in a curtained-off corner on the ground floor, partitioned with wooden panels to try to keep out the draughts that penetrated from all directions. After a couple of minutes she felt the need to get up again to have one last look around, double checking the doors were locked and all curtains tightly drawn. 

Ceri’s 200 year-old fisherman’s cottage couldn’t be more different. It looked and smelled clean and was gently lit by an oil lamp inherited from her grandfather. Her neat, tidy little home was both workplace and sanctuary. The day's events were spinning in her head as she sat at her desk in a window overlooking the coast, clattering away on a portable Remington, its keyboard lit by the orange glow of an oil lamp . Must be first to break the story. Mustn’t miss any possible angles. Strange to think words strung together in this room on the edge of the sea would reappear in a hundred thousand other people’s homes tomorrow morning. Like all newspapers, the National Mail’s offices and printing works in Cardiff were exempt from the power blackout. It was time for one of the rituals of her job as a district reporter - her nightly call to the newsroom.
 
'What have you got for us tonight?' 

News editor Russell Giddings had a way of sounding friendly and forceful at the same time, so that Ceri never knew how to take him.

‘It had better be good. We’re relying on you on this. We want your piece to make the front page splash'.
 
Ceri remembered the advice of her mentor at the National Council for the Training of Journalists: 'You'll have to get used to constant pressure as the Mail’s only female senior journalist - and remember, the judgment of male colleagues means you will only ever be as good as your last story'.
 
‘Hello! Copy!’ said one of ten copy-takers, all of them women.
 
‘Hello! Price, Aberaeron’.
 
‘Hello Ceri! Catchline please’.
 
And off she went. ‘Police are hunting a killer who stabbed to death a father and daughter in the Mid Wales village of Llantwyn…’ 

‘Father and Daughter Murdered in Double Stabbing’ would be tomorrow’s headline on breakfast tables throughout the country. Ceri locked her seaside home, taking a last look at the world outside her bow window. Emergency lights still shone at the harbour entrance, sparkling on the oily swell of high tide, while homes, pubs and restaurants were making do with liquid paraffin or the flicker of candlelight. For a moment Ceri thought she noticed the outline of a man, long and in shadow on the wall of the quay. She looked again, but there was nothing there.


----------------------------------------------------


Gareth Hopkins’ life changed the morning seventeen year old Effie Griffiths walked into the village shop where he worked as a butcher’s assistant. Effie was slim with taut, pale skin, long, auburn hair curling at the neck, bright, brown eyes and a pretty smile over faultless teeth. When Gareth thought this teenage goddess wasn’t looking he allowed himself an upwards glance from the lower shelf of the deliveries counter. He peered out from behind rows of cut lamb wrapped in newspaper stained red. Effie's ankles were dainty, her legs long and slender and a hemline above bare knees revealed just a hint of thigh-to-die-for. 

‘Would you like to go to the pictures?’ said Gareth.

‘I’ll have to ask Mam’, said Effie about her mother, who was chatting to a neighbour in the shop doorway.

‘Alright’, said Pat Griffiths ‘As long as you’re back on the ten o’clock bus, and remember, all the electric goes off at half-past-ten thanks to Mr. Heath’.

‘Who’s Mr. Heath?’ said Effie.

‘He’s the Tory prime minister doing the dirty on working people like us’, said Pat.

‘Or, you could say he’s sorting out the bloody unions holding the country to ransom’, said her husband Tom. ‘It’s about time somebody did’.

Gareth put his arm around Effie, bare-shouldered in the back row of the Coliseum Cinema, cosy damp from body heat, with musty shadows and smoke from a hundred cigarettes. 

‘It’s a good job Mam doesn’t know we’ve come to see this,’ said Effie, surprised the old music hall was daring to show ‘Emmanuelle’ in a town black with chapels.

Their first kiss, warm and moist, sent excitement tingling from forearms to groin. Later the couple strolled beneath the misty lights of a January night on Aberystwyth Promenade. At first they held hands, delighting at the faint tingle of electricity running from fingers to wrists. Later they walked with arms around each other, she enjoying the firmness of his touch, he the feel of her waist, the gentle movement of hips and fragrance of Sandalwood and musk. They talked endlessly about families, work, the film, but mostly about each other, their hopes and wishes for whatever lay ahead. 

For Gareth all senses were heightened, every topic seemed more important than before and life itself had new meaning and purpose. The mundane became exciting. The future was without limit. From now on his life would revolve around whatever Effie happened to be doing. He lived for the next time they’d meet, for the delight of feeling her hair, stroking her face, just being together. He’d known nothing like this constant elation. Their romance lasted two weeks and three days of giddy happiness that became the defining experience of Gareth’s twenty-two years. On the coastal footpath Effie gave him a necklace.

‘I want you to have something that’s special to me’, she said. ‘It belonged to my grandmother. It’s something to keep with you and help you think of me’.

‘I’ll always be thinking of you’, said Gareth. ‘And you’d better not start thinking about anybody else’.

‘Why did you say that?’ said Effie, losing her smile.


-------------------------------------------------------


Agnes lay down on a pillow stained with tea, pulled a brown, woollen blanket under her chin and tried to lose thoughts racing through her mind that kept bouncing back every few seconds. Sleep came at last as her final nightcap of British sherry kicked in and her unconscious returned to the events of last weekend. 

Agnes blends in well in the untidy landscape of her dreams, where horse paddocks, loose barbed wire and brambles meet a small council estate.

‘Iesu!  What was that?’ 

A sound different from the familiar dusk calls of owl or fox causes goose bumps to chase up the back of her neck. Unwashed, stockings around her ankles, she peers into a garden where three hunched figures are silhouetted in the fading, winter light. Agnes, her face numb with alcohol, squints through an overgrown hedge rivalling her own shabbiness. Leaning forward she hears an ugly kind of squelch, a pumping sound, soft and sucking that makes her retch with disgust. 

‘I loved you Effie’, says a voice in the shadows, stammering and weeping. 

Agnes can't shout. She can't move. She's paralysed in her dream. She's forced to stand rigid as the sucking turns to screams that remind her of the screech of a dentist’s bone cutter. Shrieking and wailing come and go to their own rhythm, while Agnes can just make out the outline of a teenage girl gagging on her own blood as a kitchen knife sinks over and over into her chest. A door slams and a middle-aged man runs out of the house in a frantic attempt to save his only daughter. Agnes looks on, frozen with fear as the father feels the same blade sinking cold and deep into his own rib cage.


-----------------------------------------------------------


Gareth Hopkins used to think heartache was a figure of speech, not real, physical pain in the side of his chest.  The eyes of the teenage girl followed him in his bedroom wherever he happened to be standing. Effie at the seaside. In a new dress. In the garden. In school. Effie at a party. Her photos, black-and-white, colour, Polaroid, enlargements, cuttings, covered every wall and even the ceiling. Some were posed, like the grainy shot of Effie pouting and holding back her hair. Others were covert, snatched with the long lens of Gareth's Pentax when Effie was looking the other way. Gareth made a habit of watching the sixth-former leave for school just to catch a glimpse of her getting on the bus. Sometimes he hung around at the end of the street, taking photos and staring at her house for hours on end. 

‘I know this is ridiculous’, he told his friend Bob in The Three Sewen, ‘But I can’t help it’. 

Gareth had knocked on the door of Effie’s house. 

‘She won’t be coming out tonight’, said her father Tom.

‘She’s not well’. 

Effie appeared in the doorway.

‘Sorry Gareth. I've got a tummy ache and the doctor says I've got an infection'.  

‘That Tom’s a snobbish bastard’, Gareth told Bob.

‘Doesn’t think I’m good enough for his daughter. Didn’t even invite me into the house. A tummy ache! What's the big deal about that? 

Five pints later Gareth was scribbling a drunken note. ‘You can take this back. I’m not good enough for you or your family’. He pushed a package containing the note into the letterbox in Effie’s house. Also inside was a pendant of sapphire set in a silver chain.

The next morning Gareth had an empty feeling in his gut. 

‘I’ve been a prat’, he told Bob.

‘Why can’t you play it cool, instead of being all possessive?’ said his friend.

‘Give me another chance!’ said Gareth in a letter to Effie. 

She agreed to go to the dance at Llantwyn Village Hall, but seemed cool and distant when he called to collect her. 

‘Why did you send back the pendant. I didn't understand. No, you can’t have it back’.

'Bye bye Baby, Baby bye bye', sang Les McKeown while Effie bopped to a record by the Bay City Rollers, laughing, chatting and enjoying the company of boys her own age. Gareth, serious and awkward, felt himself sidelined. Effie didn't want to talk to him. She had no time for him. He didn't share their sense of fun, taste in music and other teenage interests. When Effie said, ‘Let’s cool it for a while’ the trainee butcher felt his body go numb. He’d become hooked on the excitement of French kisses with their promise of untold happiness. 

‘I can't stop thinking about her all day every day’, he said to Bob.

‘My mind isn't on my work. I can't concentrate to read or watch telly. I can't even wash the dishes’.

--------------------------------------------------------------


In her dream Agnes sees the serrated edge of a knife being used like a sabre. It cuts with a wide, sweeping movement. The glazed eyes of its user look as if he feels out of himself, like someone else is lashing at two, slumped figures resembling carcasses in an abattoir. Effie is screaming for Jesus and her mother. She shakes, crumpled beneath the pulsating, wet stink of stale beer breath as she chokes on her own blood. An eight-inch blade sucks in and out of her chest. It plunges deep and cold, over and over. The heads of Effie and her father slump from side to side. Their bodies sag like rag dolls. Both will be dead long before the blows of sharpened steel stop coming. Agnes sees a man run towards her. He dashes through the late, winter gloom. She pulls back her head and tries to keep out of sight as he opens a wooden gate and runs away from the garden. Too afraid to move, the old woman cowers in a gap in the hedge. 

-----------------------------------------------------

To cap it all, Gareth received a piece of news that hit him like a blow to the stomach. Effie was seeing somebody else. He felt as if his body was on fire. His forehead was damp. His heart was racing. His belly turned inside out. 

‘She's going with Terry Jenkins. Terry Bloody Jenkins!’ 

‘Who’s Terry Jenkins?’ said Bob.

‘A skinny, pimply kid from her class in school. He's just a boy. What the hell does she see in him?’ 

Gareth followed Terry from the bus stop. He grabbed hold of him from behind. 

‘Leave my girl alone good boy or I’m going to cut your fucking eyes out!’ 

‘Good God. He sounds as if he means it,’ Terry’s friend was shaking in shock. He pulled the schoolboy to safety.

‘What’s the matter with you Gareth?’ said Bob. ‘You used to mix with the boys. The lads in the darts team have been asking about you. You're spending all your time moping about. Wherever Effie goes, whatever she does, you’re there just staring at her. Where's your self-respect?'

Gareth didn’t disagree. How could seventeen days do this to a man? 


-------------------------------------------------------------


‘Thank God. He hasn’t seen me’. 

Agnes is about to run for help when she sees the outline of another man at the back of the house. 

‘Effie, it's me! Hold on Effie! Don’t leave me’. 

The second figure cries like a child. He's hanging on to Effie’s body, holding a knife wet with blood.

Happy Agnes heard the sound of her dreams echoing in her head as she woke up in the dead of night. Somebody shouting in the world of the wide awake had disturbed her. 

‘Gwrach!’Gwranda, gwrach!

Agnes remembered one of her downstairs windows didn’t have a catch. 

‘Witch, keep your mouth shut!’

She smelt the stale, beer breath of someone leaning over her bed.

‘Ti ddim yn nabod i. You don’t know me.

Agnes felt four bony knuckles delivering a painful blow to her head.  

Have you got that? Or do you want your throat slit open?' 

Agnes opened and shut her eyes quickly like the lens of a camera, capturing the same thin, pale features she’d seen in that garden. The figure was just visible in the half light. 

He was  climbing back out of the tiny cottage window. She cried helplessly.


------------------------------------------------------- 


Terry Jenkins was in the Griffiths’s garden, head bowed and sobbing, when Police Constable Dan Jones arrived.

‘Put it down, good boy!’ 

Terry stood, dazed. He stared at the blade’s sticky redness. He puzzled about what happened. He'd been still clutching the knife when Effie’s mother Pat arrived home from work. 

‘What have you done?’ Pat hammered her fists on Terry’s chest.

‘You’ve killed Effie and Tom!’ 

'No! No! I done nothing. I loved Effie....she loved me'.

‘Effie loved a lot of boys, didn’t she, and older men who should have known better?’ said PC Jones.

‘What do you mean by that?’ asked Terry.

‘I’ll see you rot in hell for this,’ said Pat, outside the door of the kitchen, where she should have been cooking the family’s evening meal. 


---------------------------------------------------------


Ceri went back to Llantwyn to continue the door-knocking she'd started yesterday. This time she found sub-postmistress Josie Thomas in tears.

‘Everyone’s upset’, said Josie. ‘People have been walking in here in a state of shock. They can’t believe it. We’ve never had a murder of any kind before, never mind one like this. We’re the sort of community where people think it’s odd if you lock your doors’.

High up on Ceri’s list of calls was the Reverend Miles Wynn of Bethesda Independent Chapel. The night before, she’d checked out the minister, in conversation with The Three Sewen landlord Gerald Morris.

‘Not your conventional cleric’, said Gerald.

‘Mr Wynn has been stretching the patience of the faithful and some of the old dears won’t go to chapel at all because of him. His deacons didn’t like it when he turned up for a service in shorts and shoes with no socks. To make matters worse he wrote an autobiography that embarrassed the congregation. He gave every cough and spit of his first experience with sex and said witches were at large in this village, including a spinster who he said gave the “evil eye” to a young mother because she was jealous of her child’.

‘You’re kidding?’ said Ceri.

‘No I’m not. Ask anyone round here. He shocked the Mothers’ Union by charging £10 for a speech. And to cap it all - he preaches from the pulpit about morality, yet he left his wife for another woman. Then he returned to his wife, just as everyone was getting used to the idea of them living apart’.

‘Come in my dear’. Miles has invited Ceri into the Manse. 

‘Yes, we’ll be s...saying special prayers on Sunday. I knew Tom and Effie and their whole family. They’re w...wonderful people. I never liked that Terry Jenkins'. 

‘Effie’s new boyfriend?’

‘Yes. In S...Sunday School he liked to hang around with the girls. W...won’t you sit down for a minute.’

Ceri sat next to Miles, smiling on a sofa in a room he called the parlour, but felt uncomfortable when the minister shuffled closer towards her and his eyes dipped to her cleavage. 

‘There’s a lot of g...greed about these days. People wanting m...more than they’ve got. Like the m...miners asking for more money. Avarice is one of the Seven Deadly Sins, you know. There's a l...lot of it about. And envy as well. Don’t say I t...told you, but keep an eye on Councillor John Oliver Jones, “J.O,” they call him. Runs the h...hardware shop. Everyone knows he’s hoarding p...paraffin, candles and essential food in the back. Expects there’ll b...be shortages. 

‘Now t...tell me about yourself’. Miles took hold of Ceri’s right hand. He cupped it with both his hands on her knee. 

‘I hear you have p...problems of your own, but don’t worry, we all f...feel a bit down from time to time’.

Ceri felt a rush of blood to her cheeks. How could anyone, let alone a Nonconformist preacher she’d never met, have clinical knowledge of her 'black dog' days? She stood up quickly.

‘Thanks very much. I’d better carry on with my work’.

Fleet Street reporters, all men, descended on Llantwyn, swapping banter with detectives late into the night, buying drinks in The Three Sewen in exchange for titbits of information. Ceri couldn't compete with their generous expenses, so her technique was to get out and see what was happening in the community. Walking the narrow streets, she heard a whistle from behind, at first faint and low, then louder and more persistent. Ceri decided to call on Councillor J. O. Jones. As she climbed the steps to his shop she glanced over her shoulder to see in the distance the figure of a man silhouetted in the January light, spitting on the pavement. 

‘So you’ve been to see the old preacher? Did you know they call him Wandering Wynn? Can’t leave women alone, the younger the better, or so they say’. J. O. gives a wheezing laugh.

‘I’ll say one thing. Terry Jenkins is a lovely boy. Effie was a flirt. Anyone will tell you that. Her pastime was working her way through the young men of the district, and not so young either. Some had a little itch afterwards and worried in case they passed it on to their wives. 

‘Terry and the Reverend Wynn had a bit of a bust up. They say he’d caught the minister out on something or other. What do you think of that then? Who said country life was boring?’

‘Thank you Mr. Jones’.

‘Glad to be of help. Never seen a girl reporter before’.

‘How is everyone coping with the Three Day Week?’

‘Very well. We’re all sticking together and making do. That’s the way to get through, isn’t it? Do you need any paraffin or anything?’

Ceri's next stop was the village pharmacy, where her prescription was ready for collection. ‘Diazepam, four milligrams to be taken twice daily', said the assistant. 'By the way, I'm Gwenda, Mr. Wynn's daughter'.

As Ceri left the chemists’, leaves rustled just out of sight behind an old, stone, milk stand casting a long shadow from the orange, winter sun. Someone gave a muffled cough and there was just a whiff of tobacco.  


-----------------------------------------------------------

Forty police officers scurried in and out of Llantwyn’s Victorian police station carrying extra filing cabinets, putting up tables and chairs and generally disrupting the peaceful life of the village bobby.  PC Dan Jones lived in the police house next door, where he usually spent his evenings writing warning notes to the owners of cars parked without lights, though he didn’t see the point. 

The presence of Chief Superintendent Doug Fox was in itself enough to frighten Terry, brought from his cell to face Mid Wales’s top detective across an oak table big enough to fill the makeshift interview room.  

‘This isn’t looking good for you boy, is it?’ 

PC Jones knew everyone in the village, including Effie and her family, and felt protective of young girls. 

‘The Griffiths are good people,’ he said, entering the interview room while CID were outside taking a cigarette break. They don't deserve this. An open-handed slap smashed across Terry’s face. A punch to the stomach took the wind out of the teenager’s body. 

‘That didn’t happen, right? You should be grateful we don’t give you to the boys in the village’. 

PC Jones was careful not to cause the youngster visible damage. He had trained in First Aid after all. 

‘Mustn’t give his brief something to whinge about’, he mumbled to himself, wondering why Effie had turned down his advances after a St John Ambulance class in the village hall.   

Ceri felt isolated on an unlit path leading to the sea and this time the footsteps didn’t go away. The reporter smelt a warm gasp of stale malt as powerful hands grabbed her shoulders from an open doorway. The hands dragged her into darkness. She froze with fear. 

‘The old hag has been telling lies about me hasn’t she?’ said beer breath.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about! Let me go!’ Ceri struggled to try to break free.

‘I think you do!’ beer breath shouted back.

‘I’m learning quickly about women. They’re all sluts. Nothing personal, but that includes you. You can’t help it. None of you. You’re all dirty sluts'. 

‘W...well said, good b...boy!’ said a voice thrown from a shadow beyond the door.
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